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Being	 a	 part	 of	 the	 WSMS	 community	 is	 an	 inspiration	
and	 a	 privilege.	 I	 was	 keenly	 aware	 of	 these	 feelings	
when	 I	 started	 my	 Headship,	 almost	 six	 years	 ago.	 And	
I’m	 happy	 to	 say	 that	 after	 2,132	 days	 on	 the	 job	 (and	
counting),	 my	 interactions	 with	 students,	 teachers,	 parents,	
and	 staff	 reinforce	 this	 awareness	 on	 a	 daily	 basis.		

Even	 so,	 planning	 for	 our	 50th	 Anniversary	 Year	 festivities	
heightened	 my	 appreciation	 for	 this	 school	 and	 the	 values	
and	mission	upon	which	it	was	founded.	I	have	learned	much	
more	about	our	Founders:	those	five	families	who	back	in	1963	
created	an	early	childhood	Montessori	school	for	the	benefit	
not	only	of	their	own	children,	but	of all children.	Armed	with	
a	 strong	 belief	 in	 the	 importance	 of	 an	 excellent	 beginning	
education,	 a	 healthy	 dose	 of	 idealism,	 and	 the	 willingness	
to	work	 hard	 at	making	 their	 vision	 a	 reality,	 they	 built	 an	
important	 community	 resource.	 They	 nurtured	 their	 lasting	
mission	through	countless	decisions—one	of	the	first	was	to	
reflect	the	economic,	social,	and	political	diversity	of	the	Upper	
West	Side,	because	they	believed	that	in	diversity	there	was	
learning	and	opportunity	for	all.	They	were	way	ahead	of	the	
curve.	

After	flourishing	under	the	Founders’	day-to-day	operation	for	
ten	years,	the	Founders	and	Trustees	hired	Penelope	Pi-Sunyer	
as	Head	of	School.	 It	was	during	Penelope’s	 tenure	 that	 the	
school’s	commitment	to	economic	diversity	was	strengthened.	
WSMS	qualified	to	receive	funds	from	New	York	City	to	support	
families	 in	need	with	 tuition	assistance.	 In	addition,	a	 team	
of	dedicated	volunteers	managed	to	buy	our	current	building	
from	the	Calhoun	School	for	$275,000,	a	huge	sum	for	a	school	
that	was	just	breaking	even	financially.	The	purchase	required	
strong	community	support	(in	dollars	as	well	as	in	volunteer	
time)	as	well	as	a	$75,000	grant	from	the	Astor	Foundation.	

In	 1979	Marlene	 Barron,	who	was	 then	 the	 head	 of	 a	well-
respected	 Montessori	 early	 childhood	 school	 in	 Staten	
Island,	 was	 brought	 in	 to	 lead	 WSMS.	 Among	 the	 many	
accomplishments	 of	 Marlene’s	 tenure	 were	 the	 advanced	
preeminence	of	this	early	childhood	school	and	the	initiation	of	
our	Teacher	Education	Program,	WSMS-TEP	(formerly	CHAMP),	
which	 has	 sent	WSMS-educated	Montessori	 teachers	 around	
the	 country	 and	 the	 globe.	 Marlene	 also	 managed	 to	 take	
advantage	of	every	buildable	inch	of	our	lot,	adding	classroom	
and	administrative	area	as	well	as	our	rooftop	play	space.	

Over	the	years	the	leaders	of	WSMS	have	stayed	true	to	our	
prescient	 founding	mission,	enabling	a	strong	school	culture	
and	 sense	 of	 tradition	 to	 take	 hold.	 I	 am	 grateful	 to	 them	
and	our	amazing	volunteer	 leadership.	 	Our	current	strength	
provides	 the	 foundation	upon	which	 to	build	 an	 even	more	
vibrant	future	for	WSMS.	The	next	50	years	will	require	us	to	
relentlessly	 improve	 what	 we	 provide	 for	 our	 students	 and	
families	 while	 we	 meet	 the	 challenge	 of	 funding	 the	 ever-
increasing	need	for	tuition	assistance.	I	am	very	proud	to	be	a	
part	of	this	school—past,	present,	and	future.		

		

mImI BASSo
HEAD oF ScHooL

                         

IN MIMI’s Voice

I  am ve r y  p roud to  be  a  par t  o f  th i s  schoo l— 
pas t , p resent , and  fu tu re .   
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The Dream Team:  Event Co-Chairs 
and the WSMS Head of School 
(From L to R) Amy Tarr, Mary Vertin, 
Mimi Basso, Joanna Hagan Rego, 
Stacey St. Rose-Drayton
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celebrating
50 years

How	could	a	gathering	of	more	than	640	people	 in	a	cavernous	New	
York	City	ballroom	on	a	very	cold	night	in	February	seem	so	warm	and	
welcoming?		What	was	the	special	ingredient	that	lit	up	the	faces	and	hearts	
of	the	assembled	parties?	The	superglue	was	and	is	West	Side	Montessori	
School.	WSMS	is	a	miracle	born	of	young	parents	with	vision,	who	were	
willing	to	roll	up	their	sleeves	to	make	a	difference	in	the	early	educational	
lives	of	children	on	the	Upper	West	Side—both	their	own	and	all	children.		

