
For inquiring minds, I will take a refreshing break at semester’s end to unpack the context 
of Friday, December 8 in the MUS Lower School against the backdrop of my larger 
philosophy of education. Maybe the attempt will put into context what many of us see as 
our larger task with your sons. 
 
I was very proud of the seventh graders Friday. Seven to eight students came forward and 
spoke quite powerfully for young men of 12-13 years of age. The setting: A growing 
desire by the Lower School faculty and administration to address the routine disrespect 
and absentmindedness that is all to common among the majority of our seventh graders. 
Examples include talking in class against the teacher’s instruction, disrespectfully 
addressing adults (including their parents!), interrupting adult conversations with an “I 
need this and that” versus “Excuse me, may I please have…”, trashing their hallway with 
their expensive textbooks, calculators and supplies and irresponsibly misplacing same  
(leading parents to accuse the school of lax policies which allow for stealing), mean-
spirited words,… I could go on. Repeated pleas turn to warnings, and warnings with no 
consequences are no warnings at all. There must be a concrete consequence in the face of 
a general trend of continuing recalcitrance to drive home the idea of respect for person, 
neighbor, property, and school. 
 
Last Sunday’s Commercial Appeal editorial page offered a prime example. Thomas 
Freidman’s pulled quote, “Trying to do diplomacy without the threat of pain is like trying 
to play baseball without a bat” (CA, 12/9/06, A14).  Diplomacy with middle school age 
boys can work. When it does not, “pain” usually does, and with our student body, 
creative exercises with demonstrable symbolism, deliberate forms of healthy ritual can 
leave positive lasting impressions.  
 
We instituted lunchtime table groups with the intent of building a stronger sense of 
community among our seventh graders.  With students from many schools, it’s easy for 
students to balkanize themselves into small groups and never get to know their 
classmates.  We think it’s bad when an MUS senior has never exchanged words with a 
classmate who he has never played on a team with or sat in a class next to; table groups 
were an experiment to help avoid that happening in the future.   
 
When the boys’ clearly defied our fair and reasonable agreement to sit in rotating table 
groups, in context of their continued pre-adolescent behavior, their actions demanded a 
strong and restorative experience that would bring the boys to their senses.  Even if the 
students disagreed with the policy of table groups, they need to understand that rules, at 
least in the context of seventh graders, are meant to be followed.  If a group of seventh 
grade student council representatives had come to see me and asked for table groupings 
to be reviewed, their request would have been seriously considered.  That would have 
been the mature way for them to express unhappiness, not by unilaterally disobeying a 
fair and reasonable commitment they had made. 
 
Funny I mention Friedman. His The World is Flat blockbuster has made a strong 
impression on a lot of us at school. I think he nails the new competitive global reality that 
our boys are facing. That’s why we began Friday’s exercise with an explanation of the 



red school tie with blue stripes, its symbolism of Harvard and Yale and Virginia, how it 
incorporates elements of the old and new MUS, the trajectory of academic and moral 
excellence it represents for all who wear it. We then framed the boys potential six years 
at MUS as preparation for the Flat World, how kids across the globe will compete with 
the Class of 2012, and that the stakes are indeed higher than ever before. That said, we 
wanted to connect our boys with our alumni, fostering a bridge of fraternal pride in the 
hopes that our boys can begin to see themselves as part of a long, good story. 
 
Their letters were addressed to members of the MUS alumni board, people who would 
love both to hear from active students and to offer counsel/encouragement in return for 
what is the long haul of a schoolboy at the unique place we all love. At the completion of 
the exercise, in front of their peers, the boys were asked by me, “what did you write to 
the alumni and what would you like to convey to your class, the Class of 2012, that could 
be beneficial for the common good?” 
 
The boys who came forward said some impressive things, encouraging their classmates 
towards high ideals and self-reflection. It was beautiful!  One boy reminded the class that 
they as a group agreed they with me that the temporary “clique-breaking” assignment of 
sitting at designated lunch groups was a fair and reasonable request to foster a spirit of 
camaraderie among the individuals who represent 25 different feeder schools. “We broke 
our agreement,” said the boy. “We deserve some punishment.” His matter-of-fact tone 
and the clarity of his reasoning, while rare for the majority of middle schoolers, is what 
the Lower School faculty and administration expect from our top boys in each class. We 
want those types to be the leading voices in our community. The power of one voice 
even, one voice of truth willing to speak up among a sea of foolishness and hypocrisy, is 
a picture of the leadership qualities we want our boys to exude. Being the last day of the 
semester, today we awarded some prizes to a handful of seventh and eighth graders who 
seem to be both exhibiting and enjoying the character traits we desire our curriculum to 
instill, well-rounded young men who seem to display actions of justice, lovers of mercy 
who walk humbly amidst the people, history, and expectations of MUS. It was a 
rewarding exercise. 
 
