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Assessments in a public Montessori school
Building a culture of 
inquiry to support 
Montessori 
Learners

BY DALE AMIRA MOGAJI

 “We shouldn’t have to give assessments 
in a Montessori school,” is something 
I’ve heard echoing through school hall-
ways during my career as the leader 
of a Montessori public school. While 
some of the overall concern connected 
to state-mandated as well as local dis-
trict mandated assessments relates to 
teacher accountability measures, teach-
er concerns also stem from the possi-
ble disconnect between what is being 
measured and what is being taught. If 
the statement above is in fact true, how 
might we, as a Montessori public school, 
measure and monitor student achieve-
ment and stay in compliance while 
serving children and preparing them for 
the global community? Or maybe the 

Can Montessori 
help close the 

“achievement 
gap”?

BY DAVID AYER

“Why doesn’t someone do some research 
on Montessori to prove that it works?”

That’s a question that has animated 
the Montessori world for decades. The 
answer is complicated, and depends a 
lot on your definitions of “Montessori”, 

“prove”, and “works”. What counts as 

question is, “What are we supposed to 
do with all of this data? Or, “Okay—we 
finished testing. Now what?”

As one of 17 public Montessori 
schools within the district, our students 
complete their fair share of assessments. 
Currently all kindergarten through 
fifth grade students take the Northwest 
Evaluation Association-Measures of 
Academic Progress (NWEA-MAP) as-
sessment three times per year, as well 
as Fountas and Pinnell reading bench-
marks and progress monitoring. Third 
through fifth grade students also com-
plete the Michigan Student Test of Edu-
cational Progress (M-Step). 

As an urban school with a school-wide 
Title I designation, we serve a diverse 
population of students who have been 
impacted by the opportunity gap. On 
a daily basis, we work towards chang-
ing their academic future through the 
analysis and use of assessment data to 
support classroom instruction. In fact, 
as Montessori educators we are engaged 
in moral stewardship with the very seri-
ous charge of ensuring that all students 
are afforded access to a high-quality 
Montessori education; assessing and us-
ing the data to make sound instruction-
al plans for students is paramount. 

Montessori? What do we mean by “it 
works”? What would qualify as proof?

But in the last ten years, thanks to the 
tireless and at times thankless work and 
contributions of many individuals and 
organizations, we’ve entered a Golden 
Age of Montessori research. Beginning 
with Angeline Lillard’s Montessori: The 
Science Behind the Genius in 2008, the 
five-year, 45-school Furman study in 
South Carolina completed in 2016, and 
the launch of the Journal of Montessori 
Research last year, along with many 
smaller but significant studies and proj-
ects, Montessori research has arrived.

A new project from a foundation in 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina is the big-
gest move yet in the field. The Brady 
Education Foundation has announced a 
five-year, $3,000,000 initiative to study 

Montessori education in public schools. 
This will fund research at four or five 
study sites (each of which could com-
prise several schools), as well as one 
coordinating site which will serve as a 
central hub for the network, monitor-
ing data collection and running net-
work-wide data analysis. The project has 
two main aims:
• to conduct a rigorous evaluation of 

the impact of Montessori education
• to investigate whether Montessori 

education moderates the associa-
tions typically found between family 
income and achievement outcomes.
What does this mean? Here’s how this 

kind of thing works. The project was 
announced as a Request For Proposals 

continues on page 15 >

continues on page 5 >

In order to reap the benefits of the 
variety of data points from mandatory 
assessments, and to use the information 
to meet the needs of our students, we 
developed a culture of inquiry within 
the school. In a public school with high 
accountability measures, this was no 
small feat. Within the school communi-
ty, some participants needed to feel safe 
discussing issues regarding assessment 
results, and also to feel comfortable dis-
cussing building level, grade level, and 

classroom level data. There was also 
a combination of fear of judgment by 
other staff members, concerns about ac-
countability and evaluation, and some 
staff members’ belief that it doesn’t mat-
ter what we do as professional educators 
because “outside factors” will prevent 
some students from finding academic 
success in school regardless of our ef-
forts. We overcame those challenges by 

$3m for public Montessori research from Brady 

Taofik Mogaji assesses his Golden Bead work
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How did we get here?
A social justice informed 
history of standardized 
testing

BY JACQUELINE COSSENTINO

For the vast majority of teachers serving 
public Montessori schools, high stakes 
testing has been a constant feature of 
their experience as educators. And few 
are happy about this condition. When 

surveyed, public Montessori educators 
(leaders as well as teachers) identify the 
current assessment culture as one of the 
top three most significant challenges 
they face, along with funding and the 

an assessment system that, by design, is 
all about efficiency and sorting is just 
not consistent with Montessori philos-
ophy and practice. Add race and equity 
to the mix and the challenges grow even 
more complex. When human flourish-
ing is the goal, and when obvious and 
persistent disparities that correlate with 
race and income exist, and when ad-
dressing those disparities is measured, 
largely, by tests that ignore the goal of 
human flourishing, what’s a principled 
educator to do?

One way to make sense of this co-
nundrum is to take a closer look at the 
history of testing in the US. Since we 
have all been subject to the American 
educational system, in one way or an-
other, it’s easy to think that the system 
in place is self-evident and immutable. 

“Traditional”—which is to say, con-
ventional—American education is the 
norm, and Montessori (along with other 
child-centered, developmental pedago-
gies) is the aberration. But, in fact, like 
the whole of American history, Ameri-
can education’s evolution has been, and 
continues to be, the result of conscious 

teacher pipeline. 
Indeed, assessment, at least as it is 

currently configured, sends shivers 
down the spines of most teachers. Com-
plaints typically revolve around two is-
sues. The first is the way the demands 
associated with standardized testing 
have narrowed the educational experi-
ence of students. The second is an ex-
panding job description for teachers, 
which now includes analyzing spread-
sheets, strategizing about growth, and 
customizing lessons for the sake of tests. 
For a growing segment of the teaching 
force, this combination has proven to be 
untenable—and not just for Montessori. 
A 2014 NEA study reports that nearly 

half of U.S. teachers consider leaving the 
profession due to standardized testing. 

For Montessori teachers, the impact 
may be even greater. Reconciling an em-
phatically child-centered pedagogy with continues on page 4 >

Nearly half of U.S. teachers consider 
leaving the profession due to 
standardized testing

This issue of MontessoriPublic tackles the topic of as-
sessment in public Montessori schools from a range of 
perspectives: teachers, administrators, outsiders, and his-
torical. We also bring you news and updates from the pub-
lic Montessori world.

Katie Brown, NCMPS Research Associate, reports on 
executive function assessment using the Minnesota Exec-
utive Function Scale (MEFS).

Ariel Campbell, Allison Jones, and Jenn Schiller, pub-
lic Montessori teachers in three different schools, share 
their perspectives on the impact of assessment in their 
classrooms.

Sam Chaltain, an education writer, school designer, 
and filmmaker, writes about how flamingos on a fish farm 
relate to educational assessment.

Jacqueline Cossentino, NCMPS Director of Research, 
looks back over the history of assessment and child-cen-
tered education, uncovering the social justice implications.

Angeline Lillard, Montessori’s best known academic 
advocate, gives guidance for schools on working with in-
dependent researchers.

Dale Amira Mogaji,  prin-
cipal at a public Montessori 
school in Kalamazoo, Mich-
igan, explores the challenges 
of implementing district-re-
quired assessments while 
staying true to Montessori.

Angela Murray, AMS Senior Researcher and Coordi-
nator, and Jade Lee, UNH Assistant Professor of Edu-
cation, recently presented on formative assessment at the 
National Council for Measurement in Education.

Elizabeth Slade, NCMPS Lead Montessori Coach, ar-
ticulates a Montessori response to external assessment 
pressures.

Sara Suchman, NCMPS Director of Coaching and 
School Services, looks at how schools have responded to 
assessment pressures over the last ten years.

Katy Wright, a public Montessori teacher in Helena, 
Montana, writes about practicing Montessori in class-
rooms within a traditional school.

NEWS AND UPDATES:

The Brady Education Foundation has announced a 
$3M commitment to public Montessori Research.

Keinya Kohlbecker, a Montessori guide in Portland, 
Oregon, reflects on her experience at the 2017 Montessori 
for Social Justice Conference.

The Montessori Training 
Center of New England 
and the University of Hart-
ford received a $4.8M grant 
for teacher training with a 
path to a Connecticut teach-
er credential.

In this issue: Assessment

Special Education 
and ELL
How does your school handle 
children with additional needs? 
How can we make Montessori 
work for all children? 

Contributions, observations, and 
letters, on these or any public 
Montessori topics, are invited at

editor@montessoripublic.org
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decisions by those in power. What is, in 
other words, is not so far removed from 
what might have been or, more import-
ant, what may become.

For instance, standardized testing 
as we currently experience it is a direct 
descendent of intelligence testing that 
gained favor in the early part of the 
20th century. At precisely the same mo-
ment, child-centered schooling was also 
gaining popularity. While Montessori 
education was, largely, underground 
in the U.S. during this period, Montes-
sori’s ideas were echoed by John Dewey, 
Harold Rugg, Thomas Kuhn, and Lucy 
Sprague Mitchell, among others. Fueled 
in large measure by professors at Teach-
ers College, Columbia (where Dewey 
ended his career), and embodied in tony 
independent schools like the City and 
Country School in New York, the Shady 
Hill School in Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, and the Francis S. Parker School 
in Chicago, child-centered schools were 
originally designed by and for families 
of privilege. That’s an important part of 
the story.

Despite its affluent origins, key prin-
ciples of child-centered schooling found 
their way into public schools, where they 
have remained for the better part of the 
twentieth century and into the present. 
Innovations such as movable furniture 
(as opposed desks bolted to the floor), 
integrated, project-based study, and a 
general focus on Dewey’s principle of 

“learning by doing” more or less infused 
themselves into the majority of Ameri-
can public schools. Some locations, such 
as Winnetka, Illinois, became famous 
for an especially successful implemen-
tation of the approach. Others prac-
ticed less effective versions, which, not 

surprisingly, led to skepticism among 
many educational reformers. Critics 
challenged the approach for a lack of 
content and a failure to focus on the ba-
sic skills necessary for all children—not 
just those of privilege.

Within this context Stanford psy-
chologist Lewis Terman led the effort to 
bring standardized testing into the pub-
lic schools. Terman, along with French 
psychologist Alfred Binet, launched the 
movement with the development of the 
Army-Alpha test, an assessment used to 
screen World War I recruits in order to 
determine who among the large num-
bers of young men might be suitable for 
training as officers. By 1920, similar ver-
sions of this test, which claimed to mea-
sure “mental age” or native intelligence, 
began to be used in US schools in order 
to identify “gifted” children, and then to 
track those children into “differentiated” 
educational programs. 