West	Side	Montessori	School	has	successfully	served	more	than	4,000	
students	in	the	past	50	years—with	more	than	one	child	in	five	receiving	
tuition	 assistance.	 This	 school,	 from	 its	 inception,	 was	 dedicated	 to	
reflecting	the	economic,	cultural	and	social	diversity	of	the	Upper	West	
Side…and	 indeed	our	world.	 It	has	 considered	parents	as	partners	 in	
the	 education	 of	 their	 children.	 And	 it	 has	 continually	 improved	 its	
program	to	make	sure	that	each	child	is	given	the	tools	and	guidance	to	
achieve	his	or	her	very	best	every	day.	Our	steadfast	dedication	to	our	
founding	mission	and	the	development	of	a	highly	regarded	Montessori	
Teacher	 Education	 Program	 (WSMS-TEP)	 has	 earned	 us	 a	 national	
leadership	 position	 in	 early	 childhood	 and	 Montessori	 education.	

The	evening	was	a	well	deserved	tribute	to	our	Founders,	our	professional	
and	lay	leaders,	our	faculty	and	the	parents,	grandparents	and	students—
across	five	decades—who	have	made,	and	continue	to	make,	West	Side	
Montessori	School	a	place	of	growth	and	development,	a	place	that	acts	
on	its	profound	value	for	the	individual	and	the	importance	of	learning.

A	glorious	program	enlivened	the	evening:	current	and	alumni	parents,	
grandparents	and	faculty	joined	forces	to	inspire,	to	make	us	laugh	and	
to	entertain	us	with	song.		Even	our	current	students	were	represented:	
their	original	artwork	was	beautifully	displayed	in	the	commemorative	
quilt	that,	along	with	the	silent	and	live	auction	items,	which	were	so	
generously	sought	after	by	our	attendees,	helped	raise	significant	funds	
in	support	of	our	financial	aid	program.	We	have	much	to	celebrate!

shared vision, shared values, shared success 

2.2.13
West	Side	Montessori	School
50th	Anniversary		
		Celebration	&	Auction
Pier	60,	Chelsea	Piers	
New	York,	NY

Photo, above left: WSMS Chorus 
of Faculty and Parents singing a 
medley of WSMS songs
(From L to R): Katherine Fordney, 
Margot Mack, Valda Witt, Sarah Miller,
Alicia Hall Moran, Marguerite Krull, 
Mark Sullivan, Amy Tarr, Carol Baird,
and Windy Welllington
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(Top)	Opening	the	bidding	on	the	50th	
Anniversary	Quilt:	Mimi	Basso,	Head	of	
School,	and	Chad	Gifford,	WSMS	alumni	
parent	and	Trustee

(Middle,	L	to	R)	Alma	Powell,	WSMS	
alumni	grandparent	and	Chair,	America’s	
Promise	Alliance;	Valda	Witt,	current	
WSMS	parent	and	Board	President;	
Bill	Ritter,	current	WSMS	parent,	ABC	
News	anchor	and	journalist;		
Master	of	Ceremonies	Jeffrey	Lyons,	
WSMS	alumni	parent,	author	and	film	
critic

(Bottom,	L	to	R)	Marlene	Barron,	Head
of	School,	1979-2007,	and	noted
Montessori	educator;	Anastasia	Barzee,	
current	WSMS	parent	and	Broadway	
musical	actress	(Miss Saigon, Jekyll 
and Hyde);	In	the	lobby	prior	to	the	
reception	
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Where are some of the 
most in tr i gu ing ideas born? 
At	New	York	 City	 dinner	 parties,	 of	

course.	That	was	 certainly	 the	 case	

in	 March	 1963,	 when	 Susanna	 and	

Boker	 Doyle	 hosted	 a	 gathering	 at	

their	apartment	on	West	78th	Street.	
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Boker and Susanna Doyle, 1964

West Side Montessori School Founders (left to right): Boker Doyle, Larry Huntington, Olivia Huntington, Susanna Doyle, Gil Burke, 
Marian Lapsley (Schwarz) Cross, and first WSMS teacher Elizabeth Hopkins (Fritz Schwarz was not able to attend).

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

 A class at WSMS in the sixties



The	 guests	 included	 Gil	 and	 Sally	 Burke,	 Larry	 and	 Olivia	

Huntington,	 Fritz	 and	 Marian	 Schwarz,	 and	 Joe	 and	 Bay	

Wasserman.	All	were	friends	with	young	children	living	on	the	

Upper	West	Side;	 all	 had	been	drawn	 to	 the	neighborhood	

(which	 at	 that	 time	 was	 considered	 a	 “frontier”)	 for	 its	

economically,	 racially,	 culturally,	 and	 intellectually	 diverse	

community.	 They	 shared	 a	 desire	 to	 give	 their	 children	

outstanding	early	educational	experiences,	but	found	limited	

nearby	options	for	their	preschoolers.	The	relatively	unexciting	

prospects	 on	 the	 East	 Side	 didn’t	 seem	worth	 a	 daily	 trek	

across	the	park	with	three-year-olds	in	tow.

Over	 home-cooked	beef	 bourguignon	 and	 lots	 of	wine,	 the	

Doyles	 excitedly	 told	 the	 group	 about	 a	Montessori	 school	

they	had	seen	during	a	recent	visit	to	Hudson,	Ohio.	Inspired	

by	 Maria	 Montessori’s	 teaching	 methods	 and	 bound	 by	 a	

common	sense	of	purpose—as	well	as	a	strong	dose	of	1960s	

idealism—the	group	decided	that	evening	to	become	partners	

in	a	project	they	called	the	West	Side	Montessori	School	(soon	

to	be	known	as	“WSMS”).	Fifty	years	and	more	 than	4,000	

students	later,	our	school	is	considered	one	of	the	foremost	

early	childhood	institutions	in	the	city	and	state.