In the big picture, we want these boys not only to obey fair and reasonable rules, but also 
we want them to look out for their neighbor and develop some emotional intelligence, 
some awareness of their surroundings so that they do not develop habits of assumption 
and blindly follow the herd over the cliff without regard for the democratic policies and 
procedures designed to promote fairness and order while as students they are emerging 
into their fragile application of reason. Gradually, we allow more and more freedom as 
the boys matriculate; holding them more and more accountable for their own actions (or 
lack thereof) in the hopes that upon arrival at college and university, they are fit, battle 
tested, and mature enough to excel with the plethora of freedoms and choices they are 
sure to face. As you know, time evaporates. We have precious few years with them to 
offer what we can to the tapestry that is the larger context of their education and 
development. 
 



Maturity is a long way off for Lower School boys. A longer way off for some than others, 
but each boy is different; each is an individual work in process and the cumulative little 
steps, exercises like today, will ultimately take effect producing a mature, responsible, 
thoughtful, creative and caring young man…a leader in his own right who considers 
consequences and what is right before acting; a young man in whom we can all be proud. 
Basic template of group dynamics: eighty percent of people are followers, ten percent 
lead the wrong way, ten percent lead the right way. We want the ten percent who lead the 
right way—who respect themselves, their parents, their neighbors, and the school—to 
lead in their words and deeds, outshining those who would lead the class into a poor 
direction. It’s fairly simple. 
 
Amazing how straightforward it can be with boys, and yet it is very challenging work. 
Actions should have consequences…good actions good consequences, bad actions bad 
consequences. We take no thrill in punitive assignments. It costs us a lot of time and 
creative energy that we would rather put to use elsewhere, but it is my duty to see that the 
Lord of the Flies does not evolve on my watch. Faculty will be respected, boys who want 
to learn will be honored, parental monetary investment will be valued, and those who 
kick against the goads will be corrected so that they will have the opportunity to turn into 
consistently contributing members of our community. 
 
Rules and consequences are odd things. For example, the U-Cards. All MUS students are 
required to present their U-Cards at lunch everyday. Why? As an instructor of 
philosophy, I always differentiate between the practical, the utilitarian aspect of an issue 
and the moral obligation, the natural law which binds an individual to his/her obligations 
and community. In this case, boys present the U-Card to validate that their account is 
debited, not someone else’s. Second, presenting the cards makes the lunch line move 
much faster opposed to the lunch staff having to go through their computer system and 
look up a student’s name. Add 25-40 Lower School students without U-Cards, their 
drinks teetering on the edge of their trays (some spill every other day), crammed in a 
lunch line, and a 30 minute lunch period turns into 20 minutes pretty quickly for a boy 
who needs to unwind and chill with his peers as he eats. Lastly, the U-Card is his main 
source of identification should he check out a book or need to establish his membership 
in our community. Not all faculty and staff know all students. The card proves his 
enrollment. There is freedom for the individual and the community in following the 
simple rule of always having one’s card.  You’ll be amazed how quickly these same 
forgetful boys will be licensed drivers, and police officers are unlikely to show leniency 
to a boy who has forgotten his license at home; the things we do today build good habits 
for our students tomorrow. 
  
The second philosophical category is the moral obligation to obey fair and reasonable 
rules by good people in authority. We made it plain: one must have their card with them 
at all times. It is a fair and reasonable rule established by their authority. If a boy chooses 
to avoid detection of not having his card by skipping his lunch, it is unfortunate. As one 
teacher said, if he avoids words that require implementation of the “I before E” rule on 
his essays because he has trouble remembering the correct spelling, he will unnecessarily 



struggle through his writing as he seeks alternate phrasing. It would be best to learn and 
apply the rule than to avoid good and proper words which will enhance his writing! 
 
