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OVERVIEW

A place of transformation, Mary McDowell Friends School (MMFS) is one of New York City’s leading 
independent, K-12 day schools for students with learning disabilities. Comprised of three divisions – 
the Lower, Middle, and Upper schools – MMFS provides students a rigorous academic curriculum in a 
supportive environment designed for them to thrive. Here, expert faculty and staff are dedicated to the 
intention that is core to the school’s mission statement  —“revealing brilliance” —  within each student 
by giving them the tools needed to boost confidence in their skills, and empowering them to take an 
active role in their learning. 

Guided by the Quaker testimonies of Simplicity, Peace, Integrity, Community, Equality, and Stewardship, 
the school is deeply committed to making anti-racism and equity central to its mission of cultivating “a 
diverse and anti-racist community in which all students can reach their full potential.”  MMFS looks to 
Quaker tradition to guide them in creating a safe, inclusive, and equitable school that fosters a sense 
of belonging for all students regardless of race, color, culture, age, sex, socioeconomic status, gender, 
sexual orientation, gender expression and identity, family composition, ethnicity, nationality, religious 
expression, and disability. MMFS recognizes that each student has inherent value, and nurtures those 
gifts in the classroom, on the playing field, and throughout the community.  

MISSION
Mary McDowell Friends School is a K–12 college preparatory program dedicated to the success of 
students with learning disabilities. Grounded in the Quaker values of equality, integrity, and social 
responsibility, we cultivate a diverse and anti-racist community in which all students can reach their 
full potential. Our specialized teaching methodologies and challenging curricula empower students to 
become academic achievers, creative thinkers, advocates for equity, and contributing members of a 
global society.
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QUAKER CORE VALUES
Simplicity, Peace, Integrity, Community, Equality and Stewardship. These Quaker testimonies are 
known as the SPICES.



Mary McDowell Friends School seeks a dynamic leader as its next Head of School to start in July 
2023. The successful candidate will be a highly experienced educator who has the capacity and vision 
to build on an impressive level of success and take the school to even greater heights. The Head of 
School serves as the school’s leader, responsible for fostering a community commitment to excellence 
in special education, a climate of care, and ethical growth among students, faculty, and staff. This is an 
exceptional opportunity to lead a forward-thinking school with deep roots, an unwavering commitment 
to providing students with learning disabilities the opportunity to be successful learners, and to its 
Quaker and Anti-Racist identity.  

THE SCHOOL

Named after Quaker educator Mary S. McDowell, the school opened its doors in 1984 with the belief 
that all students can learn. The first class began with just five elementary-age students and has since 
grown to serve nearly 420 students in kindergarten through grade 12, across three buildings. 

Mary McDowell transforms the way students think about learning, and about themselves as learners.  
Highly trained faculty and staff provide a learning environment that fosters development of the whole child 
by building academic skills, bolstering self-esteem, and increasing motivation for continuous learning. 
By identifying each individual student’s learning style, MMFS provides a solid academic foundation and 
empowers students to reach their maximum potential. The faculty and staff provide the highest level of 
support to students, ensuring they are academically challenged in a nurturing environment. Students 
also benefit from a dedicated team of support specialists including language therapists, fine/gross 
motor sensory therapists and college guidance professionals. The team works to ensure each child’s 
needs are met academically, socially, and emotionally.
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FAST FACTS
Founded: 1984

Total students: 419

Students of color: 32%

Total faculty: 209

Faculty of color: 28%

Faculty with advanced degrees: 74%

Student/teacher ratio: 6:1

Financial aid budget: $1M

Students receiving aid: 12%

Students receiving NYCDOE Connors   

 Funding: 15%



Staying at the forefront of special education is a top priority for MMFS’s educators. Proven best practices 
from expert special education leaders are implemented into the curricula, processes, and practices. 
Ongoing professional learning objectives are included in the career plan of every member of the faculty 
and staff.

Quaker values and traditions are at the heart of MMFS. The Religious Society of Friends (or Quakers) 
is a group united in the conviction that there is “that of God”  within each of us, which Friends have 
historically referred to as the Light. As the only Quaker school in New York City for students with 
learning disabilities, the school offers an unparalleled teaching and learning experience. The school 
gathers on a regular basis for Silent Meetings, a cherished time when the community can reflect, and 
members’ voices are heard. The Quaker traditions give students the strength to be able to succeed 
both in school and in the global community. 