These	 founding	 families	 were	 deservedly	 celebrated	 at	 the	

school’s	 50th	Anniversary	 event	 at	 Pier	 60	 on	 February	 2,	

2013.	But	just	as	impressive	as	their	roles	in	founding	WSMS	

are	their	other	noteworthy	professional	accomplishments	and	

contributions	to	the	fabric	of	New	York	City.
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Boker and Susanna Doyle, 1964

The Founders
After WSMS...How Our 

Founders Keep On 
Making a Difference 

A class at WSMS in the sixties

Fritz, Gil, Larry, Joe and Bay



Founding WSMS was just one early step for these ten admirable individuals in a
lifetime of accomplishment.

able	to	grow	and	diversify,	and	the	doors	could	

be	kept	open	for	longer	hours,	which	benefitted	

many	parents.	Under	the	leadership	of	Penelope	

Pi-Sunyer,	the	successor	administrator,	and	with	

crucial	help	from	parents,	board	members,	and	

foundations,	 the	 school	 was	 able	 to	 buy	 its	

own	building	on	92nd	Street.	Over	time,	WSMS	

became	a	stable	and	respected	institution	with	

a	strong	faculty,	involved	board	members,	and	

a	promising	future.

Susanna	 left	WSMS	to	work,	first	 for	Citizens’	

Committee	for	Children	as	an	education	policy	

analyst,	 then	 for	 Advocates	 for	 Children	 of	

New	York	in	the	same	role.	In	both	places	she	

focused	on	dropout	issues,	attendance	(or	lack	

of	same),	school	suspensions,	and	the	like,	all	

while	raising	four	daughters.	She	wrote	speeches	

and	 papers	 for	 other	 civic	 organizations,	 and	

eventually	 for	 the	 Chancellor	 of	 the	 Board	 of	

Education	 in	 the	mid-1980s.	While	having	 fun	

working	as	an	intern	for	investigative	reporter	

Wayne	 Barrett	 at	 the	 Village	 Voice	 in	 the	

1990s,	she	was	able	 to	write	some	pieces	on	

a	freelance	basis.	At	the	same	time,	she	served	

on	 a	 number	 of	 boards,	 including	 Berkshire	

Farm	Center	and	St.	Luke’s–Roosevelt	Hospital.

In	 the	 early	 years	 of	 WSMS,	 the	 abilities	

of	 Susanna’s	 husband	 were	 well	 utilized	 in	

multiple	 ways.	 Boker	 supported	 the	 growth	

of	 the	 school	 and	 served	on	 the	board	while	

pursuing	 a	 successful	 career	 in	 finance.	

Ultimately,	he	retired	as	president	of	Fiduciary	

Trust	 Company	 International.	 As	 the	 intensity	

of	his	responsibilities	at	WSMS	eased,	he	too	

found	himself	 pulled	 to	dedicate	his	 energies	

and	 intelligence	 to	 worthy	 causes.	 Currently	

a	 trustee	 of	 the	 Frick	 Collection,	 the	 Taconic	

Foundation,	and	the	Hudson	River	Foundation,	

and	 an	 honorary	 trustee	 of	 the	 American	

Museum	 of	 Natural	 History,	 Boker	 has	 served	

on	 many	 nonprofits	 supporting	 the	 arts,	 the	

environment,	and	the	community.

Doyle sisters

Olivia Huntington and 

Susanna Doyle, 1970
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The Doy les
Parents	 of	 Katherine	 and	 Nancy	

(Victoria	 and	 Jessica	 would	

soon	 follow),	 the	 Doyles	 shared	

responsibility	 with	 the	 other	 four	

couples	for	starting	the	school	and	

getting	it	up	and	running.	Their	most	

important	 first	 step	 was	 recruiting	

Elisabeth	 Hopkins,	 an	 experienced	

Montessori	teacher	and	the	sister-in-

law	of	 the	 friends	 in	Hudson,	Ohio.	

She	 identified	 needed	 materials,	

organized	 the	 curriculum,	 and	

welcomed	the	first	class	in	September	of	1963.	

It	 was	 only	 because	 of	 Elisabeth’s	 experience	

and	calm	professionalism	that	WSMS	was	able	

to	be	successful	from	the	start.

Susanna	 became	 the	 de	 facto	 administrative	

head	of	school	 for	 its	first	 ten	years,	working	

with	 Elisabeth	 to	 hire	 new	 Montessori-trained	

teachers	and	gradually	enlarge	 the	number	of	

students	while	at	 the	same	 time	managing	 to	

move	the	school	from	a	community	center	to	a	

Jewish	temple	to	an	Episcopal	church.

The	City	agreed	to	place	neighborhood	children	

in	 a	 publicly	 funded	 day	 care	 program	within	

the	 school.	 The	 student	 population	 was	 thus



making 
H I S T O R Y
TOGETHER

The Burkes
Gil	Burke	and	Sarah	(Sally)	Cooke	married	in	1956	and	moved	

to	New	York	after	Gil’s	graduation	from	Harvard	Law	School	

in	 1960.	 In	 1963,	 as	 friends	of	 the	Doyles	 and	parents	 of	

Molly,	about	to	turn	four,	and	two-year-old	Dana	(Nat	would	

be	born	that	September),	they	were	instrumental	in	bringing	

their	enthusiasm,	energy,	and	skills	to	the	founding	and	early	

operation	of	WSMS.

Gil’s	professional	focus	on	international	transactions	did	

not	distract	him	from	using	his	 legal	abilities	to	ensure	

the	successful	launch	of	WSMS.	He	was	the	school’s	first	

treasurer.	 In	 addition,	 in	 those	 early	 years	 he	 obtained	

a	 grant	 from	 the	Astor	 Foundation	 to	 allow	 the	 school	

to	start	a	day	care	program,	an	important	adjunct	to	the	

school	 that	 reflected	 its	 focus	on	serving	 families	 from	a	

broad	range	of	backgrounds.

