


“This is education, 
understood as a help to life; 

an education from birth, which… 

unites all in a common aim…”
— Maria Montessori



Founded in Rome over 100 years ago, 
Montessori education is one of the 
oldest and most widely implemented 

pedagogies in the world. It is an educational 
method which values collaboration, 
competence, self-direction and respect in 
children, values that benefit all children, 
across all races, religions and socioeconomic 
classes. The significance of Montessori 
remains relevant today because it has  
a positive long-term impact on its children. 
Dr. Maria Montessori, who lived through  
two World Wars, strongly believed that  
only through the child could we achieve 
peace and harmony. Today, in a world 
grappling with so much social and economic 
adversity, the Montessori method is more 
relevant than ever.

In 1967, a quiet, committed force of  
nature brought Montessori principles and 
training to St Louis. Pearl Vanderwall, a native 

Sri Lankan, founded Villa di Maria after 
studying Montessori philosophy with  
Dr. Maria Montessori herself, who developed 
the method through close observation of 
children and how they learn. Vanderwall’s 
vision for the St. Louis school combined  
the prestige of Association Montessori 
Internationale (AMI) membership with a not-
for-profit community, providing the gift of an 
authentic Montessori education to as many 
children as possible. 

In 1972, at the request of Maria Montessori’s 
son Mario Montessori, Vanderwall opened 
the Montessori Training Center of St. Louis in 
order for the Montessori community to grow 
and flourish in the Midwest. The school 
moved through a series of rental spaces until 
1987, when it joined the well-established 
Camp Pegnita on six quiet, wooded acres in 
residential Kirkwood, where the school 
resides today.  

Villa di Maria is an AMI-accredited Montessori school 
that is loyal and committed to the authentic Montessori 
method. For 50 years, we have brought the highest 
quality Montessori education to thousands of families, 
and we are now in dire need of expansion in order to 
serve our growing community.

Our History
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Camp Pegnita is a summer day camp for 
children 5+ rooted in 70 years of tradition.  
For Primary-aged Villa di Maria children,  
Camp Pegnita is a wonderful opportunity to 
continue their Montessori education all 
summer long through Montessori Mornings 
with the option for camp or nap in the 
afternoon. Impacting generations of families 
in the St. Louis community, Camp Pegnita 
prides itself on its old-school camp values. 
During a time when experts increasingly 
recommend less screen time for children, 
Camp Pegnita does just that. Campers have 
enjoyed hikes through the creek, swimming 
in the onsite pool, playing sports, testing their 
skills at archery, and playing traditional camp 
games. Camp counselors also set aside time 
each day for children to engage in free play, 
making up their own games and socializing 
with friends in a beautiful natural setting.  
We pride ourselves in calling Camp Pegnita 
part of our experience. 

Villa di Maria has remained committed to 
and enthusiastic about authentic Montessori, 
which, through its child-centered approach, 
has proven time and time again to provide 
children with a thorough and meaningful 
education. Villa di Maria offers a strong 
academic curriculum taught in an open, 
challenging and encouraging environment—
one in which children self-direct their 
learning. Villa di Maria emphasizes timeless 
life skills, such as problem-solving, integrity, 
courtesy and self-expression. Our children 
work hard to develop the knowledge and 
skills needed to care for themselves,  
their community and their environment, and 
Villa di Maria takes joy in helping them along 
that path by treating them with the respect 
and integrity they deserve. After all, it is  
the development of the whole person  
Villa di Maria strives to achieve. Villa di Maria  
is helping to shape incredible people who 
just may one day change the world.

Today
Villa di Maria prides itself in providing the 
highest quality Montessori education to over 
160 children ranging from age 2 ½ to 12. 
Staying true to Vanderwall’s vision of 
providing as many children as possible with 
authentic Montessori education, Villa di Maria 
offers financial assistance to those in need. 
The staff at Villa di Maria (many of whom hail  
from international backgrounds) has been 
rigorously trained in child development and 
the Montessori method, and add tremendous 
value to our rich community and to the 
surrounding community at large. 

Villa di Maria emphasizes 
timeless life skills, such as 
problem-solving, integrity, 
courtesy and self-expression. 
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It is the development  
of the whole person  
Villa di Maria strives to 
achieve. Villa di Maria  
is helping to shape 
incredible people  
who just may one day  
change the world.

The Need
The challenge Villa di Maria currently 
faces is one of space and functionality. 
The buildings we currently use originated 
in the 1900s as properties intended for 
residential use. Though expansions have 
taken place, the buildings themselves 
cannot adapt to the updates needed to 
make the classroom and common spaces 
fully functional for our students. The 
school community has faced many 
disruptions in its attempt to serve Villa’s 
growing community. In 2014, a modular 
building was moved on campus to 
provide space for a third primary 
classroom.  In 2015, the administrative offices 
relocated to a satellite location to make space 
for the students. In 2016, the Upper 
Elementary classroom relocated to an off-
campus location because the number of 
students outgrew the on-campus facilities. 
Having our community separated is not 
sustainable. In short, Villa di Maria is currently 
beyond capacity and in desperate need of 
new structures, with updated electrical, 
plumbing and cyber systems that can serve 
our growing population. There are over 160 
children enrolled for the 2016-2017 academic 
school year and we anticipate growing to 200 
children within the next three years.

