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SILVER OAK N GH SCHOOL: THE BIRTH ANDEVOLUT ON OF A iV]ONTESSORSECONDARY PROCRAIV]
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successive personalities ofthe child" (r976, p. l). Sim-
ilarlt Silver Oakls founders used strategic thoughi and
careful plannhg to tailor the school to the evolving
needs ofthe community. Tley created learning cycles
and made critical decisions that would eDhaDce each
individual student's strengths, as s'ell is suppo( the
metanorphoses of thc school. Although the plines
of development Silver Oak has experieiced do not
directly mirror the developmental plines described
by Montessori, dividhg the school: joffney into four
"planes" of developmeDt provides a structure to wlich
MontessoriaDs can relate. This article vil] discuss ihe
school's tiumplN as rvell as its grcwnig pains as ii
passed from one stage to the next. It will also nlclude
testinonies from founding ficulty menbers, parents,
and students; they illustrate Silver Oakt colorlul jour,
ney from then to now.

T} ]E SCHOOfS i IRST PLAi . IE BIRTH

Starting a newschool evokes many ofthe same emotions
erpe-e cedLr p. r rent . -Lu-bcor  r  e L ' r in l r  or$el .onin8! ,1
nJrnt: excitement, hope, nnd all'corNumirlg anticipation.

l1le prospect ofmaking Montessori edncation avai!
able tuiiion-tree to the Ha)ryald communitywas a ddv-
iDg factor in opening a schootlike Sihcr Oak. Founding
parent Murielle Bichard explains, "Thegoalivas ro pro-
vide alternative lerrning that would beDefii siudents
from all backgrounds, nor just the families who could
aford a private educationl'

The'bne size 6ts-a11" app|oach oftraditional educa-
tionwas noi working forBichirds soq and she noticed
a nunber ofother capable students experiencing simi-
lar stfuggles iD conveniional classrooms. Providilrg free
Montesso educition jn her local connunity seemed
a reasonable response to tbe lack ofaFordable, alterna
tive options iD Halvard. "Ibelieve all students caDlearn,
including the ones struggling and who aLe fd behind
in their krowiedge acquisition, if you adapt the rvay of
teaching to thei interests," she says.

Founding faculq. member and current acadenic
dean Yanira Ledezma agrees. Ledezma 1s 100% "Made

in Hayward,'as the local sayinS goes, because she is a
graduate of Hq,vdd Utrified School District schools
and Califonia Staie UDiversiry East Bay, located jusi
up the street fiom Silver Oakt current carnpus. She
brought to Silver O:k an ertensive luowledge of col-
lege preparatior\ student counseling, and an invaluable
willingness to share critical firsthand krowledge of
Haywardf intimate communiry She explains,

I ktleu that Halwad No\td sreatry beneft fom d
Montessati prcgrdm at the hiTh schoal let)el, but the
challenge was being dble ta dttuanstrdte ta Janilies

thdt oft tchaol vision and mission is Nhat thet student
needeA. It .an be difrcult tn t/1tst the grawth prccess
and place ),our chikl in a school that is just stafiing and
Lloes not hdte rcots ar a rcputation !et.
The start-up endeavor was also an intimidating one.

As digital media arts teacherDyaDe coidman recalts,
I etet ontkipdted sone oJ the challenges I Jaced start-
itlg tt school. It eas truu a stnrt-up in etnrl sense ol the
tlor(l, which entailcd not onu crcating dn art pragram

fon the gtaund u!, but also building a school, emulat-
ihg a ethodologj and establishiflg a comnuniry. And.
thk seemjngry impossible task wds i the hands oJ just

Fortunately, the school had experience to draw on.
lis founders chose Xlaine Blasi asheadofschool, in part
due to herexperience starting new schools. In turr! Blasi
selected her strf carefully and purposeftily. Despite
the demands and unceasing attention required by a
school in its hlanct Silver Oakhas proudly reianed a
|u-ber of i ts fo-nd ng tr .u ry member,.  One i ,  cur
reDt dean of students Cesar Martinez, who began at
Silver Oak as amathinstructor rnd brought with him a
stroDg Montessori background. He recalls the school!
first days: "We werc starting a newschool culture with
constant changes in rules and policies while figuring
out whai worked best as we got to know our conmu
nity." .I1re theme of "followiDg the child" was put in
practice from day one, and, to stay irue to it, the school
experienced relentless shifts in procedures andplans as
faculty and administration worked to meet the needs
ofthe diverse and expanding connuniry Some ofthe
changes included restructufirg the schoolt advisory
system, transforming perconal rellection routines for
lhe studentbodt creatjng intersession scheduling, and
incrcasing the frequency of parent education offerings
and fanily conferences.

