
The Roots of our Root: 

The Montessori School 

 

How did our remarkable school develop? The Montessori School has a 
powerful history, as a merger of two educational institutions with a 
combined total of more than 100 years of service, the Norwalk Day 
Nursery, and the Child’s Work Center. 

The Norwalk Day Nursery 

The Day Nursery was born from compassion and for more than 75 years 
served mainly the children of low-income working mothers. The Nursery 
was founded in 1909 after a child died in a fire in a building in South 
Norwalk. The mother had left her three children at home alone while she 
worked. 

A group of compassionate women in Norwalk decided that this tragedy 
should never happen again in Norwalk. They formed the Day Nursery of 
the Norwalks, later named the Norwalk Day Nursery Association. 

The first matron, Mrs. Emma H. Dennis, was paid $5 a week to care for 19 
children from infancy to 12 years. From 6 AM to 6 PM she cooked, did 
household chores and took care of the children with the help of a young 
girl who was paid $3 a week. According to the Director’s report, each child 
was given “breakfast at 9:30 AM, milk, bread and butter. At 12 noon they 
are given a hot dinner which consists of potatoes, bread, butter, milk, 
pudding, sometimes, eggs or meat. At 4 o’clock in the afternoon there is a 
lunch of milk, bread and butter. Each child receives one pint of milk daily 
and all the bread he can eat.” 

Throughout its history, The Norwalk Day Nursery was supported by 
private donations of money, supplies and services.  An entry from the 
August 1918 accounting ledger showed that monthly bills were “$180.40, 
of which $30 was for food and $6.50 for milk” for about 235 individual 
children’s meals. That month, the ledger also records gifts of “flowers, 



vegetables, milk, ice, laundry services, carpentry work, a flag, towels, sheets, 
eggs and toys.” 

The Norwalk Day Nursery was a favorite charity of many Norwalk 
businesses and private citizens.  Beginning in 1960, the United Fund (now 
known as the United Way) also began to support the Nursery. Over the 
years, ideas about nutrition evolved and records indicate that meals 
consisting of “all the bread [they] can eat” became by the 1960s, 
wholesome meals consisting of eggs, meat, fish, vegetables, cereal, fresh 
fruit, and milk. 

“For the care of children of working women during working 
hours”… 

The earliest statement of purpose of the Nursery is dated 1909 and reads: 
“For the care of children of working women during working hours.”  For 
three dollars a week, the Nursery served children of widows, women who 
had divorced or were deserted by their spouses. If they were unable to 
afford the three dollar fee, women were not turned away, and paid what 
and when they could. Children were allowed to attend the Nursery until 
they were old enough to go to kindergarten, and after reaching school age, 
could return in the afternoon until their mothers finished work. During 
World War II, the Nursery accepted children from families where both 
parents were engaged in defense work. 

In the 1950s, Mrs. Francis Paul, The Norwalk Day Nursery Association 
President for many years commented “We want to help those mothers 
who need to work to keep their homes intact and stay off welfare. We 
believe in helping those who want to work to help themselves.” 

In a 1959 newspaper article that ran in the Norwalk Hour, Mrs. Paul 
described a typical day in the life of a nursery child, which began at 8 AM. 
“A breakfast of cereal, fruit and milk follows at 9 o’clock, after which the 
youngsters participate in story-telling time, songs, simple lessons in 
counting, and dancing to the music of a phonograph. Supervised outdoor 
play comes next in the Nursery’s backyard, equipped with swings, seesaws, 
a sandbox, a rowboat for make-believe sailors, tricycles, wagons and doll 



carriages. Then it is time to scrub little hands before a substantial hot 
dinner at noon. 

“Afterwards more stories are told, the shades are drawn, the bunk beds are 
let down from the walls, and everyone settles down for a two-hour nap. At 
3:30 comes a struggle with tying obstreperous shoe strings and then more 
play before a snack of milk, sandwiches and cookies. Picture books, 
crayons and puzzles occupy the children until it is time for the mothers to 
call for them at the end of the busy day.” 