Sal	 was	 the	 school’s	 first	 admissions	 director.	 She	 also	

brought	her	 love	of	music	to	the	school	and	made	 it	part	

of	 school	 life.	After	WSMS,	she	worked	as	 the	admissions	

director,	 a	 teacher,	 and	 then	 as	 assistant	 to	 the	 head	 at	

the	Town	School	 in	New	York	City.	After	Town,	 she	 turned	

her	 life	 in	 a	 new	 direction,	 enrolling	 at	 Hunter	 College	 to	

receive	her	master’s	in	Social	Work.	While	there	she	met	Alisa	

Del	Tufo,	and	so	began	a	 friendship	 that	would	 lead	 to	a	

lifelong	commitment	to	Sanctuary	for	Families,	a	resource	for	

victims	of	domestic	violence.	The	following	years	were	spent	

pursuing	grants,	engaging	friends	and	contacts	as	potential	

fundraisers,	 recruiting	 volunteers,	 and	building	Sanctuary’s	

social	services	from	the	ground	up.	In	the	early	1990s	they	

acquired	a	 large	 crumbling	building	 in	 the	Bronx	 from	 the	

city	for	a	dollar.	Although	Sally	died	in	2006,	her	legacy	

endures:	that	formerly	abandoned	structure	now	shelters	

56	women	and	children	each	night	in	a	safe,	comfortable	

environment,	named	the	Sarah	Burke	House	in	her	honor.	

Formerly	a	partner	of	Satterlee	Stephens	Burke	&	Burke,	

where	 he	 was	 co-managing	 partner	 for	 12	 years,	 Gil	 is	

now	 a	 trustee	 of	 Boscobel	 Restoration	 and	 the	 Hudson	

Highlands	Land	Trust,	both	located	in	Garrison,	New	York.	He	

also	serves	on	the	boards	of	the	Open	Space	Institute	and	

Catskill	Mountainkeeper,	and	is	a	member	of	the	President’s	

Council	of	Sanctuary	for	Families.	He	is	now	married	to	Sarah	

Bayne,	an	educator	who	is	director	of	educational	design	at	

Avenues,	a	new	school	in	New	York	City.	The	couple	lives	in	

Garrison,	New	York.
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A WSMS AM class in the mid-sixties
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The Hunt ing t ons
Like	 the	 Burkes,	 the	 Huntingtons	 were	 already	 parents	 (of	

Christopher	 and	 Stewart,	 with	 Matthew	 due	 in	 December)	 on	

that	 fateful	 March	 night	 in	 1963.	 A	 professional	 colleague	 of	

Boker	Doyle’s,	 Larry	was	well	 suited	 to	 complement	 his	 friend	

in	 providing	managerial	 and	financial	 guidance	 to	 the	 growing	

school.	Larry	spent	more	than	40	years	at	Fiduciary	Trust,	retiring	

as	Chairman	in	2000.	Like	Boker,	he	has	served	on	and	chaired	

multiple	boards,	including	those	of	Woods	Hole	Research	Center,	

St.	 Luke’s–Roosevelt	 Hospital,	 Beth	 Israel	 Medical	 Center,	 and	

the	 South	 Street	 Seaport	 Museum.	 He	 is	 former	 Chairman	 of	

New	 York	 Law	 School	 and	 the	 New	 York	 City	 Citizens	 Budget	

Commission,	and	has	served	as	a	member	of	the	New	York	State-

City	Commission	on	 Integrity	 in	Government.	 In	his	 spare	 time	

Larry	has	been	a	mountain	climber	(two	attempts	on	Everest	in	

addition	to	other	mountaineering	conquests),	and	he	continues	

to	be	a	competitive	sailor	in	a	boat	he	designed	himself.

Olivia	worked	with	Susanna	in	the	day-to-day	operations	of	the	

school	in	the	early	years	of	WSMS.	She	received	an	MSW	from	

Columbia	and	later	a	master’s	in	Divinity	from	Union	Theological	

Seminary.	 She	was	ordained	by	 the	United	Church	of	 Christ	 at	

Riverside	 Church	 in	 1991.	 She	 has	 been	 employed	 as	 a	 social	

worker	 and	 has	 practiced	 her	 ministry	 on	 a	 freelance	 basis,	

conducting	marriages	and	baptisms,	and	filling	in	for	colleagues	

from	time	to	time.	She	is	currently	a	social	work	consultant.

The Schwarzes
Back	 in	 1963	 the	 Schwarz	 family	was	 also	 keenly	 interested	

in	finding	the	right	first	school	for	three-year-old	Eric	and	new	

baby	 Adair	 (Eliza	 would	 be	 born	 in	 1966).	 Fritz	 and	 Marian	

had	 recently	 returned	 from	 two	

years	 in	 Nigeria,	 where	 Marian	

taught	 native	 Ibo	 women	 at	 a	

teachers’	 training	 college	 and	

Fritz	 played	 a	 major	 role	 in	

helping	 the	 Northern	 Nigeria	

state	government	revise	its	legal	

system	 to	 conform	 with	 the	

federal	constitution	of	the	newly	

independent	 country	of	Nigeria.	

On	 their	 return,	 settled	 on	 the	

Upper	 West	 Side,	 Fritz	 joined	

Cravath,	 Swaine	 &	 Moore	 as	 a	

litigator,	 while	 Marian	 pursued	

a	 master’s	 in	 Education.	 Their	

talents	 and	 interests,	 especially	

in	support	of	cross-cultural	education,	were	put	to	good	use	in	

creating	the	West	Side	Montessori	School	we	know	today.

