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By Susan Hampton

The power of community was & guid-
ing philosophy of Primavera School
in 1972, and 37 years later, the veteran
private school nestled in the thickets of
Prescott’s Copper Basin sdll theives on
that theory.

Led by Carol Darrow; school director
for 18 years, the staff and teaching ream
at Pomavera are a small but dedicated
cadre. Strong teachers with varied back-
grounds, & small classroom environ-
ment, parent involvement and commu-
nity support are just & few of the found-
ing principles of Primavera School that
have endured the decades.

Back in 1972, Primavera was as raw
as the country that surrounded it. The
16-acre parcel and 1ts buildings were a
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“1 wanted to cre-

ate a program
where all young
children could be
successful learn-
ers, and teaching
was based on new
understanding of
a hands-on, par-
ticipatory learn-

ing process...”
Rebecca Rufiner,
Primavera faundeor

chool Thrive
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tormer goat farm — the ideal organic
start for founder Rebecca Ruffner’s vi-
sion of a different learning model for
young children.

“I wanted to create a program where
all voung children could be successful
learners, and teaching was based on new
understanding of & hands-on, participa-
tory learning process, not the old Greek
model of pouring information o the
mind,” Ruffner explained.

Ruffner procured the land through a
donation from: philanthropist Cynihia
Earl and opened the doors to 20 smu-
dents, ages 3-8, The premise was class-
room as community, where smudents
learn from interaction with each other.
therr environment and their wachers.
The close relationship buile among the
students and thetr teachers would be kev



to their lifelong success.

Ruffner’s ideals held
ground as the school per-
severed through its first de
cade of growth. “We were
fortunate to have a hand-
ful of commirted parents
and board members to see
us through the lean tmes
and guide us toward sus
tainability)” Ruffner said
“lI am sure many people
were skeprical of pur stay-
g power, as most schools
which were started ourside
the public system at that
time were folding within a
vear of two.

After Rufiner redred
as director in 1982, the
school went through an era
af change and uncertainty.
A nonprofit school that re-
hied on provate funding, the
community, and ruition for
financial support, Primave-
ra strugpled through many
years of fiscal instabilicy.
Bur it emerged whole un-
der the leadership of a new director in
1990, Carol Darrow, formetly Primave
ra’s pre-kindergarten teacher,

Darrow had significant obstacles to
overcome. Besides budget shortfalls, the
school had a growing need for facility
tmprovements to keep pace with grow-
ing enrollments, while mainmining the
trust and support of the Prescott popu-
lanon who snll viewed Pnmavers, albeir
fondly. as the “lhippie”™ school. Darrow
steered the school through by holding
to the code esmblished by Ruffner: fo-
cus on the whole child, invalve the par
ents and build an aurhentic school com
murty,

*Carol Darrow deserves all che credir
for keeping the doars open and growing

the program and the campus 1o s cur-
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“[Carol] started as

ten teacher, but
she has carried
the vision forward
for over 20 years

n
no
Rebecca Ruffner, U™
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Cardl Darrow, director,
with a Primavera student

a pre-kindergarten teacher,
but she has carried the vi-
sion forward for over 20
years now!”

Today, a strong fundrais-
ing program includes the
annual Primavera auction,
wine tastings, a golf tourna-
ment, and sales, such as the
third graders’ recent bake
sale that netted 3500 in one
day. Gifts, along with tuition
from # rabust student body,
support Primuveras ongo-
ing operations. The current
capital campaign is secking
funds to complete the con-
struction of a mult-purpose
“Field of Dreams™ that will
enable Darrow to grow the
Intersession  program  and
expand the physical educa-
ton offerings. Donors can
have a brick placed 10 the
walkway and engraved with
their child’s name for a §180
donation.

Pam Brown, the school’s
most vereran member, joined

the Primavera community as a patent

pre-kindergar-

and teacher in the mid-1970s, and rto-
day teaches 5th grade and French. Her
son, Jason, graduated from Primavera in
1979. “At the time 1t was the only school

we tound that addressed our needs for

|ason to be treated as a complete person,

not just as young child to be ‘educated’,”

Brown said. She still stays in touch with

many tormer smudents. “They all re-

member so many diverse things from

their time at Primavera, but | would say

that one of the main memories for most

of them 1s the reachers, It is a constant

Primavera founder

thread thar runs through their conver-
Teachers are so powerful 1n
voung people’s lives™

Currently, the school serves 130 sto

dents in preschool through fifth grade
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“Primavera has high academic
standards and my children have
benefited from the small teach-
er-to-child ratio. In addition,
Primavera has provided music,
foreign language, art and physi-
cal education. These programs
are always in danger of being

ciuit in the public schools.”
- Michelle Beck,

Primavera board member & parent

dents. The small class size allows individualized mn:

flexibility to adapt to cach cluld’s vnique

tormar also allows the teachers 1o “teach to
a facet Darrow said contributes to the school’s “whole «

Premise
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“Educating the whole child ‘means
promoting emotional and physical well-
being as well as creanviry and cnneal
thinking” sard, 'l
must include more than the basics to

Darrow ~ducation
ensure o deservedly brighrer furure for
our children,”

The success of
1§ not

Primavera srudents
state-mandated
standardized tests. Rather, the children
receive evaluations based on direct ob-
servaron, standards-based benchmarks,
and authentic assessments based on
real-world experiences, Darrow said.

measured by

Primavera parent and Board president
Michelle Beck has rwo boys, Elliot and
Henry, who have attended Primavera for
six years. “Primavera has high academic
stundards and my children have benefit-
edd from the small teacher-to-child mtio,
Beck said. “In addition, Primavera has
provided music, foreign language, art
and physical education. These programs
are ahways in danger ot being curin the
public schools”

Primavera incorporates as many of
the local resources as possible in its
studies, including mps o Heriage Park
Zouo, Highlunds Center tor Natural His-
tory, Yavapai College, Mingus Springs
Camp, Prescott Fine Arts and many
others, Flementary school students also
travel to Phoenix for Atizona Science
(Cenrer exhibits and, in third and fourth
prades, gver rafting on the Colorado
River and Catalina Island in California.
This year, they hasted their first school
science fair as the reachers work to 1n-
corporate more science sty into the
curriculum. French, Spanish, music, art,
computers and physical education are a
part of every student’s expericnce from
Kindergarten on,

While Primavera students get an elite
education, it’s not one reserved for an
elite population, This year, 50 percent of
the students recerve financial aid from
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“Educating the whole child means promoting
emotional and physical well-being as well as
creativity and critical thinking.”

the school in the form of parnal nunon
waivers, with funds rased through the
Anzona State Tax Credit program and
awarded to students by the Orme Pri-
mavera Schools Foundanon. Scholar
ships are awarded based on need, merit
and family cireumstances. Twtion for
K-3 studeénts is §450 a month, plus a
$350) annual activity fee - o real value

compared (o comparthle schools in

Phoenix where tuimons can reach over
S1000 « month.

Though the philosophy lives on, it's a
long journey from being the alternative
school in town to delivering on a prom-
ise of a high quality, private school edu-
cation that prepares students to be life
long learners. But Dartow and her staff
deliver consistently on thar pledge,

-Carol Darrow

For mnformatton about enrolinent and schol

archipy apportanities al Primavera, call Caral
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thiir nen wel stte, washrimaveraichnol.ory.