The constant changes in the schooli 6rst year, cou-
pled with long hours, were exlausting for the founding
faculty members. Horvever, it was imperative that they
keep theinitial reasons and motivatioff for sta{ing th€
school at the forefroDt oftheirminds. Blasi took it upon
herself to regularly emphasize the importance of the
schools Montessori vision, reiterathg it at weekly or
more'frequent meetings, and ied on-the-spoi iraininSs
to familiarize the faculty with Montessori methods,
such as the prepared environment within classrooms,
consistency in the number of assiSnment and assess
nent choices available on the study guides, and daily
commun'ry rneelDgs.

Murielle Bichard, nr addition to being a founding par
iDt, is also treasurer ofthe schoolt board. She played a
criiical role in the successlirl launch of Silver Oak (md
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has coDtinued to be an integral part ofthe school com

nunity). She shares nore ofher inceDtilesfor foun.ling

Students do not all learn the sdme Ndy and at the

sanle paee, which i5 wb I pe$onaLlJ Nas so enthusias

tic discollering Montessori education' ds it is basetl o,1

indi , id  d l ized barning. . . . In  ad. l i t ion ta dcat lemies, I

[dpprccinte the enphasi! on] pusonal {ot)thi not

vdting students to de|elop liJdorg skilk, such as ritical

thinkihg, initiatire and leadershiP, in order to suc.&d
. in liJe and to pwsue thel a1')n passians.

The 6$t adveriising slogan used to promote Silver

oak Nas 
'A 

DiFerent School..-Right Here h Hay-

lvirdl" Ebony walker wholeheartedly agrees with that

message- Anenber ofthe first class to conPlete. full
,+-year high school cycle, she transferred to Silver Oak

fron a traditional publichigh school the secondweek

ofher freshmanyear (and the schoolt firstyeat Now

a univeisiiy sophomorer Ebory has maintained watch-

ful eyes on Silver Oakt jourDey, keenly observing and

c r i t ' q u i r g  b o l h  t h e  S r o r v r l , . D - r t .  a n d  g r o q r r g  p r r n .

She shares some oiher lirst imPressioDs: "Silver Oak

rvas very different from how I irnagined a regular high

school lwould bel.It was caln, and the students were

working together in groups. It felt more like a library

THE SCH00fS SEC0NN PLANE: F l l0  NG 0Un F00l lNG

Silver Oaki second plane rvas a tine for exPansion of

previous goals and objectives; new possibilities pre

sented ihemselves as the schooL conmunity gained

knowledge. In 2014, Silver Oak noved from its orig

inal location (where it had shared a snall portion of

the formerSunsei High School campus with two oiher

schoots) to a larger, motepermanent camPus, initiaied

aD athletics progran, and added an eleventh'grade cur

rjculumj not'yet credentialed staf nenbeLs also begaD

iheir Montessori Secondary training through Houstotl

Montessori CeDter (HMC).
.You 

cannot open aMontessori school ifyon do.ot

have Montessori teachersl Blasi states nrmly. She did,

however, grasp howunrealistic itvould be to exPect to

hire a full stafofteachers with MoDtessod credentials,

let alone the Secondary I-II'credeDtial, esPeciallyas Do

West Coasi branch of HMC existed. "So, you budget

the money io put the teachen through a credentialing

proSran that next summer]

Another essential €lement that helped establish

Silver Oak was that Blasi (who has a Secondary l-II

credential) devoted 50% ofhertin1e to leadingher own

academic classroom as the freshman and soPhomore

rnglish teacher. She erplains,

I truly believe the key to success k Jar the Jolndrtg hea.l
to tedeh harthe dry afltla.lmjni'trate the other ht J ddt
to netudlu hd'e a .ore classraotu. . . . In that i,a!, I Nas
a nember oJ the teachillg team as a teaching colleague
Tle chance to collaborate with the head of schoollvas

i valuable opportunityfor SiLver Oak faculty members,
nany ofwhom were ne$, to MoDtessori. To be able to
vie*' Blasi's authentic Montessori classroom-with rn

experienced Molrtessoi Secondary teacher n1odeling

. ,  . |Lden( cen, .  reo le i .  nrng €nvi -onmerr .  'p I  l l inS e.