When the Nursery location on Webster Street was to be demolished due to 
urban renewal projects, the Norwalk Day Nursery Association bought new 
property at 9 Golden Hill Street in Norwalk. 

Years of Change 

For many years, the Norwalk Day Nursery was operated by a board which 
had no parent representation nor were parents encouraged to contribute to 
the funding for operations. However, in the summer of 1969, a group of 
mothers formed a Mothers Club “to help the Day Nursery in any way it 
could, including fundraising.” The head of this group, Mrs. Barbara 
Kolliopoulous wrote in a statement that appeared in the Norwalk Hour 
that the Board of Directors rejected the mothers’ offers of aid because “it 
had never been done before”.  

She noted that the Community Council, United Fund and the State 
Commission on Human Rights and Opportunities tried to bring all 
concerned parties together, but the Directors refused to meet with these 
agencies or the Mothers Club. The unrest came to a head over the 
dismissal of the Nursery director and at one point the mothers picketed 
outside the Golden Hill Street location.  The Nursery had received and 
relied on funds from the United Fund for more than a decade, but in 
January 1970, the United Way cut the Nursery from its list of member 
agencies.  

For more than 60 years the Norwalk Day Nursery had survived, and indeed 
prospered, due to volunteer work and private charity, receiving bequests 
from Norwalk estates and foundations and a continual stream of donations 



of time and materials. Now, without United Way funding and with rising 
costs, private support seemed a shaky foundation. The Board of Directors 
of the Nursery struggled to maintain a quality environment for the 
children. 

In 1971, The Norwalk Day Nursery became a recipient of state funds via 
an antipoverty program called Norwalk Economic Opportunity Now 
(NEON). The NEON officials expected to be involved in setting policy as 
part of their funding package. The funding was primarily used to pay for 
additional teachers and for the educational program, not operating costs, 
and in fact, receipt of allocated funds was not reliable.  

Something better for the children 

At this time, Mrs. Paul saw that her tenure as Board President was limited 
and wanted to ensure the future of The Norwalk Day Nursery. She called 
Karin Salzmann, then director of The Child’s Work Center, a Montessori 
school in Norwalk and said she wanted “something better for the 
children”. As a result, Salzmann recalled that she “visited, consulted, joined 
the Day Nursery board and recommended some board members.” These 
new Norwalk Day Nursery board members included two women who also 
served on the Norwalk Montessori Association Board, Jean Ely, an Early 
Education specialist, and Anne DeShields. Ely and DeShields worked with 
the Nursery board over the next few years as NEON began plans to merge 
the Norwalk Day Nursery with the Greater Norwalk Day Nursery 
Association, something the Nursery agreed to with great reluctance, only 
seeking to preserve state funding.  

After some discussion of what direction to take with its now-empty facility, 
the Directors reopened in June 1976 as a private day care center called Our 
School. Posters announcing the school’s opening included a line reading 
“Parent participation expected”. The program was a blend of open 
classroom and Montessori, and it attracted a number of students.  

In the meantime, Ely and DeShields engineered the solution which allowed 
the Norwalk Day Nursery freedom from the manipulation of the NEON 
administrators and provided an urgently needed facility for the Montessori 
program. As DeShields recounted it, Ely came to her one day with a 



million dollar idea: “Here’s the Montessori school with this wonderful 
educational program, and here’s the Norwalk Day Nursery with its Our 
School program, a building and financial assets, both of which have similar 
goals. For heaven’s sake – why don’t we put them together and solve 
everyone’s problems?!” 