Mary McDowell Friends School is a member of the New York State Association of Independent Schools 
(NYSAIS), National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), Guild of Independent Schools of 
New York (GISNY), Friends Council on Education (FCE), and Association of Technology Leaders in 
Independent Schools (ATLIS).
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ACADEMICS 

MMFS provides a rigorous college preparatory program dedicated to helping students discover how 
they learn best. The school’s specialized teaching methodologies and challenging curricula empower 
students to become academic achievers, creative thinkers, advocates for equity, and contributing 
members of a global society. The curriculum is thoughtfully built on each student’s strengths to “reveal 
their brilliance,” while small class sizes ensure students receive the highest level of support and 
encouragement. The school utilizes cutting-edge technology, educational materials, and classroom 
furnishings specifically designed to best facilitate students with learning disabilities. At MMFS, learning 
is as fun as it is intellectually challenging.  

Lower School
In the Lower School, students are immersed in a multisensory curriculum where they develop a 
strong academic foundation encouraging risk taking and self-expression. The curriculum contains 
robust programming including writing, reading, math, science, social studies, current events, physical 
education, and visual and performing arts. The education is “child-centered” and designed to meet each 
student where they are developmentally and bring them to the next level at their own pace. In the Lower 
School, students learn critical life skills such as time management and organization as they prepare to 
transition to the Middle School. 



Middle School
Middle School students gain increasing independence and control over their education. Curriculum at 
this level is interdisciplinary so that students begin to make connections among diverse subject areas. 
Individualized instruction, including 27 different math courses, continues within the core curriculum, 
and Middle School students enjoy added opportunities to participate in music, drama, arts, athletics, 
and many clubs and activities. Middle School students also benefit from international travel including 
a trip to Costa Rica in grade 8, fostering a global perspective at an early age.  

Upper School
Students in the Upper School hone their problem-solving and critical thinking skills developed in lower 
divisions to become independent learners as they prepare for college and to step into the world as global 
citizens. High School students build on their passions and talents, embrace leadership opportunities, 
and explore new interests with an added focus on experiential learning. Grade 10 students participate 
in a week-long international travel trip to Europe to further their global studies, and have the option 
to continue international trips during their junior and senior year. Community in the Upper School is 
amplified through annual retreats that kick-off the school year.  
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Beginning in grade 9, students work with an advisor 
throughout their Upper School journey helping students 
develop personal responsibility, take risks, and build self-
esteem to advocate for themselves. College preparation 
also begins in the Upper School where students have 
individualized attention from exceptional college advisors 
who help guide students through the application and 
selection process.

THE ARTS 

Integrating arts is an essential part of the curriculum and 
learning experience at MMFS. Beginning in the Lower 
School and progressing throughout their academic journey, 
students explore their imagination and creativity through the 
arts as they learn to find their voices and discover talents. 
Students may participate in a wide variety of classes 
to satisfy a two-year graduation requirement including 
painting, photography, ceramics, digital media, drawing, 
sculpture, theater, band, piano, and TIMARA (Technology 
in Music Related Arts). 
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COLLEGE
MATRICULATION
2021 MMFS seniors received 
acceptance from over 65 colleges, 
universities, and post-secondary 
programs including the following:
 
American University
Bates College
Bentley University
Brooklynn College (CUNY)
Colgate University
Connecticut College
DePaul University
Drexel University
Elon University
Emerson College
Franklin & Marshall College
Gettysburg College
Hofstra University
Ithaca College
Lehman College (CUNY)
Lynn University 
Manhattanville College
Marist College
Muhlenberg College
The New School
New York City College of 
Technology (CUNY)
Northeastern University
Pace University
Queens College (CUNY)
Rochester Institute of Technology
Smith College
SUNY Alfred State
SUNY Maritime
SUNY Stony Brook
Syracuse University
Trinity College
Union College
University at Buffalo (SUNY)
University of Denver
University of San Diego
Worcester Polytechnic Institute



ATHLETICS 

Athletics promote participation and teamwork, exposing students to important life lessons of 
sportsmanship, leadership, and discipline. The lifelong love of physical activity is developed early in the 
Lower School where students engage twice a week through interactive sports and games. In the Middle 
and Upper Schools, athletics are focused more on traditional team sports. Student-athletes experience 
an increase in self-confidence, learn new skills, and enjoy the comradery of the athletic community. 
Upper School teams include basketball, cross country, soccer, track and field, and volleyball. 

SCHOOL LIFE 

Extracurricular programs play a significant role in the development of MMFS students. Students have 
multiple opportunities to continue their social and academic development beyond the classroom as 
they explore their passions. Students can form their own clubs based on their interests including 
environmental sustainability, astronomy, and songwriting. Through these programs, students cultivate 
friendships, develop leadership skills, and experience diverse cultures. 
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CAMPUS

Located in the heart of Brooklyn, Mary McDowell Friends School consists of three beautiful buildings, 
specifically designed for each age level. Classrooms in the Lower and Middle Schools are named for 
Quaker leaders and include technology areas, science labs, and outdoor spaces. The Upper School 
facility includes a bio lab, chemistry lab, physics lab, dance room, and a fitness room, all outfitted with 
state-of-the-art technology to support students’ learning. 