I teach boys to break bad rules of bad people in authority, at their own risk, even unto 
possible death (in the Upper School classes I teach), but in the Lower School especially, I 
want to instill an honoring of ones elders knowing that the elders they face at MUS are 
good people, “as is meet and right so to do,” so the Episcopal Church liturgy states with 
regard to one’s reasonable service to God, and the Fifth Commandment dealing with 
honoring of one’s parents is the theological over-argument for individuals in society 
obeying all authority that is righteous. If my instructions are foolish, dangerous, cause 
one’s conscience to be burdened to the point of an inability to perform, then the 
disobeying of my instruction is allowable. One day, the boys will understand this. Their 
development of discernment is a complex, organic, existential process that I know can 
happen with great success at MUS, and the careful exercise of walking a boy through the 
maze of self-awareness and consequences (like Friday’s events) is invaluable in the 
cumulative process of making good memories benchmarking significant events in their 
lives here at school. They’ll look back and laugh about it all one day. The eighth graders 
already do chuckle from a similar exercise they endured last year. They would agree that 
it brought them closer together as a class, and we teachers see them as having improved 
their choices and their attitudes following their exercise. 
 
Roughly stated, this is the larger context in which I operate, and while it may seem 
foolish or esoteric to some, I find it refreshing to delve into the depths of the “why” 
behind the “what,” even in the case of something as mundane as the requirement placed 
upon students to have their U-Cards. If it were not a requirement to their better interests, 
we would not enforce it. If it is a requirement, and absent-minded middle-school-age 
boys habitually violate the policy, we are fools for not enforcing the policy with 
consequences resulting, and the emperor has no clothes. Such inconsistency and 
duplicitous actions as having rules and regulations (yet not enforcing them with 
meaningful consequences) create apathy, cynicism…among students and faculty! It may 
be too late for we older folk, but not for these boys. They are not too young to be 
skeptical, as is healthy, but they are too young to be cynical, as is sad.   
 
When these lads get to my classes in the 12th grade, one of the first things I tell them, and 
I repeat it time and again, is that I am not now concerned with their intellectual 
conclusions on most issues. They are free to think and believe what they want as far as I 
care, but I impress upon them that I demand they identify their road to their private 
conclusions and behave in class respecting the spirit of the school. Questions are posed to 
them: Why do they see the world as they do? Can they trace their presuppositions back to 
their first cause? Why are they apathetic about genocide in Darfur? What about poverty 
and massive social and economic inequality in Memphis? Why do they believe that 
people are made in the image of a transcendent God and are therefore special and distinct 
from the flora and fauna and should thus be protected, even in the womb? Why do they 
conclude that people are the materialistic result of cosmic nuclear waste and nothing 
more, but these people have unique laws and rights protecting themselves above creatures 
with almost identical DNA? Is eating meat ethical? Does might make right? Why is 



running over a man murder yet running over a cat not? Should we change the law to 
equate the two events? It takes discipline and respect to chew on these things. It takes an 
instructor assuming that the classroom is filled with seriously minded students who care 
about themselves, their neighbor, the school, and ideas for the teacher/pupil relationship 
to blossom and for learning, for discovery, to initiate in the sometimes thick mind of the 
modern high school male. Such a boy, such a class, does not appear without interventions 
from time to time over a period of time, without corrections to bad habits. Our job in the 
Lower School is to begin the maturation process for many of these kids. 
 
Some kids don’t need much to trim the sails. Some need shock therapy. The wide 
continuum that is the Lower School population has boys whose I.Q.s contrast from the 
high 80s to those few nearing150. Maintaining an atmosphere where the neredowells are 
corrected so the average and the brightest can excel is an art. Finding opportune times to 
communicate effectively to the collective is rare but necessary and helpful when 80 of 95 
students disobey our instructions for lunch groups.  
 
I initiate nothing without the agreement of trusted faculty and staff ranging the gambit 
from old farts whose abilities and insights I may never approach to professional 
counselors to coaches. We always plan in concert, editorializing and tweaking along the 
way until we go public. I have strong support from within, and people would tell you that 
I take their criticism and challenges frequently. I believe our unified approach among our 
staff to carry out our task is genuine, and it is a serious value to your education dollar. 
 