So Anne DeShields negotiated an agreement between the two Boards of 
Directors, signed into effect in March 1979. The Norwalk Day Nursery 
Association – which at the time was the oldest licensed daycare program in 
the State of Connecticut – would turn over assets of $50,000 in cash plus 
the located at property at 9 Golden Hill to the Norwalk Montessori 
Association. In return, The Norwalk Montessori Association would 
oversee the operation of a top-quality, all day, year-round center for young 
children of working parents. It agreed to continue to serve the Norwalk 
community, and that it would try to locate its programs in one center to 
carry on the traditions of The Norwalk Day Nursery.  The assets were to 
be used for capital expenditures. The agreement also stated that the merged 
program would serve a multi-ethnic and multi-socioeconomic group.  It 
was hoped that land would be acquired and a building erected within three 
years of the merger.  The merged institutions were now called The Child’s 
Work Center and operations continued in three separate locations, but the 
search for one large location continued over the next nine years.  

 

How The Child’s Work Center was born and became The 
Montessori School 

Nine years later, on a bright day in September 1988, the 25th anniversary of 
the founding of The Child’s Work Center, a group formed a circle under 
the trees in front of a refurbished school building at 34 Whipple Road in 
Wilton, together holding a circle of yellow ribbon. One hundred and forty-



five students, their teachers and staff were joined by parents, the First 
Selectman of the Town of Wilton, the building contractor who had 
overseen the renovations and other well-wishers. In a simple, heart-felt 
ceremony, the youngest children cut the yellow ribbon with their blunt 
school scissors and The Montessori School was inaugurated.  

 

The birth of an idea  

It was twenty-six years earlier to that opening day that Patricia and Larry 
Schaefer were welcoming their third child at Norwalk Hospital.  Sharing a 
room with Pat was Patricia Perron who had also given birth to her third 
child that day. The two women bonded quickly over their children’s shared 
birthdays and more importantly, over the sharing of a common dream of 
providing a Montessori environment for their children’s education. Pat and 
Larry’s friends, Ann and Joe O’Callahan, also of Norwalk, came to visit the 
Schaefer’s new baby and during their visit they too were excited by the idea 
of finding a Montessori education for their young children who were ready 
to enter school.  

In the fall of 1964, The Child’s Work Center had an informal beginning at 
the Schaefer’s home in Norwalk. By January 1965, they hosted a 
prospective parent meeting and welcomed 25 couples who each signed up 
at least one child. A teacher was hired, and the school year 1965-66 opened 
in rented space in the East Avenue Methodist Church. The next year, space 
was found at the Episcopal Church for the children and their teacher Heti 
Fulhage, then later at St. Mary’s Church. Fulhage was Dutch and had met a 
Montessori teacher named Karin Salzmann at a demonstration class for the 
University of Hawaii. Salzmann later visited Fulhage in her new classroom 
at the Child’s Work Center. Portentously, Fulhage became unable to finish 
her teaching duties due to illness and asked whether Karin would consider 
taking her place. 

Salzmann observed that the school had high parental enthusiasm and 
effort, but not a strong definition of philosophy. The teachers’ 
backgrounds varied from training under the auspices of the Association 
Montessori Internationale (AMI) then the American Montessori Society 



(AMS), then Dutch system – which posed a problem in continuity. A new 
site for the school at Broad River in Norwalk promised stability of location, 
and when Salzmann was offered a position as teacher, she accepted. With 
her tenure came a commitment to AMI education, for she made it a 
condition of her employment that the school would seek charter affiliation 
with AMI, meeting AMI standards. Initially, the school was accredited by 
AMS and then AMI in its first years. 

Salzmann said that when the Schaefers, Perrins and O’Callahans founded 
the school, “they were motivated by the high ideals of the early ‘60s to 
create a Montessori school that was racially and socioeconomically 
integrated…Montessori being an ideal way to offer a head start to 
disadvantaged children in an integrated, respectful setting. They named the 
school the Child’s Work Center in order to call attention to the fact that 
the work of the child is self-formation.”  Pat Schaefer described that early 
group of parents, students, teachers and staff as “a genuine community 
from the beginning”. 

In 1967, the school was also able to offer scholarships, which enabled 
children from diverse cultural and racial backgrounds to enroll. That year, 
the school expanded from one to two classes.  

New Directions  

When Pat and Larry Schaefer moved to Bergamo, Italy to train in the 
Montessori method, Karin Salzmann took over the helm.  