sons, nnd facilitating Socratic seminars gave teachers

in additional building block of support.

working at Silver Oik his had the unexpected side

efect of converiing several former "traditional" edu-

cators into MoDtesso.i teachers. Digital medn arts

teacher coldman, for eJGmple, remenbers getting her

job oFer:"The mostinteresting asPect ofthe interview

process 'eas thai ihe head of school hired me because

she said I was a naiural Montessorianl' 
'nris intdgued

Goldnan, as she had never beforebeen exposed to the

Montessori Method. "l knew next to nothing about

Montessori, and so I did some reseirch andwas asion

ished by how closely the methodology aligned wiih my

own praciice and personal philosophyl

The deiight in discovering Montessori education at

the SecoDdary level is an ongoing theme for both the

Silver Oak student body and their teachers, truly cre-

atjng a communityoflike niDded, curious jndividuals.

iHE SCr l00rS IHlRD PLANT: FoRGING AN IDENT TY

In Silver Oakt third plane, its true identity began to

emerge. lt was also a time for the schoolt faculiy and

siaFto develop their individuality by applying their

foundational skills as well as underSoing personal

!t lres im

perative tl'!ai

Ifoturdins
f.rcrltL liccp
lhe init ir l

for  r t "11r t ing

the sci:ooi
ilt lhc iilr'c

t!-ot1t oi

[he;r  f l in{ ls.
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feflcctior. Erch F.culty in.l strll lnenbef is d.dicJled
to nnproying tl)c e\periences in.l le.rrnhS outcomcs
of the students j  h ivnrghDe to rc t lecton p is tscmcstcrs
, . . , t .  .  , L " - . , . , v i - t ,  h  _ r r r r  e , r ^ r e . . i " r . t ) . . r , , 3
connrlurit)'111()$,s nidiyjduals to ilork togcihcr as tr
stfongcr tcnn. As i fe lt, the) c.ln bettcf s.rvc lhcif
students and com nnxiit):,Aiother notrlrle ircr olgl(n!rh
durDg this staqc ofcleyelopncni Nrs the expiDsion ot-
the stiFfrom lcrr$thun 10 to 20 frculty ncDib.rs.

De.ri ofstudcnts Nhrtuiez, who is now Montessofi
credeDtiiled at ih. Uppcr gleDeDtarl and Secondary
1 ll levels, says that ilhe could relisit Silrer Orkls cirly
diys, hc woukl hrlc tiken a slichtly diflereDt rppronch
irt times.

l wuld haLc sptnr ntore tun i 
"d/t"rg 

on tldMo,ir.isofi
lrrsics, lile (inrir ral CoU tc$. I1/. rrde so &r.g.f ro g.r
lL ted a Jo.tsd M aettenties that we tttltit s1tur1
enorgtt tr,1. ttttoduturythc "M)nte:s.ii ittry of l{. tt)
thgstrd.,tsj hnul) alNhott httLl nttet cntcred o Mon
r.rsrrr.rdry.oorr ug0,a.
When askcd ro feflcct on hcr hDre at Siher Oxk, rca

dcmic dean Ledezma rnuses that  the student-cenrered
rpp.orch to lciDing h.)s been one ofthc most chitlerg
ing iUontessorj pfin c iplcs to idjustio. "I have beguD io
rccept that studcnts \!i1l mike nisiilies xnd thit I,c,
ihc adul ts ,  should onl )  su ide theni  wh.r  Lhey Deed our
hclp. She go.s on io cxpl.rin r Nayinirfiich Sllyer Oak
is d i l ic rcnt  f iom other  arca h igh s.hools:

Trf.r.iolA.."r .cxr.f../ dlir)ulrurdn hrs prcftled t per
Jff.h,c ,, lcar,r,.( d,d t,1)wth ljft ,o othet Alla\,,1g
otu studtttstat.d.h !.a Llyatk.olldba ttiwh ruaryh
drirllor{ds ldi 1,..,i tre lcrt t)d,t.lar 11ry Npetidlr vlvl
dlL I hrd erptic,..t,ith b4i,c NRs n t.ntl(]-.$1tcrcd
. r, r'o,t1!nt oJ l. nn1i t1C.
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'herc 
arc miny oppofrrnities for siudcnts nt Silver

Ont( to guidc thejr owD cducattun, botlr inside xnd
outs e tlc clissroon. Bccause Siher Oak is so ner,,
students arc encouriged to cstabli$ an), qrpc ofclLrbs
they .lesirc. For exaDrplc, students liave stcarheaded
the Prc l4ed Club drc Student ConrDittee, ind thc
Anrne Club. 

