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We’re beginning our 20th year at MSS—a year of gratitude. During the past 19 years we have 

grown at a very fast pace, encountered and overcome significant challenges, and maintained 

and improved our beautiful campus. Most important, we have grown a Montessori community 

that shares values about children and education, a community of students, educators, and fami-

lies that supports, cares, and gives. We all have endeavored to make MSS one of the highest 

quality Montessori schools in the nation. Thus the theme for our 20th anniversary is gratitude.              

At right: Our first multi-aged 6-9 class in 1995 (see page 3 for the students’ names). 

Below: Our current 6th-grade class: standing, Ellie Pedone, Xavier Plourde, Peter 

Hatton; sitting, Sharif Bey, Lesia 

Wojtowycz, Westley Zachery, 

and Olivia Davis.  
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By Mary Lawyer O’Connor, Head of School   

 

Our shared goal for your child is 

that he become a well-rounded 

human being—a joyful and enthu-

siastic learner who can problem 

solve, resolve conflicts, and be 

respectful, considerate, articulate, 

and creative. At MSS we help 

your child develop those qualities so that he will gradu-

ate from college with the life skills needed for success. 

We do this by following each child as a unique individu-

al and facilitating his learning as he grows. Each child is 

“custom-taught.” 

We provide lessons and materials when your child is 

ready for them, so that she can move ahead in each sub-

ject area at her own pace. One three-year-old might be 

an early reader; another may excel at math; a third may 

struggle with social skills, for example.    

There is a huge range of what is considered “normal”  

achievement at each level. We teach our students that 

everyone is different and that we mentor, help, and learn 

from each other. We are all members of a community 

that cares for and relates to one another with respect and 

grace.   

You may find that your child compares himself with oth-

er classmates of the same age. You can counter his anxi-

ety by reinforcing classroom behavioral norms at home 

and employing thoughtful reflective listening. For exam-

ple: “I hear you saying that Sally got a lesson in the 

stamp game that you have not had. Remember that every 

member of your classroom learns differently, and you 

will have that lesson when your teacher feels you are 

ready.” Another response: “Did you talk to your teacher 

about the stamp game? I know she’ll be happy to help 

you take the steps needed to receive that lesson, too!”  

On the other hand, if you ask your child about the les-

sons she is having, or about what lessons her peers are 

having, your child may feel that you are comparing her 

with her classmates, which can cause stress and anxiety. 

Be assured that your child’s unique academic journey is 

being carefully facilitated by her teachers at MSS. Talk 

with your child’s teachers if you have concerns about 

her progress.  

We have also observed that students can become anx-

ious or overtired if they are participating in too many 

extracurricular activities or academic programs. Try to 

make sure that your child has time to relax and rest his 

brain.  Outdoor time and creative play offer huge devel-

opmental and cognitive benefits to children. Enjoy your 

after-school time with your child in other creative ways: 

go for walks in the park, explore nature, go to the mar-

ket, do a cooking project, read together.  

You have carefully researched school choices and found 

Montessori to be the best fit for your child and family. 

Let your child’s teacher work on their academic curricu-

lum; they are carefully trained scientific observers and 

professional Montessorians, and they will facilitate your 

child’s academic journey with skill and sensitivity. Talk 

with them about your concerns.  

We strive to help your child grow into a complete young 

adult who loves to learn and is a responsible, considerate 

member of their community. List the qualities you want 

in your college graduate. The first thing on your list is 

probably not academic proficiency. These years are 

fleeting—have fun and enjoy your time together.   



 

In celebration of our 20th anniversary, we would like to 

give you a little of the history of our community. Our 

school opened as the Montessori Learning Center in 1995 

in Temple Beth El with one elementary classroom, one 

Montessori teacher, and seven students. Mary Lawyer 

O’Connor, Susan French Lawyer, and Patricia Choice 

Getz opened the school for their elementary-aged chil-

dren and other graduates of the former Kynda Montessori 

(primary) School. Over the years since the school’s crea-

tion, Trustees Jack and Carol Lawyer have been our big-

gest “angels,” donating energy, time, and money to begin 

classrooms, build facilities, and establish programs.  