Salzmann recounted her excitement when first reading Montessori’s 
educational philosophy – a view that held children in high respect for the 
work of self-formation they are obliged to do.  Here was a world view that 
saw evolution as continuing, purposeful development in which we now all 
still take part.  Here was an ecological organization of learning, in which 
the contributions of each facet – history, geology, language, artistic 
expression…each part was woven together into the whole tapestry of life. 
Here was an affirmation of the mathematical mind that is possessed by all 
humans. Here were mixed age classrooms in which someone could be the 
youngest or eldest, quick or slow, able to follow a learning path without 
competition or grades, just for the joy of exploration. 



Salzmann was a magazine editor “without a whit of interest in being 
involved in education” when she first read Montessori’s words, but what 
she read excited her. Later, she and her husband moved to Washington DC 
with their two young children and discovered there was only one 
Montessori school with a waiting list of 200. Salzmann became involved 
with that school’s staff in an effort to establish a Montessori training center 
in the area to increase the supply of qualified teachers. The Washington 
Montessori Institute (WMI) at Loyola that Karin helped found is the oldest 
Association Montessori Internationale (AMI)-accredited training center in 
North America and is located in a beautiful suburban setting between 
Washington, D.C. and Baltimore, at Loyola University Maryland's School 
of Education graduate center in Columbia, MD. 

After attending a seminar for potential teacher trainers, Salzmann was 
invited to join the AMI Pedagogical Committee in the US.  She spent a few 
years in Washington DC as a teacher/administrator and also worked as a 
Montessori consultant for a research project funded by the National 
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) that studied inner city toddlers. It was 
this rich Montessori experience which Salzmann brought to The Child’s 
Work Center in Norwalk. 

The school expanded to an additional location when the second Primary 
class was opened, renting space in the basement of the Wilton 
Episcopal/Presbyterian Church building on Wolfpit Road. A choice was 
made to have two classes of 15 children and build them, Salzmann feeling 
that growth was important to the evolution of a “Junior” class (what would 
now be known as Lower Elementary). At that time, Salzmann had a vision 
of a school growing to about 150 children, “so that the children would not 
feel overwhelmed as they came and went, and the parents would be able to 
grow in community.”   Soon after the move to Wilton, a third Primary class 
was established, then a Junior class in 1975, led by Elsa Diehl, who held a 
diploma from the first AMI Elementary training program offered at WMI.  

Another important contribution to Salzmann made to Montessori across 
the US was the establishment of an AMI office in the United States to give 
schools and teachers strong, authentic support. During this period, 
Salzmann did not have any teaching duties and was working as The Child’s 



Work Center Director on a part-time basis. She actively consulted for AMI 
Montessori schools across the US and began a national newsletter to keep 
schools connected.  She worked on codifying AMI standards for legislative 
purposes, and encouraged the US Pedagogical Committee to become the 
Trainers’ Council, a real study group for AMI trainers and trainers-in-
training. She traveled widely on behalf of AMI and was fortunate to attend 
a teacher trainers’ seminar in Holland led by Maria Montessori’s only child 
Mario and his son, Mario Jr.  

It was during Salzmann’s tenure in 1979 that The Child’s Work Center 
merged with The Norwalk Day Nursery which consolidated all the 
programs at the Golden Hill location. As part of this merger, a young 
teacher who had worked at Our School – Mary Reinhardt – joined the 
merged staff, and she also played an important role in the expansion of the 
school.  

When the Montessori 0-3 training course was revived, Reinhardt chose to 
go to Rome for the course. Her training allowed the broadening of the 
school’s program in 1981, when the first Toddler class opened at the 
Golden Hill location, now known as South School. This Toddler class 
focused attention on the formation of the child and the importance of 
observation -- of “following the child”.  

In 1982, Reinhardt and Salzmann began to offer Montessori-oriented 
prenatal classes, along with Mary Zeman, a parent who had children at the 
school and was trained in birth education. With this foundation in 
Montessori philosophy with a program that began at birth and extended 
through age six, the vision was set on expanding the program to the 
Elementary level through age 12. 