At the beginning of the 2016-2017 school 
year, Villa broke ground on a new and exciting 
campus revitalization plan with all new 
buildings and facilities. The master site plan 
includes three one-year phases. Phase I, 
August 2016 through May 2017, includes the 
construction of a new Elementary building,  
a pavilion and a pool house, which supports 
Camp Pegnita. Phase II will include an 
administrative building and a gymnasium. 
Phase III will support the Primary Village—
two new buildings with a total of four 
classroom spaces: three primary classrooms 
and one nap space. 
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Impact
The demand for the high-quality education 
we offer is made evident by our rapidly 
growing enrollment. In our current state, 
though, Villa di Maria cannot keep up with 
the demand. In addition, we are struggling to 
serve our current community. Our campus 
revitalization project will allow us to grow the 
number of students we serve without 
compromising the integrity of the education 
or community we offer.

The growth of our school impacts not only 
our school population, but the community at 
large. Recent research shows that Montessori 
children exhibit a more highly developed 
sense of community and social skills than 
students in other programs. A tenet of the 
Montessori method is an emphasis on grace 
and courtesy. The daily school life of every 
Villa student includes exercises in respect 
toward the other children and adults in the 
school community, as well as the community 
at large. In particular, Villa di Maria typically 

engages in 3 to 4 community outreach 
projects per year. In the recent past, we have 
worked to raise awareness of and to support 
local organizations such as Nurses for 
Newborns, Our Lady’s Inn, The Little Bit 
Foundation, Foster and Adoptive Care 
Coalition, Gateway 180 and The International 
Institute. In every case, we encourage hands-
on involvement from our students. 
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Our campus revitalization 
project will allow us to grow  
the number of students we 
serve without compromising 
the integrity of the education  
or community we offer.



50 Ways of Giving
Beginning in January, 2017, Villa di Maria 
will grow our community outreach program 
with a new, exciting initiative: “50 Ways of 
Giving.” Named in honor of Villa di Maria’s 
50th anniversary, this project is committed 
to bringing social engagement to the 
forefront of Villa’s educational experience. 
Our goal is to involve our current 
community, as well as alumni, in serving  
the needs of underserved populations in 
the greater St. Louis area. Throughout the 
calendar year of 2017, we will host a total  
of fifty service projects including ongoing 
goods drives, fundraising actions and  
on- and off-site volunteer work. We will 
organize and implement service projects 
which will allow every member of our 
community—from the new 2 1/2 year-old 
student to the 100 year-old grandparent—
to participate in a meaningful way.

This year-long project will give our 
families many opportunities to really make a 
difference in the community at large.  
We hope to raise awareness for a wide 
variety of social and economic issues, 
including poverty, hunger, illiteracy, 
homelessness, women’s health, children’s 
health, lack of resource sustainability and 
refugee services. We plan to work with and 
for organizations throughout greater  
St. Louis and outstate Missouri. 

Some of the organizations  
we will support include:

Gateway 180

The Little Bit Foundation

Seeds of Hope

Missouri Foundation for Health

St. Louis Area Foodbank

Ozarks Food Harvest

Gateway Greening

Covenant House Missouri

Crisis Aid International

Bi-State Pet Food Pantry

Shalom House

St. Louis Crisis Nursery

St. Louis Area Diaper Bank

Habitat for Humanity

Planned Parenthood of St. Louis  
     and Southwest Missouri

Missouri Department of Conservation

Kids Vision for Life

International Institute of St. Louis
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our current community,  
as well as alumni,  
in serving the needs  
of underserved  
populations in the  
greater St. Louis area. 
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Grow With Us
Villa di Maria is currently funded by three main activities: 
1. Villa di Maria tuition

2. Camp Pegnita tuition

3. Villa di Maria’s Annual Giving Campaign

Our Capital Campaign goal, beginning January 7, 2017, is $1,500,000 and 
would provide funding for a portion of Phase II of our master site plan. This 
would provide the help we need to complete construction in time for the 
start of the 2021 school year and accelerate our ability to meet the growing 
demands of our school. 
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Naming Opportunities

PHASE I  Elementary Building

PHASE I  Pool House

LOCATION GIFT

Elementary Building $ 150,000 

Library $ 100,000 

Fireplace $ 75,000 

Classroom (3) $ 75,000 each 

Kitchen $ 50,000 

Outdoor Classroom Space (3) $ 25,000 each 

Piano $ 2,500 

LOCATION GIFT 

Pool $ 75,000 

Pool House $ 50,000 

Locker Room (2) $ 10,000 each 

Table $ 1,000 
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PHASE I   Pavilion and 
Outdoor Spaces

LOCATION GIFT   

Gymnasium $ 200,000 

Administrative Building $ 150,000 

Conference Room $  25,000 

Office $ 10,000

PHASE II   Administrative  
Building

LOCATION GIFT  

Pavillion $  100,000 

Garden $  10,000 

Garden Bed (4) $  5,000 each 

Table $  1,000 

Drinking Fountain $  1,000  

Walkway $  250,000  
in honor of Pearl Vanderwall 

Magic Circle $  250,000 

Field $  100,000 

Tree (10) $  2,500 each 

Bench (3) $  2,000 each 
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Villa di Maria Montessori School 
1280 Simmons Avenue

Kirkwood, MO 63122

314.822.2601

www.villadimaria.org/capital-campaign

Member of Association Montessori Internationale

Villa di Maria Montessori School is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization  

and thus your contributions are tax-deductible.  

Our Federal Tax ID number, also known as an  

Employer Identification Number (EIN), is 43-0896280.


