Phoenix School Rises; Now Led by Capezio 

Administration Heavy’ Leads to Streamlined Leadership at School with RSE License
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Phoenix School Rises

Rebecca Capezio, standing, spends a few moments interacting with students at The Phoenix Rising School on Monday. Capezio, who is also the vice chair of the Board of Directors as well as the school's founder, took over as executive director last November.
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In its fifth year of operation, The Phoenix Rising School recently made some changes to its administration.

Former Executive Director Aaron Rodriguez and former communications and outreach manager Heidi Smith were no longer working at the school in mid-November 2014. Rebecca Capezio, who is also the vice chair of the Board of Directors as well as the school’s founder, has replaced Rodriguez as executive director of the pre-kindergarten through sixth grade private school.

According to Capezio, the school had become “administration heavy,” needed to streamline and could not afford the salaries of all five administrative positions. As a result, two positions were eliminated entirely, and Capezio is not receiving a salary.

“It was just an economic decision and the sustainability of the school is of primary importance,” she said.

Capezio believes she is well qualified for the position of executive director because she knows all of the players and is supporting the school financially to an extent for now.

“It just seemed like a logical thing to do,” she said.

TPRS has a wonderful team of 10 teachers, according to Capezio, four of which have been at the school since it was founded in 2010. Since she is working on changing the school into more of a teacher-led environment, Capezio did not want teachers to also have to get used to an outsider during that process and thus assumed the job. Though she does not want to overburden the teachers, Capezio believes empowering them is worth it.

“(I) wanted to create some space and see if a natural leader emerged from within the team or if indeed they can just kind of do it through this consensus basis,” she said.

Other changes include the addition of a teacher seat to the school’s Board of Directors, the development of a parent association and the availability of an ombudsman, which is a person who meets with the teachers about Capezio since she holds two positions at the school.

What Capezio does not have is training or experience as a teacher, and her biggest challenge thus far has been shifting parents’ views of a head mistress by elevating teachers to a position where parents do not need an authority beyond the instructor.

Capezio’s goals are to increase enrollment from its current 50 so the school can continue to keep the cost of tuition low and to provide students with an incredible beginning to learning.

“Our dream is to provide affordable education,” she said, noting the school costs on average around $4,500 per year, but that the pre-kindergarten program is cheaper than day care.

Capezio said TPRS has great science and art programs, an outdoor curriculum that takes advantage of the 10-acre campus and a “mindfulness” component that educates students based on an understanding of the brain.

“We’re endeavoring to establish a lovely culture of self-responsibility, clarity around the power of one’s choice of thinking, and trying to kind of equip kids with everything they might need to feel secure and steady and happy,” she said. “Coupled to that, we also have a licensing agreement with Ramtha’s School of Enlightenment.”

Capezio said she is strict about keeping religion and spiritual matters out of the classroom and between kids and their families. The agreement allows TPRS to teach students the disciplines of fieldwork and blindfolded archery.

“We’re very strict about if you want to learn about what they (RSE) teach there, you go there,” she said. “It’s just all a means of exacting the feedback of focus and seeing the impact of where you place your thoughts.”  

Though the TPRS campus was once the Children’s School of Excellence, the two schools are not the same. With TPRS as the only non-Christian private school in Thurston County outside of the Olympia area, Capezio is trying to offer an affordable private education option for local residents.

Since it is a private school, TPRS is not required to follow the Common Core standards, but chooses to use them as guidelines to keep its students on track.

“We do because I think it’s really important that parents have a confidence level that when their child transfers out of here, for whatever reason, that they’ll fit well into the class they’re going,” she said. “So we’re guided by the Common Core, but equally we have the privilege of meeting children where they are at, and we have multi-age classrooms and the fluidity of children to move.”

Capezio started the school due to a knowledge of the pliability and flexibility of a child’s brain.

“I’ve always had a deep respect and understanding that what gets infused into young minds is really the benchmark from which all other growing happens,” she said. “I just didn’t see a wonderful school out there that I thought would handle all these things that were important to me.”

Five years later, seeing TPRS students who move on to middle and high school excelling is exciting for Capezio.

“In this day and age, with all the information, it’s not so much about the curriculum, it’s about the ability to think and manage your way through it,” she said. “I think that these skill sets, as far as I can see, are really doing what they’re meant to do and helping these kids do brilliantly.”

With her two sons, ages 9 and 7, attending TPRS, Capezio has added incentive to make the school a success.

“I know what we offer is stellar, and I see its virtues in my own children,” she said. “We’re not a cookie-cutter environment. ... If you want your child to be met where they are and supported into becoming the best version of themselves with a tool kit of resources and a genuine love of learning, then this is the school you need to be at.”
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