Educational historian Patricia Alb-
jerg Graham links this focus on both 
sorting and child-centered education 
with a growing cultural trend toward 
individualism, which was accelerated by 
a growing immigrant population, a war 
time economy, and the social impact of 
soldiers going to and returning home 
from military service. Together, these 
conditions produced an educational fo-
cus on “life adjustment,” which relied 
heavily on determining who among the 
growing numbers of high school stu-
dents were better suited to professional 
or vocational career paths.

As Graham explains, the father of “life 
adjustment” education, Charles Prosser, 
a white, middle-class Midwesterner, led 
the vocational educational movement, 
which not only resulted in increased 
funding for schools that would prepare 
young boys for the “trades,” but also fil-
tered into the general high school cur-
riculum. Testing, according to Prosser, 
was needed to determine who went to 
college (about 20%); who went to trade 
school (another 20%); and who should 
receive “life adjustment training” (the 
remaining 60%).

If you are at all concerned about 
equity, inclusion, or social justice, you 
are likely feeling more than a little un-
comfortable with this history. That’s 
because all this attention to measuring 
intelligence in order to determine the 
life paths of our nation’s youth smacks 
of social engineering fueled by eugenics 
and institutionalized racism. It’s not a 

pleasant chapter in the history of psy-
chology, education, or American social 
progress. 

But it is an important chapter; one 
that continues to shape educational 
policy and practice in ways that few 
question. While the Army-Alpha test is 
now openly lampooned for its cultural 
bias, and intelligence testing continues 
to be roundly panned for its basic as-
sumptions about human development, 
the form as well as content of the vast 
majority of tests that dominate our ed-
ucational system today look remarkably 
similar to those original instruments. 
Nearly a century after standardized test-
ing entered the daily practice of public 
schooling, we find ourselves using an 
assessment system designed primarily 
to reify social divisions being used as 
an instrument for equity and inclusion. 
The irony is stark. 

Even a cursory look at the parallels 
between the history of child-centered 
schooling and public Montessori reveals 
important insights about the intersec-
tion of assessment and human potential. 
Here a few:

Assessment doesn’t have to look like 
this. There is no universal, immutable 
truth pertaining to what students 
should know and be able to do, or how 

that knowledge and skill should be mea-
sured. We are just riffing off the basic 
framework set by Terman and Binet. 
And that framework, by and large, is 
based on two fundamental values: effi-
ciency and simplicity. Human potential, 
on the other hand, is a complex phe-
nomenon, which presents real challeng-
es to test developers aiming to create a 
useful instrument. 

Assessment is an industry, we are the 
market, and we can wield market power. 
All of the mainstream instruments cur-
rently on the market—at least the ones 
purchased by major school districts—
are direct descendants of the Army-Al-
pha, which captured a huge market in 
the U.S. military because of its efficiency 
and affordability. The military told Ter-
man and Binet what they needed, and 
psychologists delivered. We should ex-
pect nothing less of today’s test devel-
opers. If we position ourselves as clients 
in need of a better product, we can, and 
should, set the terms of our relationship 
with the vendor.

Changing the assessment industry is 
a long game. School survival is a short 
game. We need to be playing both at 
the same time. In the near term, we 
must cope with the current assessment 
apparatus. Which is to say, mindful of 
a history that equates Montessori with 
child-centered schooling, which, for 
better or worse, is cast as both elitist 
and ineffective for large swaths of the 
population, public Montessori schools 
may not except themselves from ac-
countability. A great deal of work on the 
ground—some of which is captured in 
these pages—concentrates on maintain-
ing pedagogical integrity while fulfill-
ing compliance expectations. But hold-
ing ourselves accountable doesn’t mean 
accepting the premise of either the form 
of content of existing tests. 

I have argued elsewhere for the im-
portance of rejecting the language of 
deficits and gaps while at the same time 
embracing a holistic conception of as-
sessment, one that measures more than 
basic skills, and that considers the as-
pects of human development that matter 
most to the goals of education. The long 
game can be only be won if we insist on 
better definitions of success and better 
tools for measuring success.

Jacqueline Cossentino, Ed.M., Ed.D., is 
Director of Research for NCMPS.

Cossentino: How did we get here?

Child-centered schools were originally 
designed by and for families of privilege

continued from page 3 
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participating in continual team build-
ing activities, increasing proficiency in 
data analysis, and revisiting and artic-
ulating a shared vision which included 
the expectation that all students can not 
only learn and achieve, but that they can 
achieve at high levels as we work to elim-
inate the opportunity gap.

 We use the Michigan Department 
of Education continuous school im-
provement cycle (gather-study-plan-do) 

on an ongoing basis. In fact, the teach-
ers use a smaller version of that cycle, 
Instructional Learning Cycles (ILC), 
which requires continuously gathering 
student outcome data based upon in-
struction which was directly linked to 
the results of the previous instruction, 
as well as the relevant academic stan-
dards. Throughout the cycle, they re-
spond to targeted questions that guide 
the process. In addition, during grade 
level meetings teachers work together to 
review student academic data and use 
it to develop instructional plans. There, 
teachers work collaboratively as they 
reflect upon professional practices and 
discuss the successful implementation 
of instructional strategies. 

In addition, as moral stewards serv-
ing students in an urban setting it is es-
sential that teachers reflect upon class-
room environment as well as personal 
relationships with students to determine 
what factors may prevent students from 
accessing knowledge presented, as well 
as developing a plan to eliminate barri-
ers in the classroom that prevent student 
success. As the school moves toward be-
coming a totally Anti-Bias/Anti-Racist 
school, teachers and staff members con-
tinuously question whether classroom 
and school-wide practices contribute to 
some students benefitting from privileg-
es while other students are marginalized.

Specific child study or building team 
meetings provide an opportunity for 
teachers, parents, ancillary staff (school 
psychologists, speech pathologists, so-
cial workers), community mental 
health liaison, and the school principal 
to discuss meeting the needs of indi-
vidual struggling students. Typically, 

observable behaviors within the class-
room (i.e. low academic performance, 
disruptive behavior) are the basis for the 
meeting, and the overall process uses a 
variety of data points. During the meet-
ings areas of strengths, challenges, and 
possible interventions are identified and 
families are linked with additional re-
sources as needed.

At the end of the day we are Montes-
sori educators with the specific charge of 
facilitating the development of the Mon-
tessori Learner Outcomes. While aca-

demic achievement is important it is only 
one outcome that as Montessori educa-
tors we expect our students to demon-
strate. The Montessori teacher serves as a 
facilitator and guide in student learning 
and the school-wide focus is to facilitate 
the Montessori Learner Outcomes while 
developing the whole child. 

Within a student-centered learning 
environment, the expectation is that 
students leave the school functioning as 
independent and responsible students 
and as a result of their experience with 
Montessori education they demonstrate 
the characteristics of “Citizens of the 
World” by showing care for others, the 
ability to work cooperatively and har-
moniously, “Spiritual Awareness” by 
demonstrating a willingness to help oth-
ers while being considerate and caring, 
and “Autonomy”, demonstrated by the 
respectful sharing of opinions. 

Montessori students are guided to 
become confident and competent stu-
dents as they achieve academic success 
without the use of extrinsic motivators. 
Becoming independent, confident, and 
socially responsible humans cannot be 
measured or nurtured through the use 
of standardized tests but only through 
the commitment of the Montessori 
guide to observe and follow the child as 
she moves along her educational journey. 

Dale Amira Mogaji is the Principal of 
Northglade Montessori Magnet School, 
an AMS accredited Title I School in 
Kalamazoo Public Schools. She serves 
on the American Montessori Society 
Board of Directors and Montessori for 
Social Justice Board of Directors.  
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What a Spanish fish farm 
can tell us about 
assessment

BY SAM CHALTAIN

As an educator, I can’t think of a more 
important, elusive, and agonizing ques-
tion than this doozy: How do you mea-
sure success?

So you can imagine my surprise when 
I discovered a new source of inspiration 
for how we should answer it, by way of 
a 27,000-acre fish farm at the tip of the 

Guadalquivir river in Southern Spain.
The farm, Veta La Palma, is led by 

a biologist named Miguel Medialdea. I 
learned about Miguel’s work from a 2010 
TED Talk by renowned chef Dan Barber 
(ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_
in_love_with_a_fish), who first became 
aware of Miguel after discovering just 
how unsustainable “sustainable fish 
farming” practices really were. 

To produce just one pound of farm-
raised tuna, for example, requires fif-
teen pounds of wild fish to feed it. Noth-
ing sustainable about that. In response, 
industry leaders have dramatically re-
duced their “feed conversion ratio” by 
feeding their fish, well, chicken—or, 
more specifically, chicken feathers, 
skin, bone meal and scraps, dried and 
processed into feed.

“What’s sustainable  about feeding 
chicken to fish?” Barber asks his au-
dience, to peals of laughter. Yet there’s 
nothing funny about the ways we have 
decimated the large fish populations of 
the world. And there’s nothing funny 
about an agribusiness model that, in an 
effort to find ways to feed more people 
more cheaply, has in fact been more 
about the business of liquidation than 
the business of sustainability.

Enter Veta La Palma, formerly a cat-
tle farm, and now a sprawling series 
of flooded canals, flourishing wildlife, 

and fecund marshland. In fact, be-
cause it’s such a rich system, Veta La 
Palma’s  fish eat what they’d be eating 
in the wild. “The system is so healthy,” 
Barber explains, “it’s totally self-renew-
ing. There is no feed. 

“Ever heard of a farm that doesn’t feed 
its animals?”

Eventually, Barber asked his host 
the $64,000 question: how they mea-
sure success. Medialdea pointed to the 
pink bellies of a thriving population of 
flamingos.

“But Miguel,” Barber asked, “isn’t a 
thriving bird population like the last 
thing you would want on a fish farm?”

“No,” he answered. “We farm exten-
sively,  not intensively.  This is an eco-
logical network. The flamingos eat the 
shrimp. The shrimp eat the phytoplank-
ton. The pinker the belly, the better the 

system.”
It was at this point I thought about 

how much of Miguel’s work had lessons 
for our own.

Like agribusiness, education has been 
shaped by the logic of a single question 
for as long as anyone can remember. In-
deed, just as feeding more people more 
efficiently has led us into a feedback loop 
in which we constantly erode our own 
global supply of fish, educating more 
children more efficiently has yielded a 
shell game of metrics that have allowed 
us to falsely claim success (or failure), 
when in fact all we have been doing is 
eroding a different, more precious sup-
ply: our ability to fall in love with ideas.

You know this, but it’s worth saying 
again: the ultimate measures of success 
in our schools cannot be reading and 
math scores, or better attendance, or 
higher graduation rates (though those 
are all good things). These are not our 
Pink Flamingos, because they are not 
indicative of a thriving ecology in our 
schools. 