'tlere 
.rc xlso a uniber of studentied

unicnrs, such rs the Bl.ck StlLdeDt UDion, NJusljm StG
dcDt Union, nd the Asian S tudenr Asso ciatio n. These
stuclent srorlps olgxnize school lundraisers, contdbute
tfaditioDrl dishes .nd pcrlbnnances to annual cultural
evenis, such .s thc DccentreL La Posada celebratioD
iD.l thc sp|ing l{ulticuhur)l Festivalj and lerd con
muDity  sc.v ice pro ie. is ,  l ikc c le inups of thc Halward
l {eg,oni l  shofe l ine.

Anothcr rrena ofstudcnt cductrtioD outside ofclnss-
roon rvork is the schoolls scrior internslip progrun1. tt
serles ii{opurposes: Filst, it rLlows studcrts theo}rpor
tuDity to gile bach to thc loc.rl Llay Are:1 comnlunit),j
. . r ' d  e . o  , 1 .  r f r . '  d c , . ,  . .  . $ . r  .  r e e r , 1 t c - . € . . 1 1 .
in rreis that fit fieir nrtefesrs. Srudents apply the toun-
dutioDil principles.nd skills cInphisized by S ilver O.k
while eDg.gnrg with their local conmuniq: Se.io r Rrnit
Singhdiscussesl isn l iedrshjpte lch inSacodtr rgc l issto
x(lrlts it a IocaLpublic libraryr "l hive learncd lrh.lt the
respoDsibiliiies ofholdmg I rc'rl job feel likc. I ve ilso
gLrine(l confidcnce h connNriclting with rdulrs nncj
senio. citizcDs, cspeciallyiD borr to share nlknowledge
wi th theml 'Oiher  ex. i t ing inrcrnships h ive inc lLrded
rcsearching.]t NASA nr Nlourtrln Viei'i craliing h.nd
Dri.lc o.ea.ic .rnd free trade chocolaies h BeLkelet
lllcliilDglristorical rhiicrs !t thc Hay\,.k]Aicr Histol
ic iLSocjet ) ' ,  and Icrd ing a socia l  just ice c l issatamiddle
school ur thc Oaklind Hills.

Just is thcrc is space for students to niiure lvithin
the l igh school  cyc le,  drere i rc . r lso oppor iur i t ies fof
f icu l ty  DcDbcrs to pursuc both pefsonal  in terests
)nd pfofessioni l  go:L ls . ' Ihe school i  budgci  inc ludes
prcf€ssional dcvclopn1ent stipcnds, :rllowDg fxculty
nrenbers to purslLc giLduate degrees :rs well .s .rdd
cfedent i i ls  and cer t i l lcat ions.  Facul ry  l te  a lso cncour-
aged to !rDolatc at school: For example, psychology
and senror  thcs is  teacherJotutan Boyd iDpl .mented
rn alierscho o I mLrsic pLogfirn th.t rllorvs tiD ro sh.rre
his  crent i ! i ty  and passion for  r r l  and per formance
Ni th students. ' l lc re is  the f lex ib i l i ty  for  reachcrs or
courselors to t ransi ! ion in to idminis t . : r r ive fo lcs.  For
crample,  dean ofstudents Cesnr Martn iez bega ns
r m.rthenatics tcrcherj he has bcen rt SilveL Oak for
5 yctrrs, a loDger tenure th.r hc sefled ri any other
school. Yxnira Ledcz.ii begir ir Silver Oahs first ycar
rs r  p, r f t - t ine counselor .nd noa'woLks as acadcmic



dean ard college counselor.I began as a sociat srudies
teacher and Dos'fill the rote ofthe school's instruciio.al
coacb and development dnector

"Silver Oakis truly a teaml" boasts Blasi. tughtfully
.o:  F\ e, \o-e on . tal ihr\  r  \o ce i  )  develop rg.u-r icL-
lun1 and developingbudgetarypolicy, as well aswriting
the fanilyhandbook. Blasi goes on:

Ow Jacultr takes ownership oJ o r sehool. It is not tl
hierarch! j it is not a top-donn institutiotl. We pri.1e atr
'ebes o'1 how tu. suppott ane another in fndulg a'us
of prcfessional growth here at Silter Oab rathu thatl
losi g [Jdcultr] and harins then seek thos. oppoftuni.