While	 on	 leave	 from	 Cravath,	 Fritz	 served	 as	 chief	 counsel	 to	

the	Senate	Select	Committee	to	Study	Governmental	Operations	

with	Respect	to	Intelligence	Activities,	aka	the	Church	Committee	

(1975–1976).	 He	was	 also	 the	 Corporation	 Counsel	 under	 New	

York	City	Mayor	Edward	I.	Koch	(1982–1986).	In	1989	he	chaired	

the	 commission	 that	 fundamentally	 rewrote	 the	 New	York	 City	

Charter.	 He	 has	 chaired	 the	 New	 York	 City	 Campaign	 Finance	

Board	and	the	boards	of	the	Natural	Resources	Defense	Council,	

the	Vera	Institute	of	Justice,	and	the	Fund	for	the	City	of	New	York.	

In	2007,	he	co-authored	Unchecked and Unbalanced: Presidential 

Power in a Time of Terror (The	New	Press,	2007).	He	is	currently	

Chief	Counsel	at	the	Brennan	Center	for	Justice	at	NYU	Law	School.

Marian’s	post-WSMS	years	have	been	full	as	well.	She	taught	high	

school	in	Harlem	for	seven	years	when	her	children	were	small.	

Then,	seeking	to	touch	as	many	people	as	possible,	she	became	

a	literacy	consultant	to	school	systems,	prison	systems,	addiction	

Olivia and Larry Huntington

Marian Lapsley 
(Schwarz) Cross 

Stewart Huntington and Andy Wasserman



programs,	 and	 arts-in-education	

programs—all	while	pursuing	a	doctorate	

in	 Anthropology	 and	 Linguistics	 at	

Columbia.	Mayor	Ed	Koch	hired	Marian	as	

Coordinator	of	Youth	Services	and	Special	

Assistant	 for	 Education.	 In	 this	 capacity	

she	helped	increase	the	immunization	rate	

of	 the	city’s	students	 from	20	percent	 to	

the	 highest	 in	 the	 country;	 established	

the	 Beacon	 schools,	 a	 network	 of	

community	 schools	 open	 late	 into	 the	

evening	 and	 containing	 family	 health	

clinics;	 launched	 after-school	 programs	

and	 education	 programs	 in	 prisons;	 and	

created	the	largest	adult	literacy	program	

in	 the	 country.	 Later	 she	 founded	ALMA,	

the	 Adult	 Literacy	 Media	 Alliance,	 which	

sponsors	TV411,	an	Emmy-winning	public	

television	series	that	teaches	literacy	and	

numeracy	skills	through	topics	like	money	

management,	child	rearing,	and	health;	is	

broadcast	 nationally;	 and	 is	 now	 also	 a	

website	used	by	teachers	and	learners	all	

over	the	country.

In	2005	Marian	stepped	down	from	her	role	

as	ALMA’s	 executive	 director	 and	 moved	

with	 her	 husband,	 Larry	 Cross,	 to	 their	

farm	in	Katonah,	NY.	Starting	from	scratch,	

they	 have	 created	 Amawalk	 Farm,	 the	

only	certified	organic	farm	in	Westchester	

County,	renowned	for	its	garlic	and	salad	

greens.	Education	is	still	part	of	her	DNA:	

Amawalk	 Farm	 is	 a	 resource	 for	 local	

families	and	schools.	As	Marian	says,	“The	

children	pick	things	and	ask	questions.	We	

yak	the	entire	time.	Teaching	and	learning	

are	constantly	happening	at	the	farm.”

The Wassermans
As	 an	 architect,	 Joe	 Wasserman	 brought	

a	 different—and	 valuable—perspective	

to	the	birth	of	WSMS.	His	wife,	Elizabeth	

(better	 known	 as	 Bay),	 wanted	 an	

integrated,	 non-competitive	 academic	

situation	 for	 their	 daughters,	 Lindsay	

and	 Andrea	 (Marion	 would	 be	 born	 in	

1966)—one	in	which	children	from	diverse	

backgrounds	could	learn	to	“get	along.”

An	architect	active	in	community	planning	

and	 affordable	 housing	 (both	 urban	 and	

rural),	 Joe	put	his	talents	to	good	use	 in	

the	1970s,	when	the	New	York	State	Urban	

Development	 Corporation	 tapped	 him	 to	

design	buildings	 for	 the	elderly	 in	Coney	

Island	 and	 housing	 in	 Westchester	 and	

Rochester.	In	the	1980s	he	was	a	principal	

in	 designing	 and	 developing	 affordable	

housing	 in	 urban	 renewal	 zones.	 One	 of	

those	 initiatives	 produced	 the	 Columbus	

Townhouses,	 a	 row	 of	 condominiums	

on	West	 89th	 Street	 that	 won	 a	 citation	

from	 the	 City	 Club	 of	 New	York	 in	 1990.	

Joe	moved	to	the	Berkshires	in	1991,	and	

continued	to	work	on	 local	projects	until	

his	death	from	cancer	in	2004.

Bay	 Wasserman	 raised	 three	 daughters	

and	 led	 a	 creative	 and	 productive	 life.	

In	 the	 late	 1960s	 she	 rediscovered	 her	

passion	 for	 the	 violin,	 practicing	 up	 to	

five	 hours	 a	 day.	 In	 the	 mid-1970s	 she	

tutored	high	school	students	in	English	at	

the	Rudolf	Steiner	School,	where	her	girls	

were	enrolled.	For	more	than	a	dozen	years	

she	volunteered	every	week	as	a	hospice	

worker	 at	 St.	