At Veta La Palma, the best way to 
measure the system’s overall quality 
is by gauging the health of its preda-
tors. What is the equivalent measure 
in our schools? If we started to view 
our schools less as solitary islands, and 
more as single links in a systemic chain 
of each child’s growth and development, 

between their different develop-
mental needs?

• How can we better measure the 
optimal reflections of normal-
ized growth—i.e., self-awareness, 
self-control, self-direction, and 
self-satisfaction?

• How much student learning are we 
expecting to occur in the school 
building? How else can we leverage 
the larger community to be an ac-
tive partner in the overall learning 
process?

• In what ways are we creating ev-
eryday conditions for wonder and 
curiosity?

• How clearly have we articulated our 
school’s ultimate vision of success, 
and how clearly do our students 
and their families understand how 
what we do each day is in service of 
that larger goal?
To transform sustainable farming, 

Dan Barber proposed a new question: 
“How can we create conditions that en-

able every communi-
ty to feed itself? 

The same les-
sons of scale are 

true for sustain-
a b l e  s c h o o l -
ing. As Miguel 
Medialdea puts it, 

“I’m not an expert 
in fish; I’m an expert 
in relationships.” 

So are America’s 
educators. The cen-
tral goal of school-
ing is not to instill 

knowledge, but to 
unleash human poten-

tial. The central model for schooling 
is not a factory; it’s an ecosystem. And 
the central measure of success is not a 
single benchmark, but a comprehensive 
ability to affirm the overall health of 
the systems that surround our children 
as they learn and grow.

So let’s get serious about applying 
two billion years’ worth of proof points 
in order to build, and measure, the eco-
logical networks our kids actually need 
in order to learn and grow. It’s the only 
way to find the Pink Flamingos that 
have eluded us thus far.

Sam Chaltain is a DC-based school 
designer, writer, filmmaker, and father. 
You can reach him at 
sam@wonderbydesign.org or 
samchaltain.com.

how would we measure success then? 
What would we need to start, stop and 
keep doing?

For starters, I think we’d want to 
track every available measure of that 
child’s overall health: mental, nutri-
tional, social, emotional, developmen-
tal—and yes, intellectual. We’d stop as-
suming that schools are capable of being 
assessed in a vacuum, and start making 
sense of their effectiveness amidst a larg-
er network of institutions and services 
(think how much this would change the 
perception of private schools). And we’d 
keep looking at existing efforts to apply 
a more ecological approach to learning, 
from the Community Schools model, to 
instruments that help measure a child’s 
sense of hope, engagement and well-be-
ing, to individual schools that proac-
tively measure—wait for it—curiosity 
and wonder, to, yes, the nearly 22,000 
Montessori schools around the world.

These priorities would also lead to 
a different set of questions that could 
drive future innovations: 
• Where else are our children re-

ceiving sources of nourishment for 
their growth and development? Are 
the connections between those re-
sources and the school implicitly or 
explicitly drawn?

• What are 
the com-
ponents 
of each 

community’s 
ecosystem 
of youth 
develop-
ment 
and 
support?

• What are 
our young 
people bring-
ing with them 
to school each 
day—figuratively 
and literally—and 
how is our work at 
school explicitly de-
signed to help them 
find the proper balance 

To measure success, count the flamingos

In what ways are we creating everyday 
conditions for wonder and curiosity?
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organization. Third, look at the publi-
cation record. Ideally, they have at least 
two articles/year in recent years in solid 
peer-reviewed journals. The solidity of 
a journal can be checked by inputting 
the journal name and “impact factor” 
to a search engine. An impact factor 
of greater than 1.5 is okay. Note that if 
someone has a lot of publications, they 
might feel the need to always aim for 
high-impact journals, so check a few—
or you might recognize some good ones 
(such as Child Development, Science, or 
Pediatrics) and not need to look them 
up at all. Finally, look at their funding 
record. Top researchers typically get 
federal or private organizations to cov-
er research expenses. If these four mat-
ters pan out, it is likely that the study 
will be worthwhile. Another approach 
is to look up a researcher on a website 
such as Google Scholar, Research Gate, 
or Academia.edu, which show basic 
information and how often a person’s 
articles are cited. Very senior people ar-
en’t always on such sites, and very new 
work is often not yet cited, but having an 

“h-index” of over 20 on Google Scholar 
indicates a good researcher. 

A second angle on whether to partici-
pate is to evaluate the study design itself. 
Historically, a lot of education research 
involved case studies and ethnographic 
reports. These can be interesting, but 
they don’t typically contribute to eval-
uation and assessment goals. With No 
Child Left Behind in the early 1990s, a 
concerted effort was made to improve 
the quality of education research, by 
establishing the Institute for Education 

Sciences to fund research studies. IES’ 
What Works Clearinghouse website 
logs valid findings on which school per-
sonnel might base practices. (Despite 
this, still all too often school practices 
are not based in research—but that is 
another discussion.) In the last 25 years, 
education research has increasingly 
adopted models from medicine, eco-
nomics, and psychology. In addition, 
increasingly sophisticated data analysis 
methods are enabling more fine-tuned 
results. Still, there are many education 

When researchers come 
knocking, how 
to respond?

BY ANGELINE S. LILLARD

Occasionally parents, teachers, and 
school administrators are approached 
by researchers who ask if their child, 
class, school, or district might partic-
ipate in a research study. Sometimes 
such studies have nothing to do with a 
school program, but when a Montessori 
school is approached specifically, the 
study could be seen as an evaluation or 
assessment of the Montessori approach. 
Thus a good reason to acquiesce is it is 
a free evaluation! For children, partici-
pating in a study can be fun, and it is a 
civic good when the research is sound 
and will be disseminated. The world 
can benefit from knowing the results 
(although any given child’s responses 
are private, so parents will not know 
how their individual child did). Howev-
er, some research is not so useful. When 
should one agree to participate, because 
the results are likely to be meaningful? 
Here I lay out some criteria by which 
schools and parents can judge the 
likelihood of a research project being 
worthwhile.

When presented with an opportuni-
ty to participate in research, I suggest 

school administrators take three min-
utes to find out who the researcher is, 
by glancing at their “curriculum vitae”, 
or CV, which they should be happy to 
send on request. (For a student, ask to 
see their advisor’s CV instead.) There 
are four things to rapidly check on the 
CV: First, where did the person train—
you want someone with a PhD in a 
research field from a respected univer-
sity. Second, what is the person’s cur-
rent position? Again, one looks for a 
position at a solid university or research 

The gold standard in research is 
random assignment, and it of course 
gets around this problem. In looking at 
the influence of a school program on 
outcomes, true random assignment is 
rarely seen, unless a school district ran-
domly assigns classrooms to curricula. 
In Montessori research, it is very rare. 

If one does not have complete ran-
dom assignment, the next best thing 
is a lottery design. In a lottery-based 
study, all the parents chose the type 
of school, but from among that pool 
of choosers, assignment was random. 
Therefore, for the children in the study, 
whatever variables go along with choos-
ing a Montessori school (perhaps more 
authoritative parenting, or liking chil-
dren to have choices) are equal. Ideally 
in a lottery design study parents can 
be contacted to participate before they 
know the lottery outcome, to insure 
that enrollment in a study is not biased 
by lottery outcome. 

The third reasonable option, when 
a lottery is not available, is matching 
samples on variables that might be 
important. Typically gender, ethnicity, 
and metrics getting at income or parent 
education levels are used.

Studies that address these issues are 
more likely to produce useful results 
that will help with the assessment of a 
Montessori program.

Research in school settings by out-
side evaluators is key to helping better 
understand how different school pro-
grams influence child outcomes. Par-
ents’, teachers’, and administrators’ 
willingness to participate, and their 
help in getting families signed up, are 
crucial to allowing such work to go on. 
If the work is done well by a researcher 
with a solid track record of publishing 
studies in good peer-reviewed journals, 
there is a good chance it will help the 
world to better understand Montessori 
and how it can assist with children’s 
development. 

Angeline Lillard, Professor of Psychology 
at the University of Virginia, is a lead-
ing researcher on child development 
whose awards include the Cognitive 
Development Society Book Award 
for Montessori: The Science Behind 
the Genius. Her 2006 Science study of 
children randomly assigned to public 
Montessori was a game-changer, and 
she has been keynote speaker at many 
Montessori conferences worldwide.

researchers who continue to be inter-
ested in ethnographic, descriptive stud-
ies and who do not use data analyses; 
individuals must decide whether such 
studies are worthwhile. 

A researcher should be able to make 
clear to you why the research question 
being asked is interesting, and how the 

research design will answer the question. 
One element to look for is a comparison 
group. To what is the Montessori group 
being compared? There are three basic 
types of comparison group: random as-
signment, lottery design, and matched 
variable. The first two get around a 
pervasive problem in school outcome 
research: parents.

Parents (and factors such as income 
level, geography, and race that come 
along with them) are the single largest 
influence on child outcomes. Parents 
contribute genes, which research sug-
gests underpin about 50% of any given 
human outcome. Parents determine 
nations and neighborhoods, the num-
ber of siblings, whether there is a sta-
ble two-parent presence or a series of 
partners coming and going, and so on. 
Parents may also determine whether a 
child is in day care, or goes to sleepaway 
camp, or is homeless. And parents have 
different parenting styles and levels of 
organization and so on, all of which also 
influence child outcomes. Finally, par-
ents typically choose schools, so it might 
be the case that certain types of parents 
choose Montessori. Any apparent Mon-
tessori differences could actually be due 
to differences in parents who choose it 
versus other forms of schooling.

When researchers come knocking

Parents, teachers, and administrators 
willing to participate are crucial to 
allowing such work to go on.



8     M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2017  For up-to-the minute news and discussion

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

BY ELIZABETH SLADE

When something isn’t quite working, 
Montessori asks us first to look at the en-
vironment and then at ourselves, rather 
than trying to change the child. Since 
we are not in the business of “making” 
anyone do anything, it is instead our 
task to ignite the natural desire to learn. 
How? Through a regular practice of ob-
servation and reflection—noticing and 
shifting our practice accordingly. 

How does this relate to the pressure 
of test scores for public schools?

When we consider district, state and 
national tests our children may encoun-
ter over the year there is an immediate 
tightening that occurs. It feels a bit hard-
er to breathe as we imagine our most 
fragile students faced with material they 
haven’t yet mastered, or even seen, and 
being assessed with a method so differ-
ent from the school’s approach to learn-
ing. Then, as we picture receiving the 
school-wide score, and seeing the results 
of that gap between how students learn 
and how they are assessed, the pressure 
mounts to a heavy weight placed upon 
us—the stone slabs of external expec-
tations. This can result in a narrowed 
focus, which loses track of the whole 
child in order to home in on what we 
believe will help. This constriction can 
also make us less flexible and adaptable 
as our thinking moves into survival 

mode, hindering our creative responses 
to students’ needs.

