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Charter School Program 
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Discuss Key Accomplishments of the Charter School Program over the 2014-15 School Year 
 

First State Montessori Academy (FSMA) is the culmination of the efforts of many 

determined people who have seen firsthand the power of a Montessori education.  As 

Delaware’s first Montessori charter school, FSMA is considered one of the most innovative 

educational programs, and at the same time, one of the most well researched approaches to 

teaching and learning.  We are extremely excited to make this type of education available to 

children in Delaware.  We believe that the 2014-2015 school year was highly in-line with our 

charter and all of our efforts leading up to August 26th, the first day of school. As one may see, 

it is the people and their creativity that run this school so efficiently, taking our charter into a 

reality beyond the original expectations. Each one of our families has a similarly vibrant story to 

tell about their coming to and dedication for First State Montessori Academy. We have dug our 

roots deep, and will continue to spread our branches wide. 

FSMA opened its doors in 2014 but is rooted in over 100 years of research and reflection 

about strong educational models.  Since the early 1900s, Maria Montessori ministered a child-

led, teacher-guided pedagogy, espousing the connection of mind and body in joyful learning.  

At FSMA, we strive every day to carry forth the incredible work developed by this educational 

leader.  Specifically, our Mission Statement focuses on a commitment of service to families with 

students of K-6 school-age children throughout the state of Delaware to create successful, 

contributing, life-long learners in a Montessori Public educational program. As Delaware’s first 

public Montessori charter, our school penned the charter in dedication to providing academic 



and social outcomes that will continue to benefit the student’s future and development of a 

lifelong love of learning. 

The inaugural year at First State Montessori Academy was indeed a time to celebrate 

FIRSTS! FSMA was Delaware’s first public K-6 Montessori School, and during our first 

enrollment period, we had a waiting list of over 150 students.  As we approached the first day 

of school, FSMA worked hard to create opportunities for families and children to be involved 

with the development of the school and have a chance to meet other families who would be 

joining FSMA.  The summer before FSMA’s opening day brought nearly 100 parents onto 

campus to help set up computers, construct tables, and paint walls. On-site playground 

playdates, family fundraisers and educational opportunities for learning more about Montessori 

were well received and well attended.  In addition, the majority of the staff was hired 3 months 

prior to the first day of school which allowed for many professional development and team 

building activities.  The leadership team also formed and began many months prior to the 

school opening.  While the first day of school may have been in August, the first day of FSMA 

was long before. 

Staffing highlights are both the quantity and quality of personnel that chose to come to 

a new charter: 22 new teachers, with two in each classroom; four specialist teachers to offer a 

well-rounded elementary curricula; two full-time special education teachers; two lead 

administrators with a Principal’s Certificate and Montessori education, respectively; one full-

time administration assistant; and one full-time facilities manager. These individuals were met 

by 275 students that were as excited about this adventure as the Founding Board of Directors 

and Staff were.  



The momentum did not stop there. Throughout the year, many strategic events and 

activities occurred to build community, educate our families and impact student learning.  Our 

PTO where everyone is a member, made strident efforts in fundraising, hosting over 25 events 

in the 2014-2015 year, and raising money to send 26 of our new teachers and all student 

support and administrators to Philadelphia for the American Montessori SocietyConference in 

Spring of 2015. After-school enrichment clubs were active and filled just two months into the 

school year, offering Crafts, Choir, STEM, Art, and Game Creation amongst others. Trips to 

speak with Governor Jack Markell, rowing along the Christina River to study water ecology, or 

walking to Wilmington’s Grand Opera House for dance classes were just a few additional 

milestones of our students’ passion and curiosity.  

The positive reputation that has been created was due to very purposeful messaging 

about the amazing things that happen at FSMA every day.   A weekly newsletter highlights 

classroom activities and almost daily Facebook posts (to our over 1000 friends), share moments 

from the classroom.   Teachers have been trained in how to effectively communicate with 

current families who in turn spread the message about the power of FSMA.  As we entered the 

application period for our second year, during the 2014—2015 school year, we filled over 100 

spaces created by our pre-planned growth schedule and had over 400 children on our waiting 

list.  We are hopeful that the many powerful things that are happening at FSMA can be 

expanded to many other schools in Delaware and as we continue to build the number of people 

who know about our school, our reach naturally expands.  There are many components that 

make FSMA a choice for families that could be implemented in other schools and we hope to be 

active contributors to the changing landscape of education in Delaware.   