A significant event in our history was the arson fire of 

October 2000, directed at the temple where we rented our 

space. We were forced quickly to find a new location, and our entire community united to find and acquire our current site at 

Waldorf Parkway. Our campus had been a NYS teachers’ union retirement home (where a tree was planted for every teacher). 

We have ten acres, ten buildings, and a wooded lot. We also rent space for our Land Laboratory in Pompey, which includes 50 

acres of woods, open fields, and a pond, as well as our “Nature’s Classroom” in a connected house and barn.   

We will be celebrating our 20th anniversary—a year of gratitude—in many ways. We will soon have an MSS Timeline ready 

for viewing in our lobby, with our history in images. And in this publication we’ll continue to update you on our alumni and 

their accomplishments. We are grateful for you—our Montessori community of students, educators, and families—always 

supporting, caring, and giving.                           

On page one, our first Lower Elementary 

class (which grew to nine students by mid-

year): back row, Charles Marlowe-

Cremedas, Sam Weisenthal, Colin O’Con-

nor, Heidi Rose Getz, and Madison Cyphers; 

front, Sean Ryan, Nicole Krenitsky, and Jo-

anna Palmer. Where are they now? You’ll 

see in the winter Issue!  

Above: Mia Enders (Maple Cottage) is 

pleased with her number/quantity math 

work. Right: Lukas Ward (Willow) is focused 

on his research on the Periodic Table of Ele-

ments.   
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This is our MSS 

class of  2004, ten 

years ago. Top row, 

left to right: Connor 

Hoffman, Elena 

Mishko, Claire 

Koesterer, and 

Laura Flagg. Bot-

tom row: Luke 

Gianforte, Jeremy 

French-Lawyer, 

and Mia Rigney.    

Below, from left:  

Claire Koesterer, 

Laura Flagg, and 

Connor Hoffman. 

Opposite, from top 

to bottom: Luke 

Gianforte, Jeremy 

French-Lawyer, 

and Elena Mishko.   



The Class of 2004 Today  
As our MSS Class of 2004 graduated from college this year, we decided to 

check in to see what they are all doing!  

 

Connor Hoffman graduated from Vassar College with a bachelor’s  degree 

in music with a computer science minor. He will be attending Berkley Col-

lege of Music for a master of music technology innovation this fall in Valen-

cia, Spain.  
 

After studying abroad in Strasbourg, France, Elena Mishko graduated from 

Syracuse University College of Visual and Performing Arts with a bache-

lor’s degree in communication and rhetorical studies. She is working for 

Zacharski Marketing in Manlius, a regional marketing sales company, facili-

tating imprinted supply, gift, and apparel for the collegiate market.  
 

Jeremy French-Lawyer graduated from Syracuse University's David B. 

Falk College of Sport and Human Dynamics with a B.S. in public 

health. She is working as a Program Associate teaching parent education 

courses at the Children's Consortium in Syracuse and in the After Hours pro-

gram at MSS. 
 

After graduating from Cornell University in December, Luke Gianforte is 

managing his family’s organic farm in Cazenovia. Luke has a degree in dairy 

science with a concentration in business and agricultural science. He traveled 

to Italy, Germany, and New Zealand through various Cornell programs.  
 

Mia Rigney (not pictured) graduated from the University of Binghamton 

with a B.S. in engineering.  She is currently working in the Operations Lead-

ership Development Program at BAE Systems in Louisville, Ken-

tucky. BAE Systems is an aircraft design innovator in commercial and mili-

tary aviation.    

   

As part of her undergraduate studies, Laura Flagg lived in Hong Kong and 

Amsterdam, where she conducted research on air pollution. She graduated 

from Occidental College with a B.S. in sociology and urban and environ-

mental policy. Laura is now working as a Program Coordinator in the 

Environmental Finance Center at The Center of Excellence in Syra-

cuse and plans to take the LSAT in December. She volunteers at 

the Hiscock Legal Aid Society   
 

Claire Koesterer graduated from the University of Oregon with a business 

administration major with a focus in finance and marketing and a minor in 

economics. She is currently living in Long Island, NY, and working in a real-

ty office.   
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We value you, our parents, as an essential part 

of the team that supports your child’s success 

at MSS. Here are some of the most important 

things you can do at home to support your 

child’s experience.    