BROOKLYN, NEW YORK 

Brooklyn is one of the most soulful and exciting boroughs of New York City, a place with a special vibe 
and vitality. Situated at the west end of Long Island, Brooklyn is a diverse mix of urban and suburban 
life and offers a wealth of activities and entertainment. Brooklyn has convenient transportation access 
to all boroughs of New York City. This top-tier metropolis showcases everything from architecture and 
art to science and sports. Brooklyn is a borough that can speak anybody’s language. 

NYC’s art scene is unparalleled. Starting with the Brooklyn Museum and continuing to The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim, and other museums that present great 
art from around the world.  Art lovers enjoy mesmerizing galleries and engaging musical and theatric 
performances, while families can gaze at the plants and trees at the lush Brooklyn Botanical Garden. 
Additionally, Broadway, Lincoln Center, the Barclays Center, and many smaller venues mean it’s never 
hard to find a concert or performance.
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OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

Mary McDowell Friends School has been transformed under Debbie Zlotowitz’s 30-year tenure as 
Head of School and thrives today as the only K-12 Quaker school for children with learning disabilities. 
The school has developed significantly into three thriving divisions and enjoys great support from its 
community of passionate and expert faculty and staff, and families who are engaged and invested. 
MMFS is lauded for its ability to meet the individual needs of each student and for enabling all students 
to be successful learners. The next head of school will be welcomed into a school grounded in its Quaker 
values that is actively cultivating an anti-racist community. MMFS has become a complex institution 
that will benefit from a sophisticated school leader who can continue to strengthen the foundation of 
the school through fiscal leadership and a continued commitment to best 21st century teaching and 
learning practices for students with learning disabilities.

In addition to being actively engaged in the daily life and operations of running a dynamic K through 
grade 12 school, the new Head of School will be expected to:

• Maintain the warm and welcoming tone of the school;
• Affirm the school’s dedication to providing students with learning disabilities an excellent education 

grounded in Quaker values;
• Through leadership and action, advance the community’s deep commitment to Anti-Racist education; 
• Work with the Board of Trustees on addressing the issue of financial sustainability, with a focus on 

its unique tuition model, increased planning on building an endowment, and donor support;
• Continue to strengthen the community connection across all three divisions K-12 with the goal of 

MMFS being “one school”;
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• Provide the necessary support to the faculty through professional development activities and 
increased clarity of duties;

• Determine future facility needs as the school continues to evolve;
• Address the wellness issues of teachers and students as the school continues to learn from its 

COVID experience. 

DESIRED QUALITIES AND QUALIFICATIONS

• Educational or leadership experience in special education is highly desired;
• A high degree of alignment with Quaker values and testimonies or experience with Quaker education;
• A thoughtful leader with a proven record of accomplishment and experience with issues of diversity, 

equity, belonging, and social justice;
• A comfort with and a desire to build the culture of philanthropy; 
• The ability to listen and engage in appropriate consensus building to move efficiently to decisions;
• The financial acumen needed to both lead an organization with a substantial operating budget, 

actively investigate new financial models and cultivate “a culture of giving” among the parent body, 
alumni, and donor pool; 

• Ability and commitment to work with the school’s finance team in navigating the important relationship 
between the NYC Department of Education on tuition reimbursement and Connors Funding; 

• Authentic ability to inspire the community through written and oral communication;
• Transparent communicator with an ability to facilitate difficult conversations;
• An effective public speaker;
• Adept at interfacing with families and children from a multitude of ethnicities, races, family systems, 

socioeconomic backgrounds, and aptitudes;
• Eager to work at a school located in vibrant Brooklyn neighborhoods.
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TO APPLY

Interested and qualified candidates are invited to contact the consultants in confidence. Candidates will 
ultimately need to submit the following materials as separate PDF documents:

• A cover letter expressing their interest in this particular position;
• A current résumé;
• A writing sample (e.g., article, speech, blog post, etc.) pertaining to leadership and/or educational 

issues.

Should you advance in the search, you will eventually also be asked to share a list of five professional 
references with name, relationship, phone number, and email address of each (references will not be 
contacted without the candidate’s permission). Materials should be sent to:

Robert Vitalo
Vice President, Search and Consulting Practices
robert.vitalo@carneysandoe.com

Burke Zalosh
Search Consultant
burke.zalosh@carneysandoe.com