 

Key Components of our Educational Model: 

Implementation of an authentic Montessori Curriculum 

 All classrooms have at least one certified Montessori teacher  

 Montessori materials and curriculum utilized in all classrooms 

Incorporation of Responsive Classroom Principles 

 All teachers, specialists and leadership staff were trained in Responsive Classroom 

 All teachers received coaching and feedback throughout the year on their 

implementation of Responsive Classroom Approach from a national consultant 

 Resources to support implementation were provided for all classrooms 

Common Core State Standards 

 Common Core Guiding Team formed and participated in professional development 

provided by the Delaware Department of Education 

 PLC’s utilized as time for connecting Montessori to CCSS 

 Standards based report created by teachers 

 

Innovative or Unique Features of the School: 

Strong alignment of Montessori curriculum with Common Core State Standards - This 

required an intense amount of focus and perseverance to blend the two models, however it is 

possible because they are rooted in many similar beliefs about how children learn.   FSMA is the 

only public school in Delaware devoted and committed to offering this type of education.   



 

Multi-age classrooms (K/1st, 2nd/3rd, 4th/5th/6th) - At FSMA, we teach children at the academic 

level they are ready for. We know that each child learns at his/her own pace and will be ready 

for any given lesson in his/her own time, not on the teacher’s schedule of lessons. In a mixed-

age class, children can always find peers who are working at their current level. Children 

normally stay in the same class for two years. With half of the class returning each year, the 

classroom culture tends to remain quite stable. Also, working in one class for two years allows 

students to develop a strong sense of community with their classmates and teachers. 

 

Volunteerism and Spirit of Giving as a core belief - “Giving back” is a recurring theme of our 

work with the students. Our children have donated more than 2,500 pounds of clothing, sent 

shoes to Mexico, collected warm items for local shelters, and planted crocus bulbs in Rodney 

Square to beautify our city. Not only do our classrooms focus on this, our families give back in 

many ways to impact the operations of the school.  Volunteers run our entire food service 

program, do all of our landscaping, operate a staff work room to prepare materials for teachers, 

and much more.  These examples are not only huge cost savers to our school, but also 

incredible models for our students about the importance of giving back and volunteerism. 

 

Key Accomplishments: 

 After receiving a minor modification to increase the number of students we could serve, 

we received more applications than spaces and were forced to go into a lottery.  

Beginning year one, we had a waiting list of over 150 children. 



 FSMA had a strong performance on our organizational and financial framework.   

 All staff met satisfactory requirements of teacher evaluation program. 

 FSMA evolved from a founding board to a governing board, which involved a change in 

multiple members, and participated in board training to ensure a smooth transition.   

 FSMA met all operational requirements for students – including special education and 

other federal programs. 

 FSMA formed relationships with all of its contractors (transportation, food service, 

cleaning, etc.) that positively impacted the quality of service 

 FSMA utilized local resources for our students.  This includes the Walnut Street YMCA, 

Wilmington Public Library, The Queen Theatre, The Grand and Baby Grand, the DuPont 

Theatre, Rodney Square, St. Joseph’s Church, and more. These relationships have 

provided many cultural experiences and learning opportunities and activities for our 

students.   

 

What are the school’s academic performance outcomes that will demonstrate student 
growth, proficiency, and college and career readiness levels as measured by the Performance 
Framework? Provide an analysis of strengths, challenges, and opportunities for growth in 
these areas. 

 

FSMA has set forth three academic goals for our staff that will directly impact each student’s 

growth and proficiency.  While actual scores and performance levels will be measured on the 

new School Success Framework, our focus is on what we will do in each classroom that will 

result in positive growth.  We see each of these as a strength, challenge and opportunity 

because while we are working hard to do each well, we also know that they bring their own 



challenges.  Furthermore, each one will require continued development in order to stay at the 

current level and become even stronger.   Specifically, our three areas of focus are: 

1. Authentic Montessori teaching happening every day in every classroom 

2. Strong alignment of Montessori Curriculum and Common Core State Standards in every 

classroom 

3. Personalized learning as a core belief and strategy in every classroom and for every 

student 

Authentic Montessori teaching is an essential and foundational belief of FSMA.   