Build a home life that involves healthy family 

meals, plenty of sleep each night, (a minimum 

of 11 hours), reading time with your child  

every day, and minimal or no screen time. 

Promote your child’s independence and create 

a home environment that gives them the op-

portunity to practice the self-care skills we are 

teaching and modeling at school. For example, choose 

clothing and shoes they can put on, remove, and put 

away with no help. They would rather “do it myself.”    

Keep in touch with your teachers and school staff. If you 

have any questions or concerns about school, please go 

directly to your child’s teacher. We are all here to pro-

vide your child and family the highest quality Montessori 

experience and value you as part of our community.    

All our students got off to a great start this fall, and 

the children in Maple Cottage were no exception! 

Counterclockwise from above, Grace Choi practic-

es buttoning on a dressing frame with fo-

cus and concentration. Wadaana  Ah-

med carefully strings beads, practicing 

her fine motor skills. Both were in their first 

week of school, feeling comfortable and 

happy in their classroom after a brief 

phase-in period. Ehren Zachery, one of 

the “leaders” in Maple, is shown solving 

problems with the stamp game, a ma-

nipulative material that reinforces math 

concepts. The younger students learn 

good work habits from his modeling, and 

he is a mentor for them.  

 

 

 



 

 Explore Nature   

One of the most important things your family can do 

together doesn’t have to cost anything—and can be an 

opportunity to make new friends. You can join CNY 

Family Hikes at meetup.com with other MSS families 

and enjoy the great outdoors, usually within an hour of 

your home. Some families go farther afield, as How-

ard Kyle and Debbie Urbanski did when they took 

their children, Jasper Kyle (above, Evergreen) and 

Stella Urbanski (below, Maple), on a two-week trip 

to the Canadian Rockies. Closer to home are wonder-

ful local parks, and north of us the Adirondacks. One 

of our families went “camping” at a relative’s rural 

home, pitching a tent in the yard. That can be a big 

adventure, too!  

Window is published by the Montessori School of  Syracuse 

five times per year unless otherwise noted. Contributors are  

Nancy Finch, René Gabriel, and Mary Lawyer O’Connor. 

Editing is provided by Kathleen Parrish and Susan French-

Lawyer. Comments, questions, and submissions are wel-

comed by Mary Lawyer O’Connor at msshead@gmail.com. 

New Arrival!  
 

To encourage our elementary families to take advantage of 

Central New York’s beautiful parks, each child has the op-

portunity to borrow a very special “outdoor backpack” from 

their classroom. The pack comes with everything needed to 

explore the great outdoors, or your own backyard. There 

are nature guidebooks to choose from for identification of 

mammals, insects, clouds, etc., binoculars, a compass, a 

magnifying glass, and more! But you don’t have to wait for 

the backpack—go out tonight for some stargazing!   

MSS OUTDOOR BACKPACKS 

Cora Pax Zachery was born at Saint Joseph’s Hospital 

at 6:00 a.m. on August 31, weighing 7 lb 2 oz and 19 

1/4 in. long. Big brothers Westley (Willow) and Eh-

ren Zachery (Maple) were delighted with their new 

sister, as were their parents, Sheila and Henry.   

Zachery grandparents Pam and Michael McGrath are 

active members of the MSS community. They signed 

up to receive the same photos that parents receive via 

email of their grand-

children working, 

playing, and enjoying 

special events at 

school. Let us know if 

you want to sign up 

your children’s grand-

parents!   

Right: Cora Pax on 

an early car ride!       
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Town of DeWitt Firefighters Visit Primary Summer Program  

The Town of DeWitt  

firefighters are good 

friends of MSS and visit 

us often. During the Pri-

mary Summer Program 

this year, they stopped 

by to help repair our flag 

pole and give the stu-

dents a tour of their 

truck and an opportunity 

to sit in the front seat, 

too. It was great to see 

them “in action.” The 

students enjoyed this 

surprise visit. 


