


Drawn to different kind of private school
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system’s founder.

The second floor, renovat-
ed this summer, includes a
display kitchen with granite
countertops and stainless-
steel appliances, in which stu-
dents will help prepare
organic, mostly vegetarian
lunches. There’s also a
brightly lit gym and a saltwa-
ter aquarium.

Because Ms. Montessori
never copyrighted the name,
“anybody can hang out a
Montessori shingle,” says
Debbie Senoff-Langford,
head of school at Rogers Park
Montessori School, a 300-
student facility. “But this
school demonstrates stan-
dards.”

Montessori, a non-tradi-
tional education method that
focuses on the individual
child within a classroom set-
ting and stresses early child-
hood development, appeals
to highly educated, affluent
parents, many of whom
attended Montessori schools
as children. Hands-on learn-
ing and curriculum based on
the children’s needs, not the
teachers’, are Montessori
hallmarks, as are schools
equipped with not only child-
size desks but bathroom fix-
tures, too.

The school “is respectful of
these small people,” says
Keisha McClellan, a televi-
sion producer in Chicago
whose 2-year-old son, Rogan
McClendon, attends Montes-
sori Academy. “The message
is, “This is your world, too,
and you matter.” ”

Ms. McClellan, 38 and a “Montessori kid”
herself, began searching for Montessori pro-
grams when Rogan was a baby. She enrolled
him in the Whites’ living-room program even
though the school had not officially opened.

“It was a leap of faith” to send a child to an
untested school, she says, without testimonials
from parents. But she met Ms. White during
an information session and
“loved, loved, loved her pas-
sion,” Ms. McClellan says,
“and I love her story—that
she was looking for an envi-
ronment for her sons. She
couldn’t find it, so she creat-
ed it.”

DAY CARE TROUBLES

White, 35, worked in New

York and Denver before moving to Chicago in
2004. They’d had harrowing day care experi-
ences with their own children: Their older son,
William Shackleton White Jr., now 5, was
twice physically restrained in day care, Ms.
White says. After a third incident at a day care
center when their younger son, Rodick, now
3, was an infant, Ms. White went home with
her mind made up: They would launch their
own school.

“I said, ‘Do it,” > says Mr. White, who oth-
erwise describes himself as “risk-averse” and
“conservative.”

Some parents are inspired to enter the field
of early childhood care and education after
either stellar or poor experiences with their
own children, says Paula Jorde Bloom, chair
of the McCormick Tribune Center for Early
Childhood Leadership at National-Louis Uni-
versity in Wheeling. Not many launch an en-

AFTER UPSETTING EPISODES
WITH THEIR OWN KIDS IN DAY
CARE, MS. WHITE CAME HOME
ONE DAY WITH HER MIND
MADE UP: THEY'D LAUNCH

Ms. White, 34, and Mr. THEIR OWN SCHOOL.

Keisha McClellan enrolled Rogan in the Whites’ program when it was still in their living room.

tire school.

But Ms. Bloom says the Whites understand
that a good early childcare program is expen-
sive to run, with profit margins low because of
high teacher salaries. “People don’t go into
this for the big bucks,” she says.

The Whites are both highly educated them-
selves. Mr. White has a law degree and an
MBA from Columbia Uni-
versity; Ms. White attended
New York University for
both undergraduate and
law schools. Mr. White’s
mother, Doris Sommer, is
an executive with the Amer-
ican Montessori Society,
one of two national associa-
tions of Montessori schools.

Ms. Sommer, in fact,
arranged a field trip for Ms.
White one day in Manhattan, to observe at a
Montessori school. Ms. White, then working
as a lawyer, says the day of observation ignit-
ed a passion for teaching. Ms. Sommer’s con-
nections helped them launch the school.

PERSONAL CHALLENGE

Another relative helped, too, albeit indirect-
ly. Mr. White is a great grand-nephew of
Ernest Shackleton, the British Antarctic
explorer. “Our family motto is ‘By endurance
we shall prevail,” ” Ms. White says.

Indeed, just as the school blossomed, life
threw a curve. In March 2007, Ms. White was
hosting a coffee for preschool parents when
her nose began to bleed. By evening, she was
in the emergency room with severe stomach
cramps.

That night, she learned she had stomach
cancer. After surgery to remove a portion of

her stomach, she had several
chemotherapy treatments.

Ms. White has quarterly
medical tests to check if the
cancer has returned. She is
still considered a cancer
patient.

“I don’t know why that
bothers me, but it does,” she
says, reaching for a Kleenex
in her tiny office at the
school.

The cancer “was some-
thing that we just worked
through,” Ms. White says.
“It did not affect our plans
to move forward.”

The couple invested near-
ly $500,000 of their own
money into the school and
established it as a for-profit
entity, Montessori Acade-
my of Chicago 1 LLC, to
secure about $1.3 million in
loans for the initial build-
out and second-floor reno-
vation. To obtain non-prof-
it funding, they would have
had to be established as a
non-profit entity for five
years.

Mr. White says the school
operated profitably within
six to eight months of open-
ing: “This could be a mil-
lion-dollar-a-year business.”
But they are, in essence,
treating it as a non-profit.
So far the couple has rein-
vested most of the profits,
spending, for instance, 65%
of revenue on teachers’ com-
pensation, compared to
37% for the average private
child-care provider.

The Whites say they’re
earning about 10% of their
former salaries from the
school, though Mr. White
also worked until recently as a vice-president
at Mesirow Financial Inc. in Chicago. “That
doesn’t put us at the poverty line,” Ms. White
says. “We were making a lot of money be-
fore.

Still, “all frills stopped,” she says. “No Star-
bucks, and no more take-out three or four
nights a week. We cook now.”
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A DIFFERENT LIFE

The career shift has meant a cut in pay, but
not in hours. “We work 14-, 17-hour days,”
Ms. White says, starting at 6 a.m. until they lie
awake in the wee hours, worrying. Ms. White
frets that there are smudges in the gross motor
room, where toddlers play, and that the infant
room doesn’t yet have its placemats, meant to
be hand-embroidered to show where plates
and utensils belong.

Though the long hours mean they now they
see their kids mostly at school, both say they
feel free from the strictures of corporate life.
“There’s no more trying to impress . . . no fan-
cy suits, no fancy watches,” Ms. White says.
“We are who we are.”

Her husband agrees. “I wanted the house
and the pool and the Porsche and everything
else,” Mr. White says. “I’m not the guy I was
eight years ago.”

The pioneer parents of kids in the school
seem devoted, too. Abigail Keith, the
14-month-old daughter of Latonia Haney
Keith, will remain enrolled at Montessori
Academy even as her family moves to Oak
Park from Lincoln Park this fall.

“We’re not even looking” for other options,
says Ms. Keith, 32, pro bono and community
service counsel at McDermott Will & Emery
LLP in Chicago. “She’s thriving in the
school.”
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