At the most basic level, we have ensured each classroom has a certified Montessori 

teacher.  Obtaining Montessori certification is an intense process that takes 12 – 18 months to 

complete.  It includes a large amount of coursework and an internship with a master 

Montessori teacher.  When a teacher finishes this process, they are equipped to run a 

Montessori classroom because they have a deep knowledge of the curriculum and 

management it takes to run an effective classroom that is filled with social and academic 

learning.   

 In addition to putting the right staff in each classroom, FSMA has created a leadership 

position that is solely focused on curriculum and ensuring authentic implementation.  FSMA’s 

Education Director Liz Madden has been involved in Montessori education for 17 years as an 

educator and leader. Prior to joining the FSMA team, she served as Director of Educational 

Programs at a respected area Montessori school.  As an expert in the field of Montessori 

education, Liz has presented locally for the Center for Montessori Advancement and nationally 

for the American Montessori Society. She works tirelessly to integrate current research and 



educational best practices within the time tested Montessori philosophy, which she does every 

day at FSMA.   

 FSMA knows that it is not enough to put teachers in the right places, but also that 

ongoing support and learning opportunities must be available to help teachers continue to 

grow.  In our first year, FSMA set the goal of sending the entire staff to the national American 

Montessori Society’s Annual Conference.  All teachers attended this multi-day training and 

participated in sessions that were relevant to their specific needs as a teacher.  FSMA also sent 

the entire staff to the Montessori Teachers Association of Delaware’s Annual Conference.  In 

addition, FSMA funded four teachers in pursuing additional Montessori training.  FSMA 

invested over $35,000 in Montessori-related professional development because we know 

continued learning is critical for our teachers and staff.  

 Operating an authentic Montessori classroom requires a specific set of materials.   In 

our first year, FSMA was committed to filling each classroom with an entire set of Montessori 

materials.  In order to effectively implement a Montessori curriculum, having the right 

classroom materials is essential.  As we opened eleven classrooms, two special education 

classrooms, art room, music room, library and gym, each room was initially provided the core 

materials to start the year and then, as the year continued, additional materials that were 

identified as necessary, were purchased.  Over the year, every classroom shelf was filled with 

the Montessori materials needed to ensure the curriculum was delivered in an authentic 

Montessori way.   

  



Strong alignment of Montessori Curriculum and Common Core State Standards in every 

classroom is an essential component of FSMA’s daily life.   

FSMA’s leadership team is deeply rooted in each of these components.  Our school 

leader, Courtney Fox, has a strong history of teaching and leading with the Common Core State 

Standards.  Her experience has included working on CCSS development teams at the school, 

state and national level.  Her extensive background as a practitioner and implementation 

consultant are something she shares with the staff on a daily basis.   In addition, her roots in the 

Montessori philosophy allow her to find the common threads that bring Montessori and CCSS 

together.  Liz Madden, our Education Director, has a similar background that includes a deep 

understanding of Montessori and CCSS.  Together, they have led the teachers to see the value 

and benefits in combining these two elements.    

 When hiring our teachers, we required them to model a Montessori lesson that showed 

their understanding of the Common Core State Standards.  From the very beginning we 

provided clear direction for our teachers that this was a part of the school’s value system.  Once 

our teachers were in place, we continued their development in both of these areas.  As 

mentioned above, many opportunities for continued learning in Montessori were given to 

teachers.  In order to develop their implementation of the CCSS, FSMA joined the Delaware 

Department of Education’s Common Ground for the Common Core Initiative.  FSMA’s team 

included teachers from every grade level and included special education teachers and school 

leaders.  Over the course of the year, they developed learning opportunities for our staff, 

participated in state-wide training, and shared their learning at conferences.   



 Not only were lessons aligned to include Montessori and CCSS, but also report cards 

were created that helped teachers know the student goals and expected outcomes.  Teachers 

worked with the leadership team to identify the standards and language that made sense to be 

included on the report card.  Our CCSS standards based report card has received strong 

feedback from both teachers and parents for creating a clear picture of student mastery levels, 

goals, and performance.  From the report card, teachers have identified Montessori lessons 

that work as assessments to determine if children are approaching, meeting or exceeding the 

standard.  While this has taken time to develop and is something we will continue to refine, the 

consistency from classroom to classroom is present and teachers have a common 

understanding of what each standard means.   

