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Hilltop Montessori is at 6 Abbott Square in Mt Laurel. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 

Hilltop Montessori student Elizabeth Bandura checks out the garden. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 

With almost 20 years since its inception, 
Hilltop Montessori School is a thriving 
independent school in North Shelby 

County, conveniently located in the picturesque town 
of Mt Laurel off Highway 280 near the Greystone 
community.

On more than six acres behind the Mt Laurel community 
playground, this U.S. Green Building Council certified green 
school offers an individualized education for children of vari-
ous socioeconomic, academic and cultural backgrounds from 
18 months old through eighth grade. Wooded surroundings, 
including a working beehive, native plant trail and sustainable 
gardens surround the $3.4 million facility, while inside 200 
bustling children solve complex mathematical operations, study 
geography, history and other abstract concepts through beauti-
ful, wooden Montessori materials. Highly qualified and loving 
staff members address all aspects of the child: academic, social 
and emotional. All students are immersed daily in Spanish and 
school-aged students create PowerPoint slide shows, calculate 

Excel spreadsheets and manipulate iPads and smart boards, 
while also working independently and happily at their own 
pace. The facility also offers private piano, violin, art, chess and 
scouting, in addition to the fine arts curriculum already in place 
during the school day.

As an accredited Montessori school, Hilltop’s philosophy 
of education stems from the work of Dr. Maria Montessori. 
Montessori education celebrates more than 100 years of aca-
demic history and success and is thriving in the United States, 
as well as internationally because of its more “personal” touch 
to education. Famous Montessori graduates include Nobel Prize 
winners and technology gurus such as Google founders Larry 
Page and Sergey Brin, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos and Jimmy 
Wales, the founder of Wikipedia. Julia Child, Dakota Fanning 
and Sean “Diddy” Combs are also Montessori grads.

Montessori graduates thrive in their secondary schools. As 
an example, Hilltop Montessori has graduated five National 
Merit Finalists and other alumni have won numerous awards, 
college scholarships and competitions, athletic and academic. 
Montessori system graduates go on to compete at the secondary 
schools of their choice and thrive socially and academically.

The Montessori Method is different from traditional educa-
tion for several reasons. The first, most obvious reason is the 
focus on the materials instead of the teacher in a Montessori 
classroom. The teacher is simply the dynamic link or facilitator 
of knowledge between the materials and the student. If there is 
a question, if a group lesson is happening, the teacher serves 
more as a guide allowing the children to make choices within 
the limits of the classroom boundaries that are established from 
Day 1. The work is given at the beginning of the week and the 

Hilltop Montessori School 
Uses Personal Approach
Youngsters learn ‘respect of self, others, 
community and the world,’ through 
methods geared to their pace.

by Melanie Morrison 
Community contributor

Dalton Ellis, left, preschool teacher Cindi Stehr and Kellum Rankin smile during a visit to the garden at Hilltop Montessori School in Mt Laurel. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 
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‘Inviting, 
Vigorous’
Hilltop Montessori at Mt Laurel  
offers educational programs 
for toddlers through middle school.

The curriculum and team teaching philosophy at Hilltop 
Montessori School promotes a spirit of consistent effort, 
with students having the same teacher for three years. 
There also is a strong relationship between parents, 
teachers and students. 
 Hilltop parent Ty Moody, who has a doctorate in 
Education, says the school “is an inviting, intimate, 
academic vigorous school with a staff that’s like family 
to us.” Among the reasons his family chose Hilltop are 
“professional, consistent staff; a diverse population 
of students who attend the school, as well as diverse 
instructors. ... In all, we absolutely love and appreciate our 
experience here at Hilltop Montessori,” Moody says.
 The school has two toddler programs, four primary 
classrooms, a thriving kindergarten program and a 
strong, academically oriented elementary and middle 
school program. Accredited under the AdvancED system, 
including the Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools and the Southern Association of Independent 
Schools, Hilltop offers a foundation for a lifetime of learning 
for 200 students. Interested parents should contact the 
school at 205-437-9343 to schedule a private tour and visit. 
Check out hilltopmontessori.com.  
—Melanie Morrison

Derrick Reeves and John Underwood do some work from the floor 
— one of the comfortable spots students use at Hilltop Montessori 
instead of being regimented in school desks. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 

student is expected to complete the “work plan” by Friday. This 
does allow for the student to master the art of time management 
as well as encountering natural consequences for their choices. 
The teacher will assist in helping the child stay on task if that 
is needed; however the child is also given freedoms to make 
good choices. There is great emphasis on intrinsic motivation 
and being a contributing member of the community that is the 
classroom. With this formula the students are educated not just 
academically, but socially and emotionally as well.

There are also many traditional elements present in the Mon-
tessori classroom at Hilltop and they include:  spelling tests 
weekly, book reports monthly both beginning in first grade, 
standardized testing beginning in second grade, homework that 
is given out weekly with the same schedule as the work plan (it 
goes home Monday to be returned on Friday) also beginning in 
first grade, and textbooks to reinforce concepts beginning in the 
fourth grade.

The practical life skills extend to all areas of the classroom 
including conduct. Montessori students have great conflict reso-
lution skills and also demonstrate respect and kindness toward 
one another. The expectation for the students to work out dis-
agreements begins at an early age and establishes a foundation 
of willingness to compromise and show empathy.

This idea of “whole child” education is really what sets 
Montessori apart. The approach works well and the children 
respond in a way that seems truly magical. The ability to make 
choices within the natural limits of the classroom allows for just 
enough freedom to build confidence while maintaining bound-
aries that are so important for healthy development.

The mission of Montessori schools to prepare children for 
life is inherent in observing the children of Hilltop Montessori 
School. The executive director, Michele Wilensky, notes that 
the school’s mission is in complete alignment with Montessori 
education. “We work hard to provide a quality, Montessori edu-
cation in an environment which fosters a child’s love of learn-
ing and a respect for self, others, community and the world,” 

she says. That respect for the world, community and each other 
translates to active community service projects that engage the 
children, working gardens that supplement the school’s snacks 
and an internal compass that guides the children to find peace 
and joy in their social interactions.

Part of this community feeling is enhanced by the purposeful 
details of Montessori classrooms: there are no teacher desks, 
supplies are kept in community baskets and children work 
at mats that define their work areas and are arranged all over 
the floors. Traditional desk seating only occurs in one middle 
school classroom that bridges students into their next more 
traditional, college preparatory experience as the younger stu-
dents are mostly sitting according to their own learning style. 
Lessons engage the children individually, in small groups and 
as an entire learning community. Interestingly, the students are 
not distracted by others or even by gazing out the large win-
dows overlooking the wooded areas and gardens. Watching the 
children, it is obvious that there is a line between freedom and 
discipline within, where internal motivation and self-discipline 
are achieved. —Melanie Morrison is assistant to the director at 
Hilltop Montessori School.

Carol Reddington, a lower elementary school teacher at Hilltop Montessori School, works with Martin Vizzina, Mark Underwood and Chloe Marsh. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 

The preschoolers head out to make some discoveries heading out to the 
playground. 
Photo courtesy of Bill Segrest Photography 
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