The School was operating in three separate locations, so in addition to 
developing a 9-12 year old class, the bigger task was to find an appropriate 
single location for the entire program.  Board member Alice Griffin “truly 
pushed, pulled and pummeled us into a comprehensive search for space”. 
In 1980, a bid was made on a property on Silvermine Avenue in Norwalk, 
but it was refused. The School also looked at property on Blue Mountain 
Road in Norwalk, and later purchased property on Chestnut Hill in 1986, 



but due to zoning issues, that location was not developed and was later 
sold. 

During this time, Salzmann left the AMI-USA office to a new director and 
returned full time to The Child’s Work Center. Knowing that her 
husband’s impending retirement would mean a move from the area, 
Salzmann wanted to concentrate her energies on the School to “try to give 
it a new form so that [she] could leave without feeling [she] had abandoned 
unfinished work”.  She became more active at the State level, seeking to 
link the School more fully with the wider educational community. 
Salzmann served as secretary and then president of the Connecticut 
Association for the Education of Young Children an also was a 
representative to the Connecticut Early Childhood Education Council.   

She also helped form the Montessori Schools of Connecticut association, 
organized by a group of independent Montessori school Heads to 
collaborate on issues related to running Montessori schools and speaking 
with one voice to the various state agencies in Hartford relating to 
education, early childhood and families.  In 1988, Karin Salzmann retired 
and passed the glowing light of the direction of the school to Mary Zeman, 
who had been assistant and then associate director.  

Consolidation and New Growth 
Zeman’s tenure would oversee exciting new milestones in the history of the 
School. Early in 1988, a Child’s Work Center board member [named Dan 
Crewe] learned that an elementary school building formally known as The 
Post School1 situated on 5.9 acres in Wilton was listed for sale. It had 
ceased operations as a school in 1974, then housed a state agency for most 
of the 1980s but was now vacant. Realizing that this property met all the 
criteria for a consolidated location, the board quickly made an offer which 

                                                           
1 An interesting parallel…The Post School opened in 1954 during a period of growth in the town of Wilton but had closed by 

1974. The town named the school after Angeline M. Post, a beloved teacher who taught in Wilton schools from 1903 to 1948, 
spending most of her career as teacher in the one-room Hurlbutt Street Schoolhouse.  In a Smithsonian Magazine article 
written in 2000 about Wilton’s last one-room schoolhouse, one of Post’s former students, then in his 80s, remembered his 
school days in the 1930s: “In those early years, Miss Post would handle as many as 30 children at once, from first through 
eighth grade, and as was customary for one-room schoolhouses, the little ones sat up front, with the bigger ones toward the 
rear in ascending order. The little kids would hear what was going on in the lessons of the bigger ones behind them, so they 
already had an idea of what was coming up for them later. Knowing what was going on gave them a head start."  

 



was accepted. A parent with vision and generosity, Stu Longman, then 
enlisted the help of his construction company – with work sometimes 
going round the clock – from May through September of that year to 
transform the property from an empty shell to a spectacular new space. 

During the renovations, many determined and devoted parents and staff 
packed, moved, trimmed, built, planned, designed and believed. The 
tremendous teamwork and unflagging enthusiasm paid off when the 
Child’s Work Center opened in time for the new school year to begin, and 
now operating under a new name – The Montessori School.  

 

When the Norwalk Day Nursery ceased operations completely that same 
year, Anne DeShields spoke on behalf of its directors to express their 
confidence that the 80 year legacy of caring for children of working parents 
would be carried forth in the traditions of The Montessori School. 

Consolidation of the programs offered renewed opportunities to build the 
community of parents and children.  There could now be much daily 
interaction between students, and also between parents of children in 
different classrooms who formerly might have only seen each other a few 
times a year. A Parent Communication Committee was established and 
Parent Representatives from each class were elected to serve as liaisons 
between teachers and parents, and between parents and a representative 
group called the Core Committee. 