 

Personalized learning as core belief and strategy in every classroom and for every student.   

Personalized learning is especially important at FSMA because of the multi-age 

classrooms and diverse academic and social skills our children bring.  Montessori classrooms at 

first appear confusing until one looks closely at what each child is doing. In FSMA’s classes of 

about 25 students, anywhere between 15 and 25 activities occur simultaneously spanning 

multiple academic subjects. Students are spread throughout across the room working 

individually, in pairs, or in small groups to complete hands-on, self-directed activities. It is this 

structure that allows FSMA to personalize learning, foster student independence and focus on 

child development well beyond academics.  

The Montessori experience at FSMA centers on a daily 2-3 hour work cycle where every 

child progresses through a customized unique work plan of activities and assignments. Students 



might collaborate if they have common tasks, but the idea is that students are working at their 

level in each academic subject.  

At FSMA, each student is given an individual work plan daily.  These plans include 

lessons and activities that are matched with what each child is ready to learn.  Teachers are 

careful observers of children’s abilities and choose items for their work plan that are just the 

right level of challenge.  The ability to do this is something Montessori teachers develop in their 

intensive training.  The work plans give students choice and control over their learning with the 

eventual goal for students to have the skills necessary to self-select their tasks during the work 

cycle. 

When you enter a classroom at FSMA, you will witness a productive hum as students are 

immersed in a set of specially-designed, hands-on learning activities.  They will be using 

Montessori materials that are designed to provide enough structure so that students can work 

independently, yet the materials are open-ended and conceptual enough that students can 

move to deeper levels of learning.  The environment created by the teacher, in conjunction 

with the carefully designed materials, make FSMA a strong example of an effective personalized 

learning environment.   

As we move forward, FSMA will continue to focus on these three areas – authentic 

Montessori implementation, strong integration of CCSS and Montessori, and creating an 

effective personalized learning environment.  We know that it is critical that we continue to 

staff our classrooms with Montessori trained teachers.  This means doing what we can to retain 

the high quality staff we have in place as well as recruiting teachers to fill the classrooms we are 

adding.  In addition, we must continue to find new opportunities for teachers to grow and learn 



about Montessori.  This is a challenge as we will be unable to send our entire staff to the 

American Montessori Society’s Annual Conference each year because of the location (this year 

the conference was conveniently located in Philadelphia).  Lastly, determining the materials 

needed for new learning, and budgeting for these purchases is also a priority.   

 

What are the school’s performance expectations in meeting its organizational responsibilities 
including, but not limited to, administrative operations, reporting, and legal responsibilities as 
measured by the Performance Framework? Provide an analysis of strengths, challenges, and 
opportunities for growth in these areas. 
 

As a start-up organization, our first year was full of learning.  There were many things 

learned by trial and error, many things learned in the moment, and many things learned after 

the fact upon reflection.  FSMA met all of the operational requirements in the organizational 

section of our Performance Framework but has many plans to go above and beyond this.   

As an organization, we are focused on three areas that we feel will make a direct impact.  

Each of these comes with areas of strength and challenge, as well as opportunities to grow and 

become even stronger. 

1.  Continue to meet all regulatory requirements and create streamlined processes for completion 

2. Create a clear distribution of tasks and increase the training for related personnel in these areas 

3. Continue clear communication with all stakeholders – students, staff, families, board members, 

community members 

 

FSMA is committed to continuing to meet all regulatory requirements and create streamlined 

processes for completion. 



 FSMA is focused on creating and adhering to local, state and federal timelines.  While 

our first year was more about fulfilling requirements as they came up, which we did 

successfully, subsequent years will be focused on developing a more effective plan for 

completion.  Relying on our notes from the 2014-2015 school year, we will be compiling an 

overlapping calendar that incorporates all of the due dates we must adhere to.  This document 

will also include a space for lessons learned and recommendations for steps prior to 

completion.  Additionally, we will identify who is responsible for each task to prevent overlap.   

 In developing these new guiding documents, FSMA will utilize the relationship with the 

Delaware Charter Schools Network (DCSN) and other Delaware charter schools.  At our Charter 

School Collaboration Meetings, our leadership team will be asking questions of other school 

leaders to learn tips from their experiences.  We will also be building our network of resources 

to help us ensure we have someone to ask about any regulatory expectations.  In the 2014-

2015 school year, FSMA was given a mentor school by the DCSN and this was incredibly helpful.  

