Montessori schools growing in WNC

FLETCHER — Looking Glass Montessori does not look like a traditional elementary school. There are no desks, no chalkboards and no lecterns for teachers to stand behind. 

Instead, inside the school’s two classrooms are comfortable couches and child-sized tables and chairs. Students use mats and rugs to sit on the floor, and low-lying shelves are lined with puzzles, blocks and materials students can manipulate to learn and reinforce lessons.

The school is the latest in Western North Carolina to adopt the Montessori teaching method, and officials hope to open another school in Brevard. More WNC parents are becoming interested in the 100-year-old education philosophy, and area Montessori schools are looking at ways to serve growing waiting lists and older children. 

“I started because my daughter had been in Montessori since she was 18 months and my son since he was three,” said Florence Allbaugh, who opened Looking Glass Montessori in September. “It was such a phenomenal way to learn. There were no Montessori schools here, and we were so frustrated with No Child Left Behind and everything was test, test, test, and the joy of learning was lost.”

The move toward Montessori

There are at least 11 Montessori schools in WNC with one of the largest, Asheville Montessori, at capacity serving 150 children with a waiting list of 30 to 35 children. There is no way to count precisely the number of Montessori schools, but across the state there are 40 schools registered with the Asheville Montessori Society, the largest membership organization for Montessori schools in the country. 

“It is partly based on the belief that young children can do so much more than people think they can do,” said Marilyn Stewart, president of the board of directors of the society. 

“If you provide them with an environment that is rich and teachers who are focused on observing the children and understanding where they are, they will work, and the child will develop in many areas.” 

There are more than 10,000 Montessori schools in the country. The largest concentration of schools is in New England, California, Florida, Texas and large cities in the Midwest, like Chicago and Kansas City, estimated Tim Seldin, president of the Montessori Foundation and the International Montessori Council. 

There are Montessori schools across the world, but the largest percentage is in the Netherlands. 

“The bottom line is there are differences among Montessori schools,” Seldin said. “There are authentic Montessori practices and modified programs. The reason for that is the name Montessori is not copyrighted. There is no central organization that controls things.”

Independent learning

In Laura Mecale’s 6- to 9-year-old class at Looking Glass Montessori, Lea Allbaugh, 8, moves from solving mathematical equations using blocks to snack time to reading a book to her classmates. In the Montessori classroom, students are self-directed. 

Instead of standing in front of the classroom and delivering a lesson, teachers, referred to as guides, float from child to child making sure they accomplish a set of goals for that day. Students are encouraged to be independent and are free to choose the activities they would like to work on. In one classroom, each student could be doing something different. 

“I think I like it because you can move at your own pace, and you can do things you want to do,” said Annie Heath, 9, a student at Swannanoa Valley Montessori. 

“If you’re really good in one subject and not so good in another subject, you can kind of fall behind but still feel in the class.” 

Allowing children to follow their desires, along with small class sizes and individualized learning, make for high academic achievement among Montessori students, said Kori Fidler, head of Spruce Pine Montessori.

“It may not be fit for every kid, but the kids that are here, really thrive in this environment,” she said.

“The kids always really do a fabulous job. They have a lot of confidence in what their abilities are and are willing to ask questions about what they don’t understand. As a public school teacher, as far as curriculum studies they were in most things grade levels ahead.” Fidler spent several years in the public school system before moving to Montessori.

Mixing age groups

Students across three different ages are placed in one Montessori classroom so that the oldest child helps teach the younger ones. The concept creates a sense of community, while reinforcing what the older students have learned and giving them confidence to pass it along to other students. 

Much of Montessori teaching revolves around the senses. Students learn letters by tracing shapes on sandpaper with their fingers and develop their sense of touch by working with different fabrics. 

The materials in a classroom are an important part of Montessori teaching. They can range from puzzles to blocks to beads. The objects usually build on to each other so younger children get the fundamentals and the equipment becomes more complex as children get older.

The teaching philosophy also focuses on social and practical skills. Younger students are taught how to pour, button up a shirt or tie shoes. At Looking Glass Montessori, once a week students have teatime where they are taught proper manners.

Guides also work with students to teach them how to solve conflicts independently and in a peaceful way. 

“When it first started out, it was designed to be what a mother or parent would do with a child at home like table setting and pouring, sweeping and mopping all the practical life kinds of things,” said Victoria Robertson, director of Montessori Learning Center.

Need for more schools

Two years ago, Kathleen Mosher had to move her daughter from the Montessori Learning Center to a public school. Like many Montessori schools, Montessori Learning Center serves only children 5 and younger. 

When the Montessori system was first developed, it focused on children ages 3-6. As Montessori students began to grow up, schools were opened for older children. Now, Montessori schools exist all the way to high school, although it may be hard to find one for older children in WNC. Arthur Morgan School in Burnsville is one of the few that serves middle and high school students.

Spruce Pine Montessori is looking at funding sources to create a 13- to 15-year-old class; the school now serves children 3-12. 

“Maria Montessori’s work focused on children of all ages,” said Irene Purser, who works at Arthur Morgan School.

“Yes, her primary schools are the ones that are known, but she had a vision for middle schools, and across the country there are many middle schools. A person is on a continuum of development so to be able to follow that Montessori continuum all the way through adolescences is critical.”

WHO INVENTED MONTESSORI?

Dr. Maria Montessori, an Italian physician, first became interested in education while caring for children in a psychiatric clinic in Rome. There she used hands-on experiences focused on the senses to reach the children. Two years later, she opened the first Montessori school in 1907 in Italy. Following Montessori’s death in 1952, the Montessori movement became popular in America when Nancy McCormick Rambush founded the American Montessori Society in 1960. 

Source: American Montessori Society

MONTESSORI FAQ

• Are Montessori students given grades? 

Most Montessori schools do not give students letter grades. Parents are given report cards with written explanations of their student’s progress. Students must take a standardized assessment test in the third- and sixth-grade as mandated by the state. 

• Do students have a hard time transitioning from Montessori to traditional schools? 

“There’s not too much difficulty going from this setting to a public school setting or a more rigid setting because the children are more centered and more comfortable in the world so they can adapt,” said Victoria Robertson, director of the Montessori Learning Center in Asheville. “If you have a child who is used to rigid, it may be a little more difficult to cope with being expected to be independent.” Most Montessori schools like students to be exposed to the method by 6 years old. 

• Are all Montessori schools private? 

No, there are Montessori programs in more than 200 school districts in the country, estimates Tim Seldin, president of the Montessori Foundation and the International Montessori Council. 

• Do teachers have to go through training to teach Montessori? 

No, anyone can teach Montessori because there is no organization that regulates Montessori schools. At most schools, teachers have received certification from a teaching institute. Depending on the program, most teachers go through one academic year and a one-year practicum in a Montessori school. 
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WNC MONTESSORI SCHOOLS

• Asheville Montessori, Asheville 

South campus: 

254-6014 

North campus:

645-3433 

• Arthur Morgan School, Burnsville

675-4262

• Blue Ridge Montessori, Asheville 

281-0505 

• Looking Glass Montessori, Fletcher 

891-7856 

• Mary’s Montessori, Boone 

297-5045 

• Montessori Christian Learning Center, Andrews 

321-4291

• Montessori Country Day, Arden

654-9933

• Montessori Learning Center, Asheville

259-9880 

• Mountain Pathways Montessori, Boone 

262-5787

• Spruce Pine Montessori, Spruce Pine

765-7779 

• Swannanoa Valley Montessori, Black Mountain 

669-8571

