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Furman A LU M N I  N EW S  

S H I RLEY K E E PS O N  PU S H I N G  T H E  E D UCATIONAL E NVELOPE 

Poetry a n d  teach i n g  have m u c h  in  common.  

A good poet and a great teacher both beckon us 

to thresholds where experience and expression come 

together and fling open doors to some wider mystery, 

some larger "Aha . "  

B o b  Shi rley knows this. As a poet and a teacher, 

a dreamer and a doer, he is convinced that education 

is dynamic  and vital, and that visionary schools shape 

visionary citizens. 

Which is why, at the age of 73, Sh i rley is sti l l  

mentoring faculty, monitoring carpool traffic and 

roaming hal lways decorated with the  shaky cursive 

of th ird-graders and their crayon- i l lustrated stories. 

" I  realized I can't stand retirement," says Shir ley, 

a 1 958 Furman graduate who "retired" as head of 

Heathwood Hal l  Episcopal School in  Columbia, S . C ., 

in 2000. During h is  22-year tenure at the two-time 

National Blue R ibbon Award-winn ing school, he 

i nstituted a crit ical th ink ing program and an outdoor 

leadership development program and oversaw a s ig

n ificant jump in  enrol lment and endowment, bolstered 

by two substantial capital campaigns. 

He had earned a rest, but after three weeks 

of retirement he was bored and antsy. So he ju mped 

at an invitation to be interim head at Gaston Day School 

in  North Carol ina.  After two weeks there, Shirley cal led 

h is  wife and announced, "Thrace, I'm back home." 

He served su bsequent interim stints at a school 

in  Boston and at the Columbia M useum of Art before 

returning to work full time in 2005 at Charleston 

Colleg iate School, located 20 minutes outside South 

Carolina's Holy C ity amid the magn ificently graceful 

oaks of rural Johns Is land.  

Charleston Collegiate, a private school with 

a diverse, wide-ranging constituency, has been a stim

u lat ing chal lenge and satisfying closing act for Sh i rley. 

He arrived i ntend ing  to spend a year help ing to stabi l ize 

the struggl ing school, which had recently changed 

its name and lost its headmaster. 

" I  looked at the data and realized this was not 

a one-year job. It's difficult to recast this school as 

a progressive school in  a conservative community," 

notes Shir ley, a blue-dog Democrat and stalwart 

advocate for diversity. (While teaching at Summit 
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School in  Winston-Salem, N .C . .  in  1 966, 

he joined with h is  headmaster to pay 

the tu ition for the school's first African

American student.) 

" We're trying to look to the future, 

not to the past," he says. "This school 

has the potential for being a real jewel, 

a much-needed breath of fresh air i n  

Charleston . "  

Lorin Anderson, who served as 

Shirley's Ph.D.  advisor at the U n iversity 

of South Carol ina, points out that " Bob 

has stepped in  to rescue any number 

of struggl ing schools. His track record 

is absolutely incred ible.  He's energized 

by d ifficult situations." 

With his sneaky/wise smile and Southern gentle

man's gift of gab, Sh i r ley seems more the adoring 

school grandfather than hard-driving headmaster. 

Charleston Colleg iate's cozy size (275 students, 

pre-K to grade 1 2, with 24 percent minority enrollment, 

the h ighest among private schools in  Charleston) is well 

su ited to his hands-on a pproach. 

'' I 'm con�tantly working with the faculty, retra in

ing the teachers," he says. " I  long for teachers who 

make knowledge in  the c lassroom, not who br ing 

knowledge to the classroom."  He's most proud of 

"putting together an eager, young, dynamic, diverse 

faculty," 75 percent of whom have master's degrees. 

A born teacher - during his early years as 

a Mar ine and a banker, he taught soldiers commun i 

cation sk i l l s  and set u p  a teller-tra in ing school - Shirley 

pays little heed to trad it ional educational strateg ies 

l i ke strict curriculum standards and standard ized tests. 

I nstead he embraces such concepts as creative, col lab

orative learning and personalized i nstruction. He's 

a passionate reformer who bel ieves that education 

is fundamenta l ly about active engagement. 

And actively engaged he is, both in the private 

and publ ic school rea lms. "We'l l  be better when publ ic 

schools are better, and publ ic schools wi l l  be better 

when we're better," he bel ieves. 

As fou nder and executive d i rector of the National 

Center for Independent School Renewal, Shi rley is 

a catalyst for educational innovation across the cou ntry 

and a leader in the national debate on school change. 

I n  2000 he was honored with South Carol ina's Order 

of the Si lver C rescent for h is  contributions to education 

and his work on a publ ic  school reform in itiative cal led 

" South Carolina Re: Learn ing ."  He also serves as 

president of the New Morning Foundation, which 

seeks to reduce teen pregnancy in  South Carol ina.  

" I  bel ieve in  being outs ide the box," says Sh i rley, 

a published poet who looks forward to writing more 

once his work at Charleston Colleg iate is complete. 

The irony of his out-of-the-box th ink ing, however, 

is that h is  "new school "  vision is based on classic 

old school concepts, such as req u ir ing "exhib it ion 

of mastery," s imi lar to the old "declamation" when 

seniors delivered a final  paper before faculty and peers. 

It's true that sometimes tak ing steps forward 

requ i res taking a few steps back, and Shi rley is eager 

to step forward - back to a time when learning is 

done by the heart as wel l  as the mind. " Bob is l i ke 

E. F. H utton," says Anderso n .  " He th inks one chi ld 

at a t ime, one parent at a t ime, one school  at a ti me, 

and he makes decisions based on the immediacy 

of those concerns. He's motivated by real people 

in  his care on a daily basis. And that's a prescription 

for excellence for a nyone in  education."  

- STEPHANIE HUNT 

The author is a free-lance writer in Charleston. 
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