My job swings from supporting and protecting the teachers from the unreasonable 
demands of difficult parents to seeking more qualified applicants of a leadership ability 
who represent the best that general population has to offer, for the benefit of the boy and 
our community. I desire MUS to be Memphis’ University School, the central place in the 
region where a boy is safe and free and encouraged and directed towards his evolving 
maturity and independence, a place where a boy will be equipped for the best colleges 
and universities available to him. The number of families are few who are willing to put 
up with the rigor demanded to move from an elementary mindset to a serious, 
achievement-driven, competitive high school reality. Our task, I believe, is growing more 
difficult as grade inflation has occurred, as basic educational standards have softened, as 
wealth and privilege have insulated so many of our kids (including my own) from the 
harsh realities and strains of others and that await them in the future. Not a day, literally, 
not a day goes by that a parent does not insist on medication for their son when it is 
painfully obvious to all here that the boy simply does not apply himself or care that much 
about school. Sure, a small minority of boys have serious attention deficits and 
reasonably require medication, but most of our kids are like I was at their 
age…somewhat lazy, bright, able, distracted, overextended with extra-curricular 
activities…academics and the necessary elbow grease to achieve at historic MUS 
standards are simply not a strong priority for some. Everybody wants the MUS bumper 
sticker, everybody wants to be on the honor roll, and everybody expects to win the 
championship, but few are willing to sacrifice of themselves appropriately to achieve the 
Promised Land…and ask of themselves “will the Promised Land deliver my 



expectations?” These are serious issues with which I myself will not doubt struggle. I am 
above no one. 
 
A lot of us are afraid that out entire culture has become a bit soft. You say so. Some of 
you see the madness that is our popular culture. What about our history? We are a 
forgetful people, after all. Look at all the mess w/ Iran and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s 
antics. An aloof, liberal West has no concept that people like him…a bright, 
megalomaniac, persuasive, and powerful man with access to ideas and funding and 
weapons…a guy like that in this day and age? If he is allowed to clash with our imperfect 
yet rational world, it is an unimaginable threat to our fragile quality of life developed 
over thousands of years. Our civilization has a real enemy, and who knows how we 
should best deal with it? It is our children who most likely will be the ones responsible 
for the decisions.  
 
On another note, is the next generation of leaders preparing as best they can to be serious 
about the international competition for their college slots and job openings? The flood of 
applications that will compete with our boys is mounting by the minute. It is 
unprecedented. Are they being prepared to take things seriously, to take responsibility, to 
become aware of their surroundings as they learn their subjects in relative serenity in 
anticipation for the practical challenges that await?  
 
At MUS, I believe they are. That’s why we take the pay cut to work in education. That’s 
why we started the Springfield Scholars, the top 10% academically with outstanding 
character, to reward our Lower School best and brightest with public kudos and $1,000 
scholarship to our ninth grade. That’s why we fight to get students in our school to take 
accelerated mathematics at an early age. That’s why we established Academic Warning 
in order to get boys back on track and focused in preparation for the demands of Upper 
School. That’s why we installed a demerit system so we can maintain a sense of order, 
isolating the repeat offenders for their own restoration as well as for the health of the 
community. That’s why we initiated a Study Skills course to acclimate the elementary 
mindset to the Lower School mindset in order to learn proper organization and study 
habits for the both the Lower School and the Upper School. Academically, we want our 
bottom quartile to eek on up every year so that we can put our head on our pillows at 
night knowing that we have attracted and enrolled the best and brightest kids we can find, 
bound to turn them into well-rounded young men of character.  
 
It’s often two steps forward, one step back in our job. It’s navigating expectations ranging 
from constituents of country clubs to card carrying members of the Sierra Club and 
respecting all voices in the process to the greatest common good while attempting to be 
true to the historic culture of the school in a rapidly changing world. 
 
It’s very hard work. And we love it. 
 
Our enrollment is much more subtle as you are well aware in comparison to populations 
in many area schools. There is no gunfire, no knife fighting, no gang concerns. We don’t 
have many complicated problems in comparison to our public school counterparts, and 



that is conscious, by design. We are a select prep school of achieving boys, thus we 
require nuances and creative counter measures crafted to communicate to an elite 
bunch— some no so elite, yet —in a way that promotes the mystery worked by the 
Liberal Arts’ magic on a developing young man in a community of honor, high standards, 
and discipline. Most, our task involves mercy, patience, forgiveness,…in a word, love. 
Love as applied to our students here should not exhibit mushy-mouthed sentimentalism. 
On the contrary, love is often a series of longsuffering choices requiring wisdom and 
patience, even risk, but never should love be foolish and neglectful. We do have a 
community to maintain. 
 
Thanks for allowing me to extrapolate the goiter that is my perception of our task at 
MUS. Many of you have invested much in your son(s) here, not to mention your deep 
commitment to Memphis and worthy causes beyond. While I take my task and that of my 
colleagues quite seriously, I don’t take myself too seriously, and I am open to criticism 
and instruction from all corners. Please, always know that my door, our doors, are open 
to you and your sons who have so much riding on our shoulders here. 
 
Grace and Peace, 
Clay 


