
With enrollment growing annually, Villa di Maria will break 
ground on the first phase of a $5 million campus revitalization 
project next August.

Phase one of the project plan provides for a much needed new, 
one-story elementary classroom building amounting to almost 
7,000 square feet, an open air pavilion with a storage structure 
and a pool house. 

Upon completion of the revitalization project  over approximately 
five years, the school will boast seven classrooms, employ 
approximately 20 individuals and serve 150 to 180 students. 
Current enrollment stands at 147 students.

Phase one also includes a complete redevelopment of campus 
grounds and most of the infrastructure work required for the 
whole project.

Phase two will bring the construction of a new administration 
building including a gymnasium which will help with moving 
classrooms and children during school activities.  The third phase 
erects a building to incorporate the three Children’s Houses for 
ages two and a half to six years.

Laura Ceretti-Michelman, current head of school, who has worked 
closely with the construction team planning minimal disruption 
to students and the neighborhood, said construction will start 
in early August this year. Villa di Maria possesses a narrow time 
window when construction can occur without disrupting school 
or Camp Pegnita, a summer day camp sharing the campus.

“Any construction or expansion must begin soon after camp 
ends in August and complete before the start of the next camp 
session at the end of the following May. We can attack interior 
building work during the summer, but we cannot allow heavy 
equipment to move around outside during camp. The children’s 
safety is paramount,” Ceretti-Michelman said.

INSIDE

IN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS,  plans call for Villa di Maria’s six wooded 
acres to support six new campus structures.

School Plans

Major Construction Project

Energized and excited by the autumn weather and their classroom 
interactions, Villa di Maria Montessori students cluster around the school’s 
sign at the edge of their wooded campus.
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Capital Campaign To Start 
“Expand our culture of giving, that’s what we’ll do,” Laura Ceretti-Michelman, 
head of school, said in explaining how Villa di Maria Montessori School will 
fund the critical revitalization expansion plan.

Villa di Maria now boasts a new web site: villadimaria.org.

Professionally designed by Stan Gellman Graphic Design,  
the site maintains the school’s logo and the essence of the 
former site which had been up for five years. The new site 
updates the content and photographs to reflect the growth 
and associated changes at Villa di Maria.

In clear language, the website gives prospective families  
an understanding of the Montessori Method and describes 

the advantages and the desirability of Villa di Maria  
in particular.

An international award-winning firm, Stan Gellman Graphic 
Design has operated from St. Louis’ Central West End 
neighborhood for more than 46 years, the last seventeen  
with Teresa Thompson Muehlemann, a Villa di Maria parent,  
as partner and owner.

Photo credits go to Melinda Smith, also a Villa di Maria parent.

New Web Site Launches • villadimaria.org

In making the statement, Ceretti-Michelman announced a capital 
campaign which will commence next spring to raise approximately 
$6 million for the revitalization project. 

The three construction phases of the revitalization will cost about  
$5 million, but Ceretti-Michelman prefers a goal beyond that figure 
to cover eventualities and, hopefully, to fund some scholarships.

She pointed out that the school’s tuition is set at a level to cover  
its operating costs. 

Villa di Maria’s four-member board and Cerettii-Michelman  
began planning for the capital campaign, which they hope 
to launch this spring. That planning will look at obtaining  
contributions and pledges from alumni and their families—
the school opened in 1967—as well as from local corporations, 
foundations and individuals specifically interested and supportive 
of educational endeavors.

“To accomplish what we need to do, we will also work to raise the 
profile and expand the public relations footprint of our wonderful 
school and especially to extend our culture of giving,” Ceretti-
Michelman said.

“We need to do more to accommodate increased interest in 
Montessori and to continue to provide Montessori at its best. 
Children benefit from our special approach towards learning and 
the Montessori accredited education.”

As for that culture of giving, Ceretti-Michelman pointed to an annual 
fundraising campaign by the school and the families of current 
students which gifts a particular project each year. “We reached 
90 percent participation this year when, in advance of our capital 
campaign, we asked families to fund new playground equipment.  
Our playground needs an upgrade, and the equipment needs to 
move during construction.”

In the past, Ceretti-Michelman said annual fundraising efforts 
allowed the school to build a new porch for the lower elementary 

and to perform extensive maintenance and repairs on the buildings 
and grounds including new heating and cooling systems, new 
flooring in all the buildings, interior and exterior painting and the 
purchase of new tables, chairs and shelves for the classrooms.

“Most recently, donated funds helped us handle a large unexpected 
expense when we had to renovate the nap cabin.

“Projects of this scope go beyond our regular operating budget 
and would take many years of planning and saving to accomplish 
if the families did not help or were not committed to Villa di Maria,” 
Ceretti-Michelman said.

Revitalization phase one includes a new 7,000 square foot 
elementary classroom building, an open air pavilion with a storage 
structure and pool house plus complete redevelopment of the  
6.2 acre campus and most of the infrastructure.

Phases two and three will see a new administration building 
erected with a gymnasium and a new primary building to house 
the three groups of children ages two and a half to six years in the  
Children’s House.

Head of School Laura Ceretti-Michelman answers students’ questions 
about the world’s countries and flags.



From March 9 through March 12, with 
another day tacked on for Big Apple 
sightseeing, Villa di Maria students will 
closely emulate the procedures of the actual 
United Nations. Unlike many traditional 
model UN’s, the Montessori model advocates 
working together rather than competing.

Villa’s 17 delegates, who began preparation 
for the upper elementary conference this 
autumn, will represent four countries—
Burkina Faso, Portugal, Vietnam and Peru—
at the enclave. 

Working in pairs, students sit on one  
UN committee for their assigned country 
and defend positions on two topics in  
that committee. Rebecca Callander-
Liddy and Melissa Anderson, both upper 
elementary staff, will accompany the  
Villa di Maria delegation.