As I watch this process in schools 
across the country, I am inspired to dou-
ble down on the Montessori, beginning 
with observation.

We can’t be sure that doing the very 
best, most inspiring Montessori we can 
will magically improve test scores, when 
we’re not even sure of what the tests are 
measuring, and their approach doesn’t 
ultimately line up with Montessori’s 

goals.  But we can be sure that, to the 
extent testing does measure what chil-
dren have learned, we have given them 
the very best chance to learn to capacity.  
And with fully implemented Montessori, 
that capacity is sure to surprise us.

If we are considering testing in ele-
mentary classrooms specifically, let’s 
consider this from the perspective of the 
second plane. My observations in a wide 
range of public Montessori elementary 
classrooms suggest room for improve-
ment in the balance and quality of work. 

When children are inspired and excited, 
there is no limit to what they can learn. 
Here’s how the environment and the 
adult can work together to help all chil-
dren to learn to their greatest potential.

The Environment
Order models on the outside what we 
hope will grow on the inside. For the 
eager mind and spirit of the Elementary 
child, the order in the Elementary en-
vironment is grounding like the person 
holding the end of a kite string anchors 
the free flying kite. Often Elementary 

guides share the same temperament as 
the second plane child and there can be 
a sprawl as the year goes on.
• Questions to ask: Does the envi-

ronment inspire orderliness? Is it 
clean and beautiful? Is there a place 
for everything and everything in its 
place?

Flow is both internal and external. For 
work f low to happen, classroom de-
sign must allow for all configurations 
of learning: individual, pair, and small 

communicate that completing work 
is important? Is there a shared un-
derstanding in the community that 
each person is accountable for their 
own learning, and do the systems 
support this?
Imagine a classroom with order, flow, 

and systems—a busy ‘practice society’ 
exploring, inventing, solving, mastering 
and producing work that will change 
them. This is a place that will produce 
learners more than equal to any authen-
tic assessment.

Ourselves
Adult lesson planning is crucial to 

the elementary environment. Thinking 
carefully about what work will happen 
directly relates to how children develop 
the skills and tools they need. Lesson 
planning is sometimes lacking in Mon-
tessori training, yet it directly relates 
to outcomes—if we don’t plan where 
we’re going it’s likely we won’t end up 
where we want to be. When the adult 
understands the direct aims and plans 
the sequence of lessons needed by each 
child in every subject, the classroom can 
become a student-centered place where 
children are free to follow their inner 
drive to learn.

The classroom lead must also culti-
vate the three types of work in the ele-
mentary classroom, balancing them to 
support a dynamic and productive com-
munity of learners. I use the acronym 
FOB, the modern day key:

Follow-up work: There is follow up 
work after every lesson—something 

the child can do to explore the new 
concept more deeply. Follow-up work 
takes many forms and can become dull 
and repetitive, or it can be exciting and 
inspiring. 

group work. Allowing for work at all 
levels (tables, low tables, floor), distrib-
utes both the energy and the noise of 
work being done. Flow is fed by a class-
room equipped with materials children 
can access independently. And all this 
relies on shared agreements of how to 
be in the environment. The Elementa-
ry classroom is a laboratory, a library, a 
think-tank of brilliant minds—a place 
where extraordinary and important 
work happens and everyone needs to 
understand and hold this shared vision. 

• Questions: Are the tables set up to 
allow for both collaboration and 
concentrated solo work? Are there 
supplies available for Big Work? 
Can children get to everything 
they need in order to follow their 
questions and complete their work 
independently? Are the expectations 
of the classroom clear? Do children 
move from a place of understanding 
that their work is very important?

Systems are a critical aspect of the hid-
den structure in a Montessori classroom. 
They ground children in a routine that 
holds the dynamic work they will do, 
and allow adults to keep up with all the 
learning that is happening every day. 
Systems hold everyone accountable for 
the work that needs to be done and add 
integrity to it. Without strong systems 
children can fall through the cracks, run 
amok, or feel unacknowledged for their 
efforts. Without strong systems adults 
can get overwhelmed by the many needs 
of their multi-aged learners as they try 
to cover a vast curriculum. 
• Questions to ask: Are the class-

room systems apparent to all? Are 
they taught every year—review-
ing each step or component part? 
Are the systems adult-driven or 
adult-dependent, or do they sup-
port independence? Do the systems 

Assessing our own work in the classroom

“It is certainly necessary to centralize the interest of the child, but the usual 
methods today are not effective to that end. How can the mind of a growing 
individual continue to be interested if all our teaching be around one particular 
subject of limited scope, and is confined to the transmission of such small 
details of knowledge as he is able to memorize? How can we force the child 
to be interested when interest can only arise from within? It is only duty and 
fatigue which can be induced from without, never interest!” 

– TO EDUCATE THE HUMAN POTENTIAL, MARIA MONTESSORI

Do children feel the thrill of getting 
somewhere as they persevere?



M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2017     9join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

MONTESSORI P U B L I C :  A S S E S S M EN T

• Some questions to ask: Is fol-
low-up always the “same old thing” 
that begins to feel like assignments, 
or is there creativity in the work? 
Are there actual assignments of what 
to do, or an offering of multiple 
options? Are the children included 
in deciding on follow-up? Is the 
work reviewed when it’s done so the 
children know it is important to 
complete? Is there a system to man-
age the variety of follow-up going on 
from the many lessons?

Ongoing work: Some lessons open 
into repeated activity for the child. 

The Grammar Boxes, for example, intro-
duce new parts of speech, and the multi-
ple Filler Boxes help them remember the 
function of that part of speech. Children 
choose this work in and around their 
follow-up work and progress at their 
own pace. 
• Some questions to ask: Is the ongo-

ing work busywork, or is it building 
persistence? Do children feel the 
thrill of getting somewhere as they 

persevere? How is ongoing work 
reviewed and the tenacity involved 
appreciated?

Big Work: Elementary classrooms are 
dynamic places built around Cosmic 

Education, with the Great Lessons as the 
foundation stones. 
• Some questions to ask: Are the 

five Great Lessons given early every 
year? Are these stories infused with 
the mystery and wonder which will 
spark the child’s imagination? Are 
students encouraged to start Big 
Work that grows out of their curiosi-
ty? Is Big Work supported—develop-
ing the child’s skills in planning and 
following through with multi-step 
projects? Are the discoveries made, 
and the completion of whatever the 
child has put their heart and mind 
into, acknowledged and celebrated?
It can be a temptation in public Mon-

tessori elementary classrooms to let the 
bulk of students’ time and energy focus 
on ongoing work because it is quanti-
fiable. This not only detracts from the 

Whether you are a classroom teacher 
or assistant, a school administrator or a 
Montessori Coach, observing regularly 
will help you see which part of the vi-
sion is missing. You could use the ques-
tions in each section to reflect on how 
to make changes to further strengthen 
the classroom experience for children. 
Responding to test pressures by turn-
ing to (rather than away from) Mon-
tessori will not only serve as a support 
to the greater mission but also prepare 
children to tackle whatever academic 
challenges arise, whether that is in the 
form of an assessment or developing a 
formula to protect the earth’s ozone. As 
Dr. Montessori writes in To Educate the 
Human Potential: “The answer to all the 
contradictions lies in right education, 
and results can be achieved in no other 
way, political or social. It requires the 
influences of sacred and deep things to 
move the spirit.”

Elizabeth Slade is the Lead Montessori 
Coach for NCMPS.

dynamic nature of the classroom—it 
also dulls the interest and motivation of 
the students. 

Imagine a classroom where the Mon-
tessori adult is planning and giving les-
sons with this balance of work in mind, 
and the children are free to immerse 
themselves in work. Many of the ongo-
ing peer or self-regulation issues might 
be mitigated as children are drawn 
into this sparkling, riveting, satisfying 
experience.

Observation to complete 
the vision

With this vision of a high functioning 
Montessori elementary classroom, let us 
return to the assessment challenge. One 
way to lift the weight is to cultivate a 
regular habit of observation and reflec-
tion. Seeing how children spend their 
time will guide you to what needs to 
change in the environment or the plan-
ning. And making those changes will 
bring you closer to that ideal learning 
environment.

Cincinnati Montessori
Secondary Teacher Education Program

cmstep.com

Katie Keller Wood and Marta Donahoe, Co-Directors
For course content and scheduling information:
 visit www.cmstep.com
 call 804.869.2111
 write P.O. Box 17152 • Richmond, VA 23226

• Secondary I and II credential program

• Graduate credit and Master’s Degree option from 
Xavier University

• Based on the Montessori Method and work of the 
Clark Montessori Jr and Sr High School teaching team

• Clark Montessori Jr. and Sr. High School was 
recognized as a top model school in the U.S. by 
the Center for School Change:

 – “Top Ten Most Amazing Schools in America”
 by Ladies Home Journal

 – One of three finalists in President Obama’s 
 Commencement Challenge

• CMSTEP is AMS-affiliated and accredited by MACTE
Educate. 
Experience. 
Inspire.



10     M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2017  For up-to-the minute news and discussion

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

Three public Montessori 
teachers tell their stories

Assessment generally has the greatest 
impact on Elementary and Adolescent 
level teachers. To illuminate the actual 
experience of public Montessori teach-
ers, we checked in with three experi-
enced Elementary guides. Two of the 
three work in charter schools, and the 
third in an inter-district magnet school.

Ariel Campbell is an Upper Elemen-
tary guide at City Garden Montessori, in 
St. Louis, Missouri. She is two thirds of 
the way through an Elementary train-
ing program, and in her second year as 
lead guide.

Jenn Schiller has been a Lower El-
ementary (grades 1-3) guide at Fort 
Collins Montessori since 2014. Prior to 
that, she worked at Gilpin Montessori 
in Denver.

Allison Jones has been the Child 
Study lead at Breakthrough Montessori 
Public Charter School in Washington, 
DC since last year. Prior to that, she 
worked as a Primary and Lower Ele-
mentary guide at Latin American Bi-
lingual Montessori and John Hanson 
Montessori. 

MP: What causes or caused you anxiety 
about the testing in your work as a public 
Montessori teacher? 

Allison Jones: The race to abstraction 
caused me a great amount of unease. Be-
cause common core asks for students to 
do multi-digit operations so early, I felt a 
pressure to push them there when some 
of the students would have benefited 
greatly from more in-depth practice 
with Montessori material before learn-
ing to put work on paper. 

Jenn Schiller: The anxiousness I feel 
has lessened quite a bit this year. Now 
that I have third year children that 
have been with me throughout their 

lower elementary years, I know quite 
well where they are. I also am familiar 
with the testing expectations. 

My biggest personal anxiety is how 
the parents may respond to a test score—
and how they may feel it reflects upon 
their child, me, the school, and the 
Montessori Method.