THE SCHOOfS FOURTH PLANE: NIATURiTY
]le last plane ofdevelopment is reserved for stabilit,
productivit, and turther sharpening of the specialist
mind, with the intent ofpursuiDg endeavors that pos-
itively impact the community and the world beyond.
Fe imporrdr.  rnd cnSros,.rg uo-l  oi  tne prevrou,

planes all contribute to the creatioD ofa self-sumcieni
"adult " which is where Silver Oak finds iiselftoday.

"It takes four years to normalize i nerr Moitessori
high school,' explains 31asi, because you nust bave
your founding students, rvho began in ninth grade, go
through the full4 year Montessori cycle." InJune 2016,
ihefirst ninth'grade class, which eDtered iheSilver Oak
High School Montessori progran in its earliest, arg*
ably darkest days, on the orlgin.l Sunset campus, '!as
promoted. The ceremony brought iears to the e).es of
many and felt especially nomeltous for the founding

Alumna tbony walker describes ho'vher time at Sil
ver Oakposjtivelyafeciedher: Silver Oakpreparedne
a lot for college,' she says, and e\planN that cornpared
to her universiq.classmates, she has advanced readiness
for productive groLrp wo*/co aboraiion and presenta
tion skills. '[I learned how] to cormunicate wrur ny
peers and organize material, so an audience can undeF
stand it whlle In presenting." Ebon, who benefited
from the foundational skills she gahedat Silver Oak, is
a true testameDt to the schooli success. Many of Silver
Oak's diverse graduates agree. They regularly retrun to
campus to e\press theirSradtude for ihe focused prepa
ration they e\perience4 the lnspiEtional mentors with
whom they developed relationships, and the speci3l
sense of communitl for which they feel nostalgic.

Despite victories both large and small, Silver Oak
continues to look to the future. In the words of Maria
Montessori (1976, p. 92),

Con'ideting that theifitudj will nou cease, why should
thq take so nuch trcuble to abtdin in the shortest

possible ti,1e th. ddr.mtnges thdt the degrcc dfoftls
the'ft1 uhen thet are destine(1, f thet wish ta kup up
eith the evefn isins lewl oJ eficiencrj to p tsue the new
thjngs thnt are contjnuausu being etdborated in the feld
oJ theit pnJessan?
Wiih the goal of contnlrous improvemeDt and

hcreased efiicienc)' in mind, silver oak facurry anq
staFare constantly working ro grcwiD order to bette.
serve the deserving studcn t conmuniiy- Regular con
versations take place about how to spread the word
about the wondeLful opportunities available to Silver
Oak students. The facu)tyand staFvant ro exprnd inter,
sessioD activities, add more STIAM electives, furrher
develop tlre special education services provided, and,
sooner rather than laie! relocate to a larger can,pus
to feed the growing demand for nore classrouxb, r
theater, athletic facilities, and meetingspaces.

After S years nr operatior! Silver Oak has finally
reached a place ofestablished stability. Faculty, students,
and families alike are noticing the uDique culture rhar
.€ts  I  Jp"n ' rom or l ,er  FdU.. r ! :onr l  oprron.  l l  i \  veni
clear that students here are thrivjngnl ihis environment;'
Goldman says with a snile. "Tleyfeel it and the)waDt

[ ;a.nl t ] !

studeni$,

antl thrrrilies

al i lie nre

f lot ic iDg

thc l ! l r iqce

. ltrrIe thit

sels,5i l r .ar

0ahj.rparN

l-r'()or otiler

education;rl

oprlotts,

f ' !ARtEY WERTHt IMER,  MEd,  s  ns i ruc t  o fa i  .oach and.Jeveop,
meni d r€ctar al S ver oak High Scho! . in Hayward. CA She s
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