Researching the history, geography, 
politics, economies and cultures of the four 
countries helps the students approach their 
upcoming participation at the model UN 

from the perspectives of the nations they 
will represent. 

With 17 Villa di Maria students attending 
this year, they will sit on many committees 
including Economic and Finance 
Committee (ECOFIN), Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC), Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
Human Rights Council (HRC), United 
Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and World Health 
Organization (WHO).

Preparation over the months 
also helps the young delegates 
build internet research skills, 
develop persuasive writing techniques, 
obtain light exposure to homework,  
practice time management, speak before 
a group and gain an introduction to 
parliamentary procedure.

For the first time in April, 2014, six  
Villa di Maria students attended the 
conference representing the Kingdom 

of Morocco and honoring Montessori’s 
commitment to education and peace.

Three of Villa di Maria’s 2014 delegates—
Olivia Silvey, Mary Clare Muehlemann 
and Brennah McAuley—recently reported 
to an organizational group for next 
spring’s conference and indicated that the 
experience helped them to understand 
some of the problems outside their own 
communities, giving them perspective on 
the larger world, beyond what they see  
day to day.

This year, to fund the venture, parents and 
students plan fundraisers.  Estimated costs 
including registration, airfare and hotel 
accommodations come in at about $1,000 
per student. 

17 to Attend Montessori United Nations 
In March, 17 Villa di Maria fifth and sixth graders will travel during  
spring break to Manhattan as delegates to the 2016 Montessori 
Model United Nations (MMUN). 

CHILDREN’S HOUSE FOR PRIMARY STUDENTS reached full enrollment this year with 83 
students ages two and a half to six years. 

Tracking upward over the last few years, this number represents an increase over the last 
school year and bodes well for future Villa di Maria enrollment since the majority of students 
who enter through the primary classroom stay to age 12.

At full enrollment in Children’s House and with the revitalization expansion on the horizon, 
Villa di Maria expects to continue to attract larger numbers of students to its idyllic six plus 
acre campus in Kirkwood.

As they flow through the school, today’s larger Children’s House population will eventually 
benefit from the new one-story elementary classroom building, amounting to almost 7,000 
square feet, proposed in the school revitalization project.

The first phase of the revitalization and expansion project, expected now to complete  
in 2018, also encompasses an open air pavilion with a storage structure and a pool house. 

Children’s House  
           NUMBERS EXPAND

Growing numbers in Children’s House stimulate 
learning among the students and make the 
revitalization plan necessary.

Impressed by the international 
representation of students at 
the conference, Villa’s delegates 
noted how hard some of the 
school groups worked to get to 
New York. 
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The Villa di Maria staff 
grew from seven  
five years ago to  
15 staff members today! 

INSPIRED BY HER EXPERIENCE  as a Villa di Maria 
Spanish teacher and by her daughter’s eight years as a student  
at Villa di Maria, Anna Schwind pursued the required training  
as a Montessori teacher and now guides the school’s lower 
elementary classroom of 38 students.

She replaces Nidhi Bhojak, who after 
seven years of teaching and rebuilding 
the elementary program on the  
Villa di Maria team, joined her husband  
in Wisconsin.

Schwind brings a wide experience to 
the school.  New Orleans born, she grew 
up internationally from the age of four 
months as the daughter of Southern 
Baptist missionaries in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina.

With four published works of short fiction, 
Schwind has taught computer skills, 
co-edited a weekly podcast, worked in 

library science in which she holds a masters degree and established 
the elementary classroom at another area Montessori school.

Besides her masters of library and information science from 
Louisiana State University, she holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
English from the school.  Her AMI Montessori elementary diploma 
comes from the Montessori Institute, Milwaukee, WI.

A continuing love of travel and a fluency in Spanish—Schwind 
spent the past summer traveling to Spain and Morocco—prompts 
Schwind to support and promote her students’ keen interest in 
geography, other countries and their flags. 

 Her 38 students in the lower elementary classroom, ages six to nine, 
make for a large class that allows, as she puts it,  “some remarkable 

and fantastic things to happen in the classroom that can only occur 
with large groups of children.

“A kind of heat and enthusiasm surround the number of children.  
Numbers permit new things: bigger projects, more far-reaching 
explorations, greater enthusiasm.” The children, Schwind said, 
exhibit a fire and a verve that is contagious and increases with the 
number of children. For example, she usually teaches the children 
to memorize their squares to 10, a task that helps later with square 
roots and prepares for work in algebra.

On their own, the larger class this year learned squares up to 20, 
twice what Schwind asked. “It is worth managing a large class just 
to see this magic happen.

“This year, I have watched many things which I have taught many 
times before taken to greater levels” Schwind said. “It’s an incredibly 
exciting and invigorating time to be at Villa di Maria. Montessori 
should be available to as many people as possible.”

Along with others at the school, Schwind said she values the 
warmth and personalization of Villa di Maria. “We try to retain it in 
all the important ways. For most of the time I have known Villa, it 
succeeded as a tiny, cozy school. Now, there’s a sense of palpable 
excitement around its growth.

“If any place can manage the transition from small and cozy  
to larger, yet still personalized and warm, the staff and the approach 
at Villa can. I look forward to seeing what the next couple of  
years bring.”

Head of School Laura Ceretti-Michelman welcomed Schwind and 
praised her: “Anna’s love and respect for children, her incredible 
intelligence, love for learning and passion for Montessori make 
her the perfect fit for our lower elementary. The classroom comes 
alive with activity and excitement thanks to Anna’s fantastic energy 
…it is contagious.” 

Anna  Schwind Rejoins  
Villa di Maria