I also tend to feel anxious about work-
ing with the children on assessing how 
much time they have to work through a 
testing session.  This occasionally leads 
children to feel anxious about the time 
component (the test being timed).

Ariel Campbell: Anxiety for me would 
come from the lack of time to try to in-
clude so much into a well-rounded pro-
gram that is Montessori, and also from 
the reality of having to answer to an as-
sessment that isn’t directly aligned with 
our curriculum. It’s like trying to fit a 
square peg in a round hole.

MP: How much time would you say you 
devote or have devoted to test prep?

AC: Our school is forming the proce-
dures for test prep that best serves the 
majority of students in the school, that 
can also be incorporated into regular 
curriculum activities. We have devoted 
many hours of work to finding solutions 
to improve test scores while also serving 
the students general educational needs. 
It has certainly been over 30 hours of 
work throughout a single school year of 
collaborative work.

JS: We work on academic language per-
tinent to the test, which may be different 
from the language we use. This does not 
take a lot of time, as it is also synonym 
work. 

AJ: There are two kinds of test prep—
content prep and process prep. I consid-
er process prep as a part of practical life. 
I would give students tips on test-taking 

to identify what children are capable of 
understanding abstractly. I encourage 
the use of scratch paper, so they can 
draw the materials out.

It is unfortunate that the children do 
not have an opportunity to really make 
connections to other things within the 
test. The test questions can be very 
isolated. 

We work a lot on “explaining your 
thinking”. This works out well for some 
of the word problems on the tests.

AC: I feel the tests do not always capture 
what the students know due to language 
differences [i.e., nomenclature on the 
tests versus what is used in the class-
room]. Also, test-driven performance 
is not a value of the school and student 
body. Many students in general wanted 
to do well, but others who have more 
knowledge did not have that reflected in 
their scores because of a lack of impor-
tance of the test to them.

AJ:  Sometime yes, sometimes no. By 
the time my students were in Upper El-
ementary, they were more able to show 
their actual knowledge on tests. How-
ever, for the younger students, different 
types of wording, ability to focus, taking 
the tests seriously—many things got in 
the way of certain students performing 
to level. The most challenging was the 
disconnect in kindergarten and first 
grade between what was expected by 
the tests and what we focused on with 
the children, especially in the area of 
mathematics. Most of the kindergar-
ten and first grade test content focuses 
on logic questions, whereas Montessori 
guides tend to focus on diving deeply 
into the concrete world of mathemat-
ics—operations with numbers to 9,999, 
fractions, etc. 

MP: Can you say more about that?

AC: Sometimes they don’t take the test 
seriously, some may not even complete 
it. Our students are just more interested 
in the work of the classroom.

AJ:  The students who are naturally 
organized and logical generally pass 
with flying colors, but those who rely 
heavily on the support of Montessori 
material—as students should—have 
more difficulty. On the other hand, 
the language portion of kindergarten 
and first grade is easy—students who 
have spent three years doing deep work 

procedures (how to use scratch paper, 
crossing out the ridiculous answers, 
etc.) and let them practice. In an ideal 
world, I would have had opportunities 
for them to practice these skills on the 
shelf like any other work, but I never 
quite got there.

MP: So you find that the “prep” part can 
fit into your regular LE work?

JS: For the most part, yes. We (the 3rd 
year children and I)  also spend about 
two weeks or so looking at the practice 
test so the children get used to the for-
matting.

I have been using the Readworks/
Newsela programs to support the chil-
dren in reading non-fiction articles and 
answering questions about what they 
read (“finding the evidence”). This has 
almost become a bit of a supplemental 
material that you’ll find the children 
working on a couple of times a week.

For math, we do a lot of multi-step 
word problems.

AJ:  I tried to weave content prep into 
their everyday lessons. Some was just 
vocabulary—like telling them that peo-
ple outside our school refer to units 
as “ones.” Others were teaching them 
processes—like how to organize their 
ideas into an essay, and how to include 
evidence for their assertions. I built this 
into the reading groups that I did, and 
started talking about evidence in the 
beginning of first grade. The rest is just 
trying to make sure they have enough 
lessons and practice with the material 
to be able to move to abstraction on 
Common Core’s schedule, so I would 
say that part comprised a large portion 
of my time. 

MP: Do you feel the tests capture what 
your students know and understand? If 
not, where were the disconnects?

JS: I have not seen the test, only 
practice tests. For me, I 

guess, the math compo-
nent seems reasonable 

Montessori in high stakes testing environments

Ariel Campbell, 
Jenn Schiller, and 

Allison Jones
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with sounds and sound manipulation 
can easily identify letter sounds, seg-
ment, and blend orally. By the end of 
first grade, the expectations for reading 
speed make DIBELS difficult for some 
students, but overall, expectations align 
much more on the reading and reading 
comprehension side than the math side 
for the early years.

MP: It seems like there is a fair bit of 
agreement on what the mandated tests 
don’t capture. Are you saying that the 
tests should not drive the program?

JS:  At my school they don’t. We have 
leaders that honor and support our work 
in the classroom. It helps that they also 
understand that the testing is something 
we have to do, takes the pressure off. At 
the same time, we want the children to 
walk into these tests feeling confident to 
show what they know. It is also helpful 
to educate parents (and have admin ed-
ucate parents) on the meaning (or lack 
thereof) of the scores. 

MP: What, if anything, might make 
things more manageable for you as a 
teacher in this regard?

JS: I have seen a lot of reading inter-
pretation on the practice tests, which 
asks for a lot of written answers (in 
essay-style). This (thank goodness) the 
children have been able to do on paper 
tests. Many other schools must take 
the test on computers. It is daunting 
to think about an 8-year-old having to 
compose an essay on a computer. I hope 
that my students will always be allowed 
to take the paper tests.

It also helps to see (and expose the 
children to) practice tests.

AJ:  Honestly, if I had a solution, I would 
have implemented it already. Don’t test 
them until 6th grade? Is that an option? 
A real answer, though—being able to 
schedule and proctor all of my own tests 
within the testing window would give 
me a much better idea of how to support 
my students, and allows me to set expec-
tations for the amount of effort that they 
put into testing.

AC: Having clear and complete assess-
ment standard alignments to curricu-
lum. Especially in Upper Elementary, 
where there is a lot of uncertainty and 
lack of clarity in the trajectory of the work 
as students work towards abstraction.

MON T E S SO R I
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Doing public Montessori 
in a traditional 
education 
environment

BY KATY WRIGHT

People from the traditional education 
world often think that there is no as-
sessment in Montessori education, 
while people from the Montessori world 
often think that all testing in the tra-
ditional education world is bad. As a 
member of both worlds, I am frequent-
ly both amused and dismayed at the 
extreme misconceptions both of these 
education worlds have about each oth-
er. I have a public school teacher friend 
who just completed Montessori lower 
elementary training. She was stunned 
by the comments she got about public 
education from her fellow Montessori 
trainees, all from, and going into, pri-
vate Montessori. They seemed to think 
that all teachers do in traditional public 
education is make students sit in rows, 
raise their hands, and take tests. In re-
ality, almost every traditional education 
public school teacher I know wants to, 
and is trying to, personalize learning 
and meet the needs of each of their stu-
dents—sadly, in an infrastructure not 
always set up to support that endeavor. 

I teach in a Montessori lower ele-

mentary classroom within a tradition-
al public school that houses two lower 
elementary classrooms and one upper 
el. Despite our classrooms being in this 
school for 17 years, we still get com-
ments from the traditional education 
teachers about how we don’t have to 
abide by district mandates, have high-
er test scores because we get all of the 
“good” kids, get all of the parent sup-
port, etc.... These comments are not 
all wrong. The Montessori teachers 
in our district don’t have to abide by 
district pacing guidelines. We use the 
district adopted math series by indi-
vidual teacher choice as supplementary 

materials. We do take the district-wide 
adaptive assessments (STAR, Success-
maker, and Smarter Balance), but we 
do not have to do the district-adopted 
basal math and language assessments. 
While we are taking measures to get the 
Montessori lottery information to more 
families, our Montessori student body 
is not socio-economically representative 
of our larger district student body. 

After ten years of being a second 
grade teacher in this district, I went 
to Montessori training and came back 
espousing the virtues of Montessori 
education and preaching to all of my 
colleagues about how Montessori ed-
ucation can solve all of our problems 
in public education. No one wanted to 
listen. I couldn’t figure out why. I still 
can’t figure out why. It’s like we have two 
education worlds in my school district, 
one that serves the students and teach-
ers and supports meeting our district, 
state, and national standards (Montes-
sori) and one that has teachers pulling 
their hair out trying to meet individual 
student needs while dealing with new 
materials adoptions and new district 
initiatives designed to, this time, meet 
student needs and measure progress. 

Our Montessori students tend to test 
higher on our district’s assessments 
than our single grade level counter-
parts. Our administrators are reticent to 
disaggregate this data though, because 
they think it furthers the notion of the 
inequity of us getting all of the “good” 
kids. Will we have to wait for our Mon-
tessori student body to perfectly reflect 

our district’s student body to get peo-
ple to say, “Wow, this really works?” I 
struggle with the guilt on a daily basis 
that I have a range of materials (from 
pre-K to grade 8) in my classroom that 
meet the needs of all of my multi-age 
students in every academic area, that I 
have the record-keeping tools to observe 
and monitor my students’ progress, that 
I do cooking and art, and that I have an 
education community that supports my 
self-reflection as a professional. The kin-
dergarten teacher in the room next to 
me, and the first grade and second grade 
teachers across the hall,  get one grade 
level worth of materials with extra below 

go to Montessori training. We got our 
state Board of Education to recognize 
MACTE (Montessori Accreditation 
Council for Teacher Education) so that 
our state can hire teachers directly from 
MACTE accredited teacher education 
programs to prepare for the impending 
a-ha moments that every administrator 
is going to have about Montessori edu-
cation and then start reforming every 

district in the state to be Montessori.
Then, while we are dealing with all of 

this, we are thinking about the fidelity 
of our Montessori program. We battle 
with administrators, sometimes suc-
cessfully, to get an uninterrupted (ex-
cept by bells and announcements) 2 ½ to 
3-hour work time. We battle to be able to 
meet with our fellow district Montessori 
teachers instead of being assigned to go 
to a grade level meeting. We deal with 
judgements from the Montessori com-
munity about taking the materials out of 
the context of the whole philosophy and 
practice and whether that will do more 
harm than good. 

We are trying to make sure we meet 
the AMS Essential Elements of authen-
tic Montessori programs. We are trying 
to start a parent education piece of our 
Montessori program. We are tired and 
worn out, too! But this is a formative as-
sessment of our issues, not a summative 
one, and so tomorrow morning, we ob-
serve where we are and move forward.