Moving forward, we hope to not just be a recipient of information but also provide information 

based on our first year successes.   

 In order to ensure all of our legal, reporting, and administrative responsibilities were 

met, FSMA connected with experts in each field.  FSMA has retained the counsel of Jim Taylor 

and seeks guidance from him on any potential issues or related concerns.  Our office staff has 

met with the Department of Archives to learn about reporting and document retention and will 

continue to participate in training on this area.  Our leadership staff has attended DDOE 

sponsored workshops and trainings to learn about other important reporting requirements.   

 



FSMA will further develop a clear distribution of tasks and increase the training for related 

personnel in these areas. 

In our inaugural year, we learned a lot about what certain tasks would require of us, 

would look like upon completion, and would require a specific staff member to focus on.  We 

kept notes on certain responsibilities and quite often found ourselves saying, “When we do this 

next year…” Whether it be refining a component or reassign the task to a different person, 

there was a natural reflection that took place.  While we were able to meet all requirements 

and began a distribution of the tasks, we will continue to develop this in the coming year. 

 One of the areas we focused on in the 2014-2015 school year was special education.  

We recognized that this was a non-negotiable area that we had to make sure every criteria and 

formality were met and done correctly.  Our Education Director, Liz Madden, oversaw the 

program and participated in many training sessions led by the state of Delaware.  In addition, 

we have developed the skills of our Lead Special Education Teacher, Mary Griffin.  Together, 

they have worked endlessly to ensure that we have not only been in compliance but also that 

our programming and services are of a high quality.  Developing a Special Education Program 

from scratch can be an arduous task but we feel as though we have done this successfully.   

 Moving forward, we plan to create more learning opportunities for teachers to develop 

their knowledge and understanding in key areas.  As a new school, we asked teachers to focus 

on their classrooms and curriculum in the first year.  Now that classrooms are running 

effectively, we will begin to distribute other tasks and give teachers opportunities to learn and 

develop.  For example, we have created a lead science teacher position, created mentoring 

opportunities, educated teachers deeper on RtI, developed a CPI team, and more.  As teachers 



are taking on more responsibilities, we are providing training opportunities and helping them to 

develop the skills necessary to impact the entire staff.  This is something we will continue to 

develop as we identify more areas that teachers can take leadership of or participate in 

developing.   

 

FSMA will build on the current communication structures with all stakeholders – students, 

staff, families, board members, and the community to ensure that everyone is educated and 

informed about what is happening in our school. 

In the 2014-2015 school year, communication was distributed somewhat strategically 

but we know this is an area we can build on.  Our main goal was to make sure current families 

had the information they needed about the operations of the school and moving forward, we 

hope to inform a broader community about the exciting things that are happening at FSMA 

with the long-term goal of truly impacting the educational landscape across our state. 

In order to keep families informed, we utilized many strategies.  Midway through the 

year we created a weekly school newsletter that was designed to give information about 

events, lessons, Montessori, and the daily activities of our children and classrooms.  We utilized 

an online platform as well as sending via email to all of our families in order to ensure that our 

entire community received the information.  We also helped teachers implement classroom 

based newsletters to share classroom specific information.  Additionally, we utilized Facebook 

and posted many times a week so that families could get a look at what was happening.  As we 

move forward, we plan to increase our posting, increase the number of people who receive our 

newsletter, and build new ways for the community to “see” what is happening at FSMA.   



The FSMA Board was very active in the 2014-2015 school year.  They were present at 

events, volunteered often, and helped spread the word about what was happening in the 

school.  As we continue to share the great things that are happening at FSMA, the Board will be 

an integral part.  We will expand our circle, share in new communities, and build opportunities 

for people to see what is happening at FSMA, and potentially apply some of the strategies to 

other classrooms or schools.   

.   
 
What are the school’s financial performance expectations that will demonstrate viability and 
sustainability as measured by the Performance Framework? Provide an analysis of strengths, 
challenges, and opportunities for growth in these areas. 
 
Strengths of our financial performance include:  

 Clean audit 

 Net worth of over 1 million dollars 

 Cash in the bank to cover all operational needs and potential surprises 

 Money to cover all liabilities is set aside (summer pay for teachers, facilities 

maintenance and concerns, etc.) 