Rose’s	 on	 the	 Lower	 East	 Side,	 feeding	

patients,	 reading	 to	 them,	 holding	 their	

hands,	 and	 helping	 them	 end	 their	 days	

with	her	generous	attention.	 In	 the	early	

’80s	 she	 took	 up	 watercolor	 painting.	

Her	 bold	 sense	 of	 color	 and	 sensitivity	

to	 shapes,	 combined	 with	 a	 quirky	 eye	

for	 integrating	 ordinary	 objects,	 yielded	

a	 treasure	 trove	 of	 over	 300	 beautiful	

still	 lifes	 and	 landscapes	 cherished	 by	

her	 family.	Bay	wrote	 imaginative	poetry;	

her	quiet	but	voluminous	store	of	poems	

includes	annual	poetic	messages	sent	to	a	

huge	list	of	friends,	encouraging	them	to	

focus	on	what	is	truly	important	even	if	it	

seems	mundane.	In	the	mid-’80s	Bay	took	

it	upon	herself	to	learn	Russian	and	found	

a	kindred	culture	in	the	many	Russians	who	

helped	her	learn	their	language.	She	made	

two	lengthy	trips	to	St.	Petersburg,	where	

she	taught	English	as	a	second	language,	

reading	and	writing	poetry	and	plays,	and	

finding	 creative	 ways	 to	 make	 a	 foreign	

language	 come	 alive	 for	 her	 students.	

And	 she	 graciously	 and	 enthusiastically	

crossed	 the	 country	 numerous	 times	 to	

spend	 time	with	 her	 five	 grandsons	 and	

one	granddaughter.	She	died	in	2011.

**********
The consensus around the table on that 
fateful evening in 1963 was to commit 
to creating a progressive co-educational 
academic environment on the Upper West 
Side such as had never existed before. It is 
abundantly clear that founding WSMS was 
just one early step for these ten admirable 
individuals in a lifetime of accomplishment. 
Fifty years later we salute the lasting spirit 
and vision of these pioneers with gratitude 
from thousands of students (and their 
parents) who have found WSMS “where to 
begin…” 
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THE 21-ST CENTURY GYM

New Ways to Move

The 21st- 
Century Gym 



The	gym	at	WSMS	has	undergone	a	dramatic	transformation	this	
year.	Gone	is	the	enormous	cargo	net,	beloved	by	students	for	as	
long	as	anyone	can	remember.	In	its	place	is	a	wide	and	enticing	
array	of	brand-new	gym	equipment.	Brightly	colored,	sturdy,	and	
easy	 to	assemble,	 these	pieces	are	designed	 to	 serve	multiple	
functions,	all	to	facilitate	imaginary	play,	social	 interaction,	and	
creative	approaches	to	gross	motor	development.

“In	the	past,	kids	would	spend	most	of	their	gym	time	running	
around,”	recalls	Katherine	Fordney,	head	teacher	of	4Wpm.	“And	
some	of	the	kids	would	move	the	tumbling	mats	around	to	create	
obstacle	courses,	but	that	always	took	a	lot	of	time	and	effort.	
Now,	everything	is	ready	to	be	utilized	immediately,	and	the	kids	
get	a	much	more	satisfying	workout.”	

It	 all	 began	 when	 Head	 of	 School	 Mimi	 Basso	 invited	 Arlene	
Baily,	 MS,	 OTR/L,	 PC,	 to	 be	 this	 year’s	 visiting	 scholar.	 Arlene	
is	the	founder	and	director	of	Leaps	And	Bounds	(The	LAB!),	a	
pediatric	occupational	therapy	(OT)	practice	with	a	sensory	gym	
on	the	Upper	West	Side.	Arlene	brings	 to	WSMS	more	 than	30	
years	of	OT	experience	and	a	wealth	of	knowledge	about	sensory	
integration	and	its	impact	on	learning.

“Babies	receive	a	lot	of	sensory	input	even	before	they’re	born,	
and	it	is	from	this	stimulation	that	they	begin	to	learn,”	Arlene	
explains.	 “When	 infants	 are	 being	 rocked,	 they	 experience	 a	

sense	of	movement	that	is	both	calming	and	organizing;	they	gain	
a	sense	of	where	their	body	is	in	space.	Young	children	continue	
to	develop	this	awareness	throughout	their	day,	but	particularly	
when	they’re	playing	and	moving	around.”

Mimi	enlisted	Arlene	to	select	and	acquire	those	pieces	of	gym	
equipment	that	would	promote	this	sensory	 integration	as	well	
as	gross	motor	development,	but	that	would	also	be	open-ended	
enough	 to	offer	 children	multiple	options	 for	 creative	problem-
solving	and	the	building	of	social	skills.	Early	in	the	school	year	
Arlene	 taught	 workshops	 to	 the	 WSMS	 faculty,	 teaching	 them	
how	to	use	the	equipment	safely	and	how	to	reap	the	greatest	
benefits	from	it	for	their	students.	Arlene	has	consulted	with	the	
teachers	in	the	gym	as	well.

The	 equipment	 that	 Arlene	 selected	 for	 WSMS	 includes	 the	
Jump	&	Play	 Island,	 a	 large	 rubber	 inner	 tube	with	 long	poles	
rising	 from	 the	center	 that	offer	 support	while	 children	bounce	
or	 jump;	 the	 In-FUN-ity	 Climbing	 System,	 consisting	 of	 a	 wall	
ladder,	monkey	bars,	and	the	ever	popular	steamroller	ramp;	the	
Water	Lily	system,	an	assortment	of	low	balance	beams	and	water	
lily–shaped	islands	that	can	be	endlessly	reconfigured;	and	the	
Play	Loft,	featuring	a	ladder,	a	top	deck,	a	cozy	padded	foam	pit	
underneath,	and	a	“bumpy”	slide.	There	are	many	smaller	pieces	
of	equipment	as	well,	 such	as	 the	Balance	Arch,	which	 can	be	
used	as	a	climbing	bridge	or	a	rocker;	the	Roller	Tunnel,	a	large	
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From the moment the ir shoes and socks are off ,  
the ch i ldren are ready and rar ing to go .