Katy has been working in the Helena 
Public School District for the past fif-
teen years, the last five years in a public 
lower elementary Montessori classroom. 
Recently, Katy partnered with nation-
al and state education leaders to gain 
Montana state license recognition for 
graduates from MACTE accredited 
Montessori teacher education programs.

and above level resources. I know from 
my experience as a second grade teach-
er that these materials will meet the 
needs of about five of their 20 students. 
Then we sit in staff meetings together 
and analyze our student test scores each 
quarter. We brainstorm new methods 
and share new websites. But our Mon-
tessori classrooms are labeled “alterna-
tive”. This is inequity in practice, both 

for my colleagues and their students. 
These other teachers aren’t that eager 
to listen to us tell them about our won-
derful Montessori method and materials 
and take us up on offers to show them. 
They don’t want to hear about peace ed-
ucation and why we shouldn’t have re-
wards and punishment systems, or how 
our students have more opportunities 
to practice executive functioning skills. 
They are tired and worn out and mad at 
us because of our test scores and because 
we don’t have to follow the same rules. 

I wrote a grant to get stamp games 
and fraction boxes for each grade level at 
my school so at least students who need 
remediation or acceleration in single 
grade level classrooms have something 
to put their hands on and to facilitate 
some independent learning for both the 
teachers’ and students’ sake. The Mon-
tessori teachers have held professional 
development days in our district for 
teachers who want to learn more about 
Montessori education and the materials 
that allow for individualization, isolation 
of concept, and control of error. We are 
trying to build bridges. We are trying to 
offer to our colleagues some knowledge 
about a 100+ year old, proven method of 
education that will make their life and 
their students’ lives easier and better 
and more efficient and more rewarding. 
Our Montessori parent group is offering 
scholarships for our district teachers to 

Assessment: dividing us or building bridges?

It’s like we have two education worlds in 
my school district

It doesn’t have to look like this...
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How have public 
Montessori schools 
reacted to 
outside 
assessment 
pressures?

SARA SUCHMAN

How do public Montessori schools—
schools committed to a system of teach-
ing and learning at odds with much of 
the public sector’s accountability sys-
tem— negotiate the boundary between 
a comprehensive, cohesive, and coher-
ent Montessori program and the curric-
ulum, tests and measures imposed on 
them by their districts or authorizers? 
I first asked this question as a doctoral 
student ten years ago, when NCLB was 
hitting its stride. 

As I look at the landscape now, I still 
see a daily struggle, but I also see subtle 
and encouraging shifts in energy and 
strategy.

Absent external pressures, a Mon-
tessori classroom would follow its own 
curriculum, students would progress 
through this material at their own pace, 
and mastery would be largely assessed 
based on the teacher’s close observa-
tion of student work. For classrooms 
operating in a public setting, however, 
the accountability system pushes a cur-
riculum derived from state standards, 
pacing based on externally imposed 
and standardized expectations, and 

mastery determined through frequent 
benchmark assessments. What is a 
school to do?

There is a well-developed field of re-
search into how organizations of any 
kind, including schools, respond to 
their external environments. This liter-
ature offers three theoretical models of 
response, each based on how legitimate 
or valuable the organization views the 
external forces to be. When the external 

environment (for schools, the district, 
state, or authorizer) is perceived as legit-
imate and valuable, you see bridging—
reaching out to make connections and 
draw on the resources being offered or 
imposed. Buffering occurs when worth 
is recognized but through a critical 
lens—an openness to the resources but 
bringing them in selectively, perhaps 

“Montessori-izing” them. Finally, some 
schools strive to decouple—keeping the 
external environment fully at bay in or-
der to focus exclusively on the Montes-
sori program within their four walls.

Not surprisingly, I found that the 
biggest impact on the strategy that a 
school takes comes from 1) the school 
leader’s personal background and ex-
perience with Montessori and 2) the 
school’s tenure and profile in the dis-
trict. Long-standing and strong schools 
near other schools (in the same district; 
under the same authorizer) that have 
a leader with strong Montessori expe-
rience are the most likely to decouple. 
Young and/or stand-alone schools with 
principals who are new to Montessori 
are the most likely to take a bridging 
approach. 

Bridging schools draw on external 
resources such as district professional 

development, curriculum materials and 
learning specialists with a “whatever it 
takes” attitude. In fact, one principal 
in my research saw her role as “indoc-
trinating teachers into the district”. 
Leading the only Montessori school in 
the district and not fully familiar with 
Montessori herself, this principal sought 
to gain legitimacy for her program by 
meeting the district half-way, but the 
movement was clearly on the part of the 

and becomes more adept and skilled in 
saying “look what we do, look what we 
offer, how we measure it and what we 
need to be successful.”

Sara Suchman, MBA, EdD. is the 
Director of Coaching and School 
Services at NCMPS. 

school moving towards the district, not 
the district toward the school. 

Buffering schools are more discerning. 
A principal with both Montessori and 
district experience spoke about helping 
teachers understand how to use district 
resources in a “Montessori-type” way, 
including preparation for required tests. 
Leading one of several relatively new 
public Montessori schools in the area, 
his strategy for gaining legitimacy was 
through performance on the required 
tests, but he was going to approach these 
tests in a “Montessori-friendly” way. 

Finally, an experienced Montessori 
trained leader in a district with several 
longstanding public Montessori schools 
sought to totally decouple his teachers 
from the external forces. Through sheer 
time and prevalence, the Montessori 
schools in his district had gained, in his 
words, “favored status” and by present-
ing a “united front” were able to avoid 
influences that he framed as “a disrup-
tion to our program.”

As we look around today, we still see 
schools that are responding in each of 
these ways. So what, if anything, has 
changed over the past ten years? 

The biggest change I see is that, as 
Montessori’s popularity grows and the 
number of schools increases, there are 
more opportunities for schools to gain 
the benefits of being one of many, part 
of a legitimate movement and united 
front, even if they themselves are the 
only school in their area. The power of 
shared resources, tools, language and 
results goes a long way in gaining legit-
imacy and autonomy for your program.

With increasing opportunity for con-
nection to a public Montessori commu-
nity, I see school leaders more confident 
in presenting what their schools offer, 
whether instead of what the district or 
authorizer asks or in addition. In other 
words, though the pressures are the same, 
the directionality of information flow 
and push seems to be shifting. The pro-
verbial “meeting half-way” is more likely 
to actually include work and movement 
on both sides as the public Montessori 
community has more resources to share 

Bridging, buffering, and decoupling

The biggest impact comes from the 
leader’s experience with Montessori and 
the school’s tenure

With increasing opportunity for 
connection to a public Montessori 
community, I see school leaders more 
confident in what their schools offer

MIAS offers: 

• Small classes with individual 
attention 

• Offering a convenient 
schedule that caters to 
working students 

• Experienced staff specialized 
in connecting students to their 
unique gifts residing within
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“I looked forward to each class 
meeting and seminar. The instructors 
and the materials presented were 
highly motivating.” 

“Very good quality; depth and 
breadth. Interesting, valuable 
material. I will recommend this 
program to prospective teachers.    
I have changed for the better; better 
mom and better teacher.” 

“The whole program is outstanding!”
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(RFP in research funding jargon) in June 
of this year, with a timeline for interest-
ed parties. Applicants submit a five page 
Letter of Intent in September, and may 
be invited to submit a full proposal in 
January. Some applicants will advance 
to a final proposal in April, and fund-
ing decisions will be announced in June 
2018. As five or six proposals will ulti-
mately be funded from the $3,000,000, 
projects could have budgets in the range 
of $500,000 (smaller or larger depend-

ing on their scope). By comparison, the 
Furman study, at $370,000, was at the 
time the largest yet.

The Montessori Research 
Context

The story of how this came to be in-
tersects with the story of the Foundation 
itself. The Foundation was created as the 
W. H. Brady Jr. Foundation in 1954 by 
William H. Brady Jr. (a founding mem-
ber of the conservative magazine The 
National Review). The foundation sup-
ported local (Milwaukee, Wisconsin) 
charitable organizations at first, and lat-
er expanded to supporting conservative 
public policy activities until 2001. At 
that time Brady’s granddaughter Eliza-
beth Pungello Bruno became president 
of the Foundation. Bruno, a Montessori 
child herself and a scientist at the Frank 
Porter Graham Child Development In-
stitute and research assistant professor 
at the University of North Carolina, led 
the Foundation in the direction of child 
development, and it was renamed the 
Brady Education Foundation.

Bruno knew the foundation wasn’t 
big enough to do large operational fund-
ing—“We’re not Bill Gates big”. What 
she knew best was the research world, 
and the need for collaboration between 
researchers and practitioners. Another 
Brady board member (and Foundation 
Executive Director) Barbara Crockett, 
had been a Montessori teacher, prin-
cipal (at Bruno’s children’s school!), 
and school founder. “I had done years 
of parent education using Angeline’s 
book (The Science Behind the Genius),” 
she said, “and I loved how she laid it 

out—how the precepts were supported 
by theory, and how she laid out what 
remains to be studied and proven.” At 
this stage, the Foundation was not well 
known, the board was casting about for 
projects to fund, and they literally called 
Lillard on the telephone to see if she had 
a project they could support.

As it turned out, she did. Lillard was 
ready to launch an ambitious follow-up 
to her earlier research, a three year lon-
gitudinal study of 141 children in Hart-
ford public Montessori schools. The 
study met the Foundations’s two main 

criteria. First, the Montessori program 
was strengths-based, sustainable, fea-
sible, and, as a public program, acces-
sible to families. Second, the research 
was scientifically rigorous: because the 
schools use a lottery for admissions, it 
was possible to track the lottery “losers” 
and create a randomized control group. 
These criteria help develop data that 
school systems can actually use, and 
that can help bigger players (such as 
Gates) decide what to support.

The Foundation agreed to fund the 
study, but three years stretched into sev-
en as a large enough sample was built 
up. Over that period, the Foundation 
engaged in what Bruno described as 
soul searching: “We were doing mostly 
small projects. But were we really help-
ing funders and systems?” Brady began 
to consider a single, more targeted ini-
tiative. Montessori was considered, but 
wasn’t a lead contender until Lillard’s 
data started to come in. “We were blown 
away,” Crockett said, and the non-Mon-
tessorians on the board felt the same.

Besides the data, another factor has 
played into support for this research 
and other recent projects. It used to be 
that internal conflicts in the Montessori 
world were a significant obstacle to out-
side investment. With little agreement 
on “what Montessori is” or whose Mon-
tessori should count, funders and re-
searchers had no appetite to wade into a 
contested area. Thanks to the support of 
the Trust For Learning (as much as they 
prefer to downplay their role) in orga-
nizing the Montessori Leaders Collab-
orative, a convening of national Mon-
tessori organizations, the Montessori 

These are guidelines that will give the 
studies’ findings real legitimacy.