 No debt accrued 

 Strong Citizens Budget Oversight Committee formed  

 Disciplined and strategic spending by Head of School 

Prior to our first year of operation, we heavily researched anticipated costs and created a 

budget that ended up being very close to our actual revenue and expenses.  Because of this, we 

could prioritize and budget accurately.  As a school, we have been extremely strategic in our 

spending. We have utilized the advice and feedback from our DOE representative and 



Innovative Schools consultant as well as reached out to other charter schools for information.  

We have built a collaborative relationship with these “thought partners,” and are constantly 

seeking new information and training from those who have worked with charter schools.   

Our Head of School knows the budget inside and out.  She understands everything from 

coding to processing and has taken the time to learn each step of the process for all budget 

related items.  As a building leader, she is engaged and involved in budget development and 

monitoring.  One of her strengths has been the ability to develop a community that donates 

and volunteers services that are not directly related to student learning so that all of our 

funding can go directly into classrooms.  For example, our entire food service distribution 

system is run by parent and grandparent volunteers, all printing and marketing needs were 

covered by a parent with access to the necessary printers, all of our landscaping needs have 

been donated by a parent, many office supplies have been given to us by local companies, and 

in the 2014-2015 school year, almost all of our paper was donated based on a relationship with 

our vendor.   There are many more examples of the generosity of our community that have 

allowed us to focus on the classrooms, and it is important to note that these things did not just 

happen but instead, relationships were formed and a culture of giving has been created.   

Our Citizens Budget Oversight Committee, although newly formed, has made a tremendous 

impact on the financial status of the school.  Our chair has previously sat on other charter 

school CBOC’s and the other members bring a background in finance and business.  We also 

have staff members and parents who sit on this committee.  Over the past year, they have 

learned the ins and outs of charter school finance, have participated in state training, have 

sought resources to address questions, have recreated our Financial Policies and Procedures 



Manual, and have been highly engaged in the budget process.  This group has been an 

incredible asset to the school and continues to add to our strong financial performance. 

One area that we had to adjust throughout the year was our budget for related services.  A 

challenge for FSMA has been that it appeals to children with specific needs as it is based on 

personalized learning.  In the 2014-2015 school year, FSMA had 44 children who have Individual 

Education Plans (IEPs), and thus required additional services.  Many of these children receive 

services like speech, occupational therapy, or physical therapy which we do not receive funds 

for but must cover the costs for.  As an elementary school our students in the lower grades with 

IEPs do not qualify us for additional funding, nor are the costs for the evaluation process 

included.  In the 2014-2015 school year, these costs were over $60,000  in addition to our two 

full-time special education teachers and we anticipate them to be even higher in the future.  

FSMA is committed to making sure every child receives the services needed but the challenge is 

making sure that we utilize our funding to pay for these things in a way that does not impact 

the classroom.   

As we move forward, our greatest opportunity will be in utilizing historical data to help us 

plan.  As a new school, we did our research in regards to revenue and expenses but now that 

we know who are teachers and students are, we can better predict our revenues.  In addition, 

we know our students and their needs so we can also better predict our expenditures.   In the 

upcoming year, we can make decisions and plans based on previous experience.  We can also 

begin to look for spending trends and identify areas of improvement. 

 

 



FSMA is a unique school.  It is built upon a true understanding of what children need and 

how children learn.  The commitment to making sure every child is having an amazing 

experience is a focus for everything we do.  We reflect often about how happy our community 

is - when we say happy, it doesn’t mean that we expect a party each day but to us, true 

happiness means that children are engaged at just the right level.  Humans are happy when 

presented with just the right amount of challenge and this is what we strive for at FSMA every 

day. So, when we walk around the school and see “happy” children, we know that learning is 

taking place.  The best part is the happiness doesn’t end with our children, it expands to our 

families and our staff.  There is a feeling you get when you walk into FSMA… you become a part 

of our family, and you want to be here.  This is a unique place that is doing amazing things in 

the education world and as we continue, we look forward to sharing the successes we are 

having with other schools.  FSMA is making a difference in the lives of over 275 children on a 

daily basis…and we know our impact will be far reaching and long lasting. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

            



 
 

    

 

 

 