The 21st- 
Century Gym 



padded	nylon	hoop	that	can	serve	as	a	crawl-
inside	treadmill;	and	the	Roller	Racer,	a	seated	
scooter	propelled	by	the	rider’s	hands	and	arms.

Every	 gym	 session	 begins	 with	 the	 teachers	

reminding	students	of	the	various	safety	rules:	
children	may	run	around	the	room,	but	only	in	
one	direction	(counterclockwise);	they	may	not	
climb	on	top	of	the	climbing	system;	they	must	

go	 down	 the	 slide	 feet	 first,	 etc.	 The	 children	
use	 the	 equipment	 barefoot;	 doing	 so	 gives	
them	 better	 footing	 and	 heightens	 their	 body	
awareness.	 Beyond	 the	 safety	 parameters,	
students	are	free	to	experiment	and	explore.

Not	 only	 are	 the	 children	 having	 a	 blast	 and	
getting	a	 terrific	workout,	 they	are	performing	
important	 sensory	 work.	 According	 to	 Arlene,	
our	senses	allow	us	to	experience	and	interact	
more	 readily	 with	 the	 world	 around	 us.	 The	
three	 senses	 that	 normally	 develop	 in	 early	
childhood	and	have	a	 fundamental	 impact	on	
body	awareness	are	the	tactile, vestibular, and 
proprioceptive	senses.	The	tactile	sense,	or	the	
sense	 of	 touch,	 is	 the	 most	 familiar	 concept;	
it	 is	 one	 of	 the	 traditional	 five	 senses	 of	 the	
body.	 The	 vestibular	 sense,	 controlled	 by	
sensory	organs	located	in	the	inner	ear,	permits	
perception	of	the	orientation	and	movement	of	
one’s	 head	 and	 body.	 It	 is	 strongly	 linked	 to	
one’s	 sense	 of	 equilibrium.	 Proprioception	 is	
the	 ability	 to	 sense	 the	 position	 of	 the	 parts	
of	 the	 body	 in	 relation	 to	 one	 another,	 and	
the	ability	 to	perceive	body	position,	personal	
boundaries,	 etc.,	 based	 on	 stimuli	 transmitted	
to	 the	muscles	and	 joints.	 It	 is	proprioception	
that	enables	us	to	perceive	where	parts	of	our	
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“After they ’ve been us ing 
th i s equ ipment , the k ids 

rea l l y sense where they are 
in space . ” 	

	—Katherine	Fordney

body	are	in	space,	even	with	our	eyes	closed.	It	also	helps	us	feel	
calmer	and	more	focused.

“One	of	the	things	that’s	really	unique	about	this	equipment	is	
that	 it	 takes	so	many	different	senses	into	account,”	Katherine	
observes.	“The	children	are	having	more	adventurous	experiences	
with	their	bodies	now.	When	kids	are	rocking	on	the	Balance	Arch	
with	their	heads	closer	to	the	ground	than	their	feet,	you	can	see	
that	they’re	discovering	something	about	their	bodies.	When	kids	
slide	down	the	steamroller	ramp,	they’re	putting	positive	impact	

on	 their	 joints,	which	 lets	 them	really	 feel	 the	ground	beneath	
them	 and	 make	 tangible	 contact	 with	 the	 environment.	 Other	
children	need	a	quiet	space	that	offers	fewer	stimuli;	they	might	
visit	the	cozy	pit.	This	equipment	accommodates	that	spectrum.”

In	addition	to	the	many	physical	benefits	children	gain	from	using	
this	 equipment—stronger	 muscles,	 greater	 flexibility,	 improved	
posture	and	balance—Arlene	frequently	reminds	teachers	of	the	
less	obvious	benefits	that	are	just	as	important:	higher	body	and	
spatial	awareness,	improved	motor	planning,	and	increased	self-
regulation.

“If	children	spend	half	an	hour	running	around	aimlessly,	many	
of	 them	 can	 get	 worked	 up	 and	 have	 difficulty	 settling	 down	
afterwards,”	 Arlene	 points	 out.	 “If,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 those	
children	perform	concrete	intentional	movements	such	as	climbing	
a	ladder,	catching	a	ball,	pulling	a	rope,	or	pressing	up	against	a	
wall	with	their	hands,	that	activity	is	ultimately	calming.”

Arlene	knows	from	her	experience	working	with	children	that	this	
kind	of	calming,	centering	activity	has	a	positive	effect	that	lasts	
long	after	the	kids	have	left	the	gym.	Katherine	concurs:

“After	they’ve	been	using	this	equipment,	 the	kids	really	sense	
where	 they	 are	 in	 space.	 They’ve	 done	work	 that	makes	 their	
core	 as	 accessible	 as	 possible,	 so	 they’re	 more	 coordinated.	
They’ve	discharged	all	this	frenetic	energy,	so	now	they	can	settle	
down	 and	 concentrate	 on	 their	 work.	 When	 they’re	 with	 their	
friends	 in	 the	 classroom	 they	 can	 truly	 connect,	 because	 they	
aren’t	distracted	by	the	need	for	physical	exertion.	They’re	more	
present;	they	make	better	eye	contact.	And	because	their	bodies	
are	relaxed	and	at	attention,	the	children	have	a	bigger	threshold	
with	which	to	deal	with	the	unexpected.”