But the main goal of the research is 
the most exciting element: “an inves-
tigation of whether Montessori has an 
impact on the well-known association 
between family income and achieve-
ment.” This is in many respects the 

“holy grail” of education research. Since 
the so-called “achievement gap” came 
to prominence in the 1960s, especial-
ly with the 1966 Coleman Report, ed-
ucation reformers have struggled with 
little success to overcome the persistent 

“poverty is destiny” phenomenon in U.S. 
education. Lillard’s current Hartford re-
search, now under peer review, hints at 
a role for Montessori in solving this rid-
dle. If five coordinated studies over the 
next three years can show a strong con-
nection here, the education world may 
begin to really sit up and take notice.

David Ayer is the Communications 
Director for the National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector and 
Editorial Director for MontessoriPublic.

community has been able to harmonize 
many of its differences and present a 
united front to the outside world. At-
tention and research such as this is the 
direct result.

The Research
So what kind of research will this 

project fund? The guidelines call for 
a rigorous evaluation of the impact of 
Montessori. This implies design such as 
a randomized controlled trial, and “suf-
ficient power to address the outcomes 
of interest”, which suggests a major 
university or research institution. The 
guidelines also specify requirements of 
the research team:
• sufficient expertise to carry out  

the proposed activities
• expertise concerning the  

Montessori approach
• expertise concerning the popula-

tions to be represented in the study 
participants

• strong collaborative relation-
ships between researchers and 
practitioners

• representation of the community or 
population being studied

continued from page 1 
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Montessori teachers use materials to 
embed assessment in their ongoing 
interactions with students

The presentation framed assessment 
with a definition from formative as-
sessment guru (and one-time senior re-
search director for the Educational Test-
ing Service, the standardized test giant) 
Dylan Wiliam: 

“Classroom activities that provide 
info to be used as feedback to modify 
teaching and learning activities.” Wil-
liam identifies five key strategies: 
• S1: Clarifying, sharing, and under-

standing learning intentions and 
criteria for success

• S2: Engineering classroom activities 
that elicit evidence of learning

• S3:Providing feedback that moves 
learning forward

• S3: Activating learners as instruc-
tional resources for one another

• S5: Activating learners as the owners 
of their own learning

The presentation then connected 
these strategies to elements of Montes-
sori practice:
• Teachers are guides with specialized 

training who design a prepared en-
vironment (S1, S2)

• Curriculum involves specially de-
signed, hands-on materials (S2)

• Three year age groupings (S4) and 
extended uninterrupted work time 
(S5)

• Emphasis on independent knowl-
edge-building through internal 
development rather than extrinsic 
rewards (S5)

• Children learn at their own pace fol-
lowing individual interests (S5)

• Freedom to choose what to work on, 
where to work, for how long (S5)
Participants then broke out into 

small groups led by Montessori teachers 
from Raintree for demonstrations and 
discussions of the materials and how 
they embed assessment in their ongoing 
interactions with students. The presen-
tation was a great opportunity for the 
Montessori community to engage in di-
alogue with the broader field of educa-
tion to shed light on how our practices 
reflect many of the current important 
areas of focus.

Montessori has formative 
assessment built in to 
every lesson

BY MONTESSORIPUBLIC STAFF

American Montessori Society Senior 
Researcher and Coordinator Angela 
Murray, University of New Hampshire 
Assistant Professor of Education Jade 
Lee, and six teachers from Raintree 
Montessori school in Lawrence, Kansas 
presented on The Montessori Approach 
to Classroom Assessment at the Nation-
al Council for Measurement in Educa-
tion special conference at University  of 
Kansas in September. 

The focus of this session was to 
demonstrate how Montessori teachers 
incorporate instructionally embedded 

assessment in their day-to-day work 
with children.

From the talk description: 
Montessori teachers guide and moni-

tor students’ progress through a graduat-
ed curriculum on an individualized basis 
where the Montessori teacher constantly 
observes the children in order to know 
where they are in their development at 
any given moment. Montessori education 
builds on the premise that competence be-
gets confidence based on a philosophy that 
the secret to maintaining [student] inter-
est is to keep them challenged. Each indi-
vidual child’s progress is tracked by teach-
ers who follow the student for three years 
in a multi-age classroom. Teachers gauge 
understanding by the way materials are 
handled, accuracy of written work, ability 
to transfer concepts to new situations, and 
demonstrating mastery through one child 
teaching a concept to another.” 

The session began with a brief over-
view of Montessori philosophy related to 
classroom assessment followed by small 
break-out groups of participants inter-
acting with multiple Montessori teachers 
(at both the early childhood and elemen-
tary levels) who demonstrated how they 
use materials to embed assessment in 
their ongoing interactions with students.

Formative assessment in 
Montessori

STIR UP LIFE 

BUT LEAVE

IT FREE

TO DEVELOP
—Maria Montessori

Exploring options to further your  
understanding of Montessori? 

The University of Hartford has partnered with  
the Montessori Training Center Northeast to offer the  
only program in the northeastern United States that  

combines Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) 
teacher training with a bachelor’s or master’s degree. 

Two options meet you where you are in your training  
as an educator: an in-person bachelor’s program and  

an online master’s program. Each provides high-quality  
AMI training and professional education within a community  

of vibrant public and private Montessori schools. 

Association Montessori Internationale (AMI)  
Teacher Training Partners 

hartford.edu/montessori
LEARN MORE TODAY
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The executive function 
intervention for 
low-income 
children who 
need it most

BY KATIE BROWN

Those of us who work in and with 
Montessori schools often hear anec-
dotes from non-Montessorians about 
what delightful and effective young peo-
ple our alumni are. In the popular press, 
this phenomenon has been dubbed “the 
Montessori Mafia,” because so many 
Montessori kids like Jeff Bezos and Ju-
lia Child have gone on to be successful 
and influential in their respective fields. 
Neuropsychologist Steve Hughes notes 
that Montessori kids just seem to be 

“good at doing things.” We as Montes-
sorians know that the children buzzing 
around our environments every day are 
remarkable—but what is this superpow-
er that enables our students to go on to 
be such extraordinary adults?

Research suggests that Montessori 
happens to be particularly effective at 
fostering the development of a set of 
cognitive skills called executive func-
tions. Psychologists often describe exec-
utive functions, or EFs, as the “air traffic 
controller of the brain.” EFs enable us to 
deliberately direct our thoughts, atten-

tion, and emotions in order to accom-
plish our goals. This involves screening 
out distractions, resisting impulses, and 
maintaining focus while we simultane-
ously hold and update information in 
our minds. 

In early childhood, children are de-
veloping three foundational compo-
nents of executive function. The first, 
working memory, is the ability to hold 
information in mind while working 
with it. As adults, we use our working 
memory when we go to the grocery 
store with only a mental list of the items 
we need—we have to hold this list in 

mind and check items off as we collect 
them. The second is impulse control. 
Anyone who has spent time with young 
children knows that this capacity is still 
very much in development during these 
early years. The last component, cog-
nitive flexibility, refers to the ability to 
make a mental shift when tackling a task 
or solving a problem. A child who goes 
to the shelf to get the pink tower and dis-
covers that someone else is already using 
it must exercise cognitive flexibility to 
develop a plan B for his or her morn-
ing. Together, these three emergent ca-
pacities allow young children to begin 
to exercise control over their attention, 
actions, and emotions—control that is 
essential to learning, problem-solving, 
and getting along with peers.

As children mature, having strong 
EFs often translates into the characteris-
tics and capacities that college professors 
say they want to see in their students, 
and employers desire in the workforce. 
Children who can concentrate and re-
sist their impulses become young adults 
who can persist in the face of difficulty, 
adapt to changing circumstances, and 
self-regulate. Children who become ad-
ept at using working memory become 
adults who can plan their work, priori-
tize competing tasks, and reflect on their 
work when they finish. EFs in childhood 
have been shown to predict various mea-
sures of academic achievement, includ-
ing SAT scores, high school graduation, 
and college completion. Not surprising-
ly, EFs are also linked to non-academic 

outcomes, including social-emotional 
skills and even marital satisfaction; the 
ability to regulate one’s emotions and 
control impulses is key to positive and 
successful interactions with others. 

Thus, we know that executive func-
tions predict an array of later outcomes 
for children. However, the research also 
indicates that one of the largest factors 
in predicting an individual child’s level 
of EFs is socioeconomic status. Children 
from middle- and upper-class families 
are much more likely to come to school 
with highly developed EFs, while chil-
dren from low-income families are 

this finding was not surprising. By the 
end of the school year, however, the av-
erage score had risen to the 41st percen-
tile. In a single year, these children made 
significant progress toward closing the 
gap between themselves and their more 
affluent counterparts. 

In both schools, the data reported 
here reflect the growth experienced in 
just a single year of Montessori. Since 

both schools are relatively new, the stu-
dents tested have had no more than a 
year or two of exposure to Montessori. 
It is possible that as students accumulate 
more years of Montessori experience, 
growth will become more pronounced. 
In both settings, the children who grew 
the most were the children who started 
the school year with the lowest scores. 
Both of these findings affirm the value 
of Montessori for promoting the devel-
opment of executive function for chil-
dren who are most in need of support.

In both settings, growth in EFs also 
varied somewhat by classroom. This 
suggests that the development of EFs 
may be related to variations in the learn-
ing environment. NCMPS continues to 
investigate this phenomenon by pair-
ing the MEFS with the Developmental 
Environmental Rating Scale (DERS), a 
classroom observation tool for devel-
opmental learning environments. By 
using these two tools together, we hope 
to be able to document a relationship 
between fully implemented Montessori 
and growth in executive function. Fur-
thermore, we hope to identify the ele-
ments of the learning environment that 
have the most impact on EFs. This could 
help Montessori teachers maximize op-
portunities for children to develop these 
critical skills. 

Katie Brown is the DC Regional 
Coordinator for the National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector.

more likely to lag behind. Given the cen-
trality of EFs to learning, some research-
ers even theorize that this discrepancy 
in EFs may be an underlying cause of 
the well-documented “achievement gap” 
between low-income children and their 
more privileged peers. It is these chil-
dren that have the most to gain from 
exposure to an educational interven-
tion that fosters the development of EFs, 
such as Montessori.

Clearly, when we think 
about outcomes that mat-
ter for optimal develop-
ment for children, EFs 
count. Historically, many 
assessments to measure 
EFs have been used pri-
marily by researchers 
because they can be 
cumbersome to adminis-
ter. However, a new tool 
called the Minnesota Ex-
ecutive Function Scale 
(MEFS) makes it much 
easier for practitioners to assess EFs in 
schools. (MontessoriPublic covered the 
MEFS in an article by its designers in 
the December 2016 issue.) NCMPS has 
been providing training in the MEFS 
for Montessori schools and piloting the 
assessment in several locations. Prelimi-
nary results from two public Montessori 
schools provide some insight into how 
exposure to Montessori helps children 
develop EFs.