This group quickly evolved into a Parent Association, tasked with many 
responsibilities: hosting class coffees, publishing a parent handbook, 
preparing a School garden, hosting the annual Cocktail Party, organizing 
various fundraisers and setting up the new “Parent Room” where parents 



could gather for meetings, care for infants and simply socialize for a few 
moments after dropping off their children.  

At the first General Meeting held in the new school building, Director 
Mary Zeman focused on the building of The Montessori School 
community. Some highlights from that meeting of the future work and 
vision for the school included: 

 The idea of finishing the third wing of the School (now the 
Elementary Wing) which housed six unused and unrenovated 
classrooms. The costs of this idea were being balanced against 
potential revenue from the use of that space, and also with the need 
for Elementary expansion sometime in the future.  

 The School was continuing to keep its commitment to maintain 
tuition within the mid-range of private school tuitions in the area. 
Parents were reminded that this was only possible because parents 
donate much time and many talents in support of the school. There 
was discussion of a major capital fund drive, and financial goals 
included maintaining a high caliber facility, retiring the building and 
renovation debt, and creating an endowment fund. 

 To complete the program, it was made possible in the 1989-90 school 
year for older students to continue through fifth grade, and through 
sixth grade in 1990-91. Plans were made to expand libraries and 
resources, and to enrich the programs with contributions from 
specialists in art, music, language and physical education.  

 The new Parent Association was welcomed, and parents were 
reminded of their partnership with staff and teachers. 

 After 18 years of being a renter the School finally was in a position as 
land owners to increase visibility and recognition in the town.  An 
intention to contribute to the community was stated. 

 An intention to continue to work to improve staff salaries and 
benefits was noted. The importance of ongoing training and 
professional enrichment for the teachers was also stressed.  

 
Under Board President Bob Reveri, the all-parent board worked steadily 
during the first two years in the new building toward these intentions, 



putting in place procedures and systems which would stabilize the day-to-
day operations and the financial foundation of the School. The 
consolidation of three locations into one proved to be an excellent move in 
the life of the school community. 
 
The school population doubled, the programs expanded and become 
enriched by the hands, hearts and inspirations of a highly dedicated staff 
and a lively and devoted community. The dream of serving families and 
children from birth through age twelve had been met and talk of pursuing 
middle school education was formalized in the School’s Shared Vision 
process.  
 
The Montessori School attained national acclaim among members of the 
AMI Montessori community and statewide acclaim by CAIS (Connecticut 
Association of Independent Schools), also earning accreditation with CAIS 
in 1998. Also in 1998, our School was honored with a rare visit by the 
AMI-USA Executive Director, Virginia McHugh, who traveled with AMI 
General Secretary Renilde Montessori (Maria Montessori’s granddaughter) 
to The Montessori School in February of that year. 
 
Towards the goal of expansion of the Elementary program, in 1997 the 
School had acquired two acres of property directly adjoining the Whipple 
Road site. The additional acreage adequately enlarged our footprint for 
zoning purposes so that in the summer of 2001 we were able to expand 
and renovate the four Elementary classrooms to meet growing enrollment 
demands. A cornerstone was laid to mark this important moment in the 
School’s history.  
 
The first Sixth year class graduated in 1991, and in September 2004 we 
inaugurated our Montessori Middle School with a charter class of ten 7th 
Years. The Montessori Middle School is currently located on Lois Street in 
Norwalk and in the ten years since it was founded, ninety-six 8th Years 
have graduated. The Montessori School alumni number into the thousands 
and our School has grown and blossomed through the years, now enrolling 
more than 230 students from Toddler through 8th Year coming to us from 
more than 20 area towns. 



In 2014 as we celebrate our 50th year as a Montessori community, we 
continue our commitment to ever-increasing excellence as we take 
seriously the on-going responsibility to financial stability, outreach, 
diversity, cultural enrichment and the maintenance of a joyous educational 
community through partnership between parents, board members, 
committees, staff and administration. 

 

 