On	 those	 days	when	 the	 gym	 is	 not	 available	 to	 a	 class,	 the	
teachers	 make	 a	 point	 of	 including	 gross	 motor	 development	
activities	in	the	classroom,	many	of	which	have	been	recommended	
by	Arlene.

“We	 frequently	 take	 ‘body	breaks,’	 during	which	 everyone	 can	
stretch	and	move	around	using	yoga	mats,	Therabands,	jumping	
squares,”	Katherine	explains.	“Kids	can	now	recognize	that	need	
in	themselves	and	can	say,	‘I	think	I	need	a	body	break.’”

It	is	this	awareness	of	self	that	Arlene	and	the	faculty	at	WSMS	
have	 been	 working	 together	 to	 nurture.	 Katherine	 offers	 an	
anecdote	 about	 a	 girl	 in	 her	 classroom	 who	 for	 months	 was	
reluctant	to	go	down	the	slide	in	the	gym.	Over	the	course	of	a	
few	weeks	she	would	sometimes	climb	a	couple	of	rungs	of	the	
ladder	leading	up	to	the	slide,	then	go	back	down.	Eventually	she	
would	make	it	to	the	top	deck,	then	climb	back	down	the	ladder.	
One	day	she	decided	she	was	ready.	She	zoomed	down	the	slide,	
jumped	up	with	delight,	and	ran	straight	to	the	ladder	to	do	it	
again.	It	was	her	personal	victory,	unhurried	and	unheralded.	And	
it’s	a	perfect	example	of	 the	personal	victories	and	discoveries	
happening	every	day	in	the	WSMS	gym	this	year.
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The WSMS Trolley
...The back story of this beloved tradition
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Much to the delight of many guests, the 

WSMS Trolley made a surprise appearance 

at the 50th Celebration. For almost forty 

years our children have loved their annual 

rides on it, and countless parent volunteers 

have used some serious muscle to push 

this vibrant conveyance up and down the 

street. But how did the WSMS Trolley, 

the beloved, always engaging, never 

changing Spring Fair attraction, actually 

come into being?

W
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S TROLLEY  •
  N

ew York, NY  •
  

Gigi and Marcus Strock with the 
trolley (all dressed up!) at the 50th 
Celebration



The WSMS Trolley

Well,	 like	 the	 founding	 of	 our	 school	
and	so	many	of	our	WSMS	events	and	
traditions…it	 was	 parents.	 It	 all	 began	
with	a	question	at	a	school	meeting	one	
late	fall	night	in	1976:	what can we do 
to make the Spring Fair better for our 
kids?

Someone	 came	 up	 with	 the	 idea	 of	
creating	 a	 trolley	 ride.	 An	 architect	
parent	in	the	room	volunteered	to	draw	
up	 the	 plans.	 Marcus	 Strock	 (father	
of	Alden),	 who	was	 known	 as	 an	 avid	
woodworker	 when	 he	 wasn’t	 busy	 at	
his	 day	 job	 as	 a	 lawyer	 at	 Debevoise	
and	Plimpton,	 immediately	became	the	
focus	of	attention.	“Okay,	okay,	I’ll	build	
it,”	said	Marcus,	knowing	 full	well	 that	
creating	 a	 trolley	 to	 accommodate	 at	
least	 ten	 children	 would	 consume	 the	
family	 living	 room	 on	 the	 nineteenth	
floor	 of	 the	 Olmsted	 at	 Central	 Park	
West	 and	97th	Street.	 Luckily,	 his	wife	
Gigi	 not	 only	 was	willing	 to	 help	 with	

this	great	idea,	she	agreed	to	house	the	
emerging	trolley	until	its	maiden	voyage	
down	92nd	Street.

The	 actual	 building	 of	 the	 trolley	 was	
easy	 compared	 to	 getting	 eight-foot	
sheets	of	plywood	into	the	elevator.	 In	
fact,	 Marcus	 had	 to	 custom-cut	 a	 few	
inches	off	each	sheet	by	hand	to	make	
them	 fit.	 The	 other	 big	 challenge	 was	
finding	wheels,	until	he	figured	out	that	
the	wheels	used	on	freight	dollies	would	
do	 the	 trick	 and	 managed	 to	 source	
them	 (and	 this	 was	 back	 in	 the	 days	
before	Google).	Coats	of	bright	red	paint	
were	applied	to	all	the	components,	the	

trolley	was	assembled,	and	 the	wheels	
were	 put	 on—all	 in	 the	 Strocks’	 living	
room.	Eureka!	 It	worked:	all	 the	pieces	
fit	 together	 perfectly,	 it	 actually	 held	
several	 adults	 without	 sagging,	 and	 it	
moved	pretty	easily	on	those	wheels.

The	Strocks’	 labor	of	 love	has	brought	
delight	and	wonderment	to	generations	
of	 WSMS	 children.	 Our	 heartfelt	
gratitude	to	Marcus	and	Gigi	and	to	the	
generations	 of	 dedicated	 parents	 who	
continue	 to	 make	 WSMS	 the	 amazing	
place	that	it	is.

...The back story of this beloved tradition
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Very	 special	 thanks	 to	 the	 WSMS	 faculty,	 who	
provided	 many	 of	 the	 photos	 used	 in	 this	
magazine,	 and	 to	 the	 WSMS	 administrat ive	
team—a	 mult i - tasking,	 mult i - ta lented,	 always	
col laborat ive	 group	 who	 has	 helped	 in	 ways	
too	numerous	to	count.
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