Children were tested in fall and 
spring of the 2016-2017 academic year. 
The first school was a new Montessori 
charter school in the mid-Atlantic serv-
ing predominantly middle-class three- 
and four-year-old children. On average, 
these children scored at the 47th percen-
tile in the fall and the 50th percentile in 
the spring. Essentially, these children 
started the school year with levels of 
EFs that more or less matched expecta-
tions based on their age, and continued 
to perform on par for age at the end of 
the year. 

The second school was also a relatively 
new public Montessori school in its sec-
ond year of operation serving children 
ages three through eight. This school 
serves a very high-need community; 96% 
of students qualify for free or reduced 
price meals. On average, these students 
scored at the 36th percentile for EFs at 
the start of the school year, suggesting 
their levels of EFs were somewhat low 
for their age. Given the socioeconomic 
characteristics of the student population, 

Montessori, poverty, and executive function

What is this superpower that enables 
our students to go on to be such 
extraordinary adults?

The MEFS assesses executive function in children
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of race, gender, economic income, eth-
nicity, and religion are present within 
our world, within our country, and 
most importantly, within our learning 
environments. 

Once we have this knowledge, how 
do we translate this to the children 
in our classroom? With two summer 
months to reflect and further educate 
myself on these topics, I needed to ask 
this question over and over again. 

When the MSJ conference ended, I 
made a concerted effort to reflect on 
the numerous themes, discussions, 
moments of clarity that I experienced 
during that time, and I began to dis-
cover MSJ themes that resonated with 
me. After several weeks, these were re-
curring themes for my own professional 
development and spiritual growth: 1) 
Reclaiming my Identity as a Montesso-
rian of Color and 2) Committing myself 
to continue the mission of Anti-Bias/
Anti-Racist practices in my school com-
munity and the world around me. 

To reclaim my social identity as a cis 
woman of color, I realized that I needed 
to seek and continue to develop myself 
as a person in order to establish a bet-
ter rapport with other individuals in my 
profession. This means working with 
the children as well the adults in my 
school community. 

By continuing to build my confi-
dence and connecting with my family 

A Montessori teacher’s 
reflection on the 2017 
Montessori 
for Social 
Justice 
Conference 

BY KEINYA KOHLBECKER

This past June, several of my work 
colleagues and I had the pleasure of 
attending the Montessori for Social 
Justice (MSJ) Conference in Houston, 
Texas. During those four days, we were 
immersed in an experience that was 
gratifying, cathartic, and healing. 

This conference brought together 
many individuals who seek to be cata-
lysts of change in the Montessori com-
munity. Through the lens of social jus-
tice, we continue to improve upon our 
preparation of the environment, which 
continues to support each child in their 
self-construction as citizens of the 
world, who genuinely have respect for 
themselves and others. 

Some individuals reading this may 
say, “This is not a new concept in the 
Montessori community.” Correct, it is 
not a new concept. Yet, we need to dig 
deeper into this work of social justice, 
to develop explicit plans within our 
schools and the neighborhoods sur-
rounding them to establish a more equi-
table, inclusive, welcoming community. 
We need to be explicit with our actions 
as Montessorians, not just to bring forth 
a “better understanding” of inequities, 
but to be able to identify when inequities 

etc.) and how they are equally valuable 
in the community. 

I know that this process to develop 
a community that engages in ABAR 
practices as its culture won’t happen 
overnight. This practice will take time 
with much processing and “unpacking” 
for each staff member, parent, and child. 
One small, yet significant exercise to 
begin this practice in my classroom is 
to have a gallery of photos from each 
family, for all of the children to see on a 
daily basis. Conversations such as “you 
have two moms” and “your dad has a 
different skin than your mom,” initi-
ate dialogue amongst the children and 
adults about the similarities and dif-
ferences of the families in our school 
community, and how each family has 
something special to offer. I can already 
see the different families in my class-
room. What better way to begin to fos-
ter a welcoming energy of acceptance in 
the learning environment?

I have been a part of the Montes-
sori community for 16 years, and I am 
moved and energized to have been a 
part of this conference on Montessori 
for Social Justice, this past June. After 
nine months in the classroom, I was 
ready for several days of presentations, 
discussions, and networking with oth-
er colleagues. Topics of race, economic 
income, gender identification, and eq-
uity were main themes in this confer-
ence that truly resonated with me, as 
I could relate to them on a personal 
level. From the moment, I saw a video 
on highlights from the 2016 MSJ Con-
ference, I knew that I wanted to be a 
part of this community which would 
congregate in Houston for 2017. The 
conference in Houston held promise for 
me, and knowing that it would be filled 
with various people, who are Montesso-
rians of Color, Montessorians from the 
LGBTQ community, Montessorians 
working in education policy, and Mon-
tessorians advocating for education to 
ALL families was a clear message that 
Dr. Montessori’s legacy continues in the 
21st Century. We have a lot of work to 
do, both in public or private programs, 
but together we can send a message that 
we stand in solidarity for social justice 
in our nation and on this earth.

Keinya Kohlbecker is a Primary Guide 
at Harmony Montessori School in 
Portland, Oregon. She has been a part 
of the Portland Montessori community 
for 15 years.

and history, I am incorporating this per-
sonal part of my life into my work as 
a guide, which enriches my personal 
experience when building community 
with my students and school communi-
ty on a whole. This be as simple as incor-
porating songs into the classroom cul-
ture like “This Little Light of Mine” or 
Ella Jenkins tunes that are reminiscent 
of my family’s southern rural roots, to 
being more open in sharing my perspec-
tives with my colleagues without feeling 
guarded with my choice of words. For 
example, I do not feel as guarded when 
speak up about injustices in the com-
munity surrounding us, and that our 
school community still does not reflect 
the racial and ethnic diversity of the 
neighborhood surrounding our school. 
Overall, this practice of reclaiming my 
social identity has given me validation 
to establish better rapport with the chil-
dren and my colleagues.

Along with the commitment to re-
claim my true self as a person of color, 

I can also begin this commitment of 
developing and implementing Anti-Bi-
as/Anti-Racist practices in the learning 
environment. As I prepare the environ-
ment, I continue to look through the 
lens of ABAR and its significance in 
honoring not only the personal identi-
ties of my students, based on their per-
sonality, but their social identity (e.g. 
race, ethnicity, gender, family income, 

“Where do I go from here?”

Social justice is not a new concept in the 
Montessori community. Yet, we need 
to dig deeper into this work, to identify 
inequities in our learning environments.

NAMTA Combines the Best of Pedagogical 
and Administrative Development

Montessori Whole-School Management: 
Reading the Changing Montessori Landscape 

November 8-12, 2017
Chicago Marriott Oak Brook, IL

For More Information and to Register:
http://www.montessori-namta.org/Events/Chicago

2017 Annual WMA Conference 

Head, Hands and Heart:  
Transformation of the Child and the Teacher 

Saturday, November 11, 2017 

Madison, WI  

Keynote presentation by Crystal Dahlmeier, 

Program Director Emerita at Greater  

Cincinnati Center for Montessori Education  

Further information and registration at  

 www.WisconsinMontessori.org 

Workshops for:  

Teachers, Parents, & Administrators 
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October 6 – 8, 2017 NAMTA Conference
THE KEEPERS OF ALEXANDRIA

CLEVELAND, OHIO

October 19 – 22 NAMTA Conference
REACHING EVERY CHILD:  
PREPARING A SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL 
ENVIRONMENT TO SUPPORT ALL CHILDREN

BALTIMORE, MARYLAND 

November 2-5 21st Annual International Montessori 
Conference
SARASOTA, FLORIDA

November 9 – 11 NAMTA Conference
MONTESSORI WHOLE–SCHOOL MANAGEMENTSM:  
A PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COURSE  
FOR ADMINISTRATORS

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

November 11 Annual WMA Conference
HEAD, HANDS AND HEART:  
TRANSFORMATION OF THE CHILD 
AND THE TEACHER

MADISON, WISCONSIN

February 16 – 19, 2018 AMI/USA Refresher Course
PHOENIX, ARIZONA

February 16 – 19 NAMTA Conference 
NAMTA’S ADOLESCENT EVENT  
AT THE AMI/USA REFRESHER COURSE

PHOENIX, ARIZONA 

Feb. 23 – 25 MEPI Annual Conference
SCIENTIST, SERVANT, SAINT— 
THE MONTESSORI GUIDE

KIAWAH ISLAND RESORT, SOUTH CAROLINA

March 8 – 11 NAMTA Conference
COMING TOGETHER AROUND THE CHILD:  
PARENT PARTNERSHIPS

PORTLAND, OREGON

March 22 – 25 AMS Annual Conference
MONTESSORI: INSIDE & OUT

DENVER, COLORADO

April 13-14 NAMTA Conference
HISTORY AS THE BACKBONE FOR  
MONTESSORI EDUCATION 

CLEVELAND, OHIO

June 27–July 1 Montessori for Social Justice Conference
LOCATION TBA

The public calendar

If you’d like your Montessori event featured here, send it to us!
Deadline for the next issue: December 22

Be sure to include the date, organization, event title, city and state
Email to: editor@montessoripublic.org

An AMI diploma, a 
Bachelor’s degree, 
and a path to teacher 
certification

BY MONTESSORIPUBLIC STAFF

The University of Hartford (UHart) and 
the Montessori Training Center North-
east (MTCNE) ), an AMI teacher train-
ing center in Hartford, Connecticut, 
have received a Walton Family Foun-
dation grant of $4.8 million for a new 
program combining a bachelor’s degree 
with an AMI diploma and creating a 
nearly-direct pathway to a Connecticut 
public school teaching certificate.

Connecticut already offers a teach-
ing certificate pathway for AMI diploma 
holders with a bachelor’s degree.  The 
pathway, known as the  Unique En-
dorsement #110, emerged from a pre-
vious partnership among the UHart, 
MCTNE, and the Capitol Region Edu-
cation Council (CREC), which operates 
the training center as well as the CREC 
Montessori Magnet School, Connecti-
cut’s first public Montessori school.  

 The endorsement typically requires 
twelve additional Masters-level credits 
and allows teachers to work in any of 
Connecticut’s four public Montessori 
schools. Endorsement holders can take 
additional steps (but need no further 
coursework) to qualify for a full teach-
ing certificate, which has reciprocity 
with many other states. This new pro-
gram incorporates the additional credits 
required for the endorsement into the 
bachelor’s degree. 

The precise pathway from this bach-
elor’s degree to the full certification is 
still under discussion, so this effectively 
puts Montessori teacher training almost, 

$4.8 M for Montessori 
training plus a Bachelor’s in 
Connecticut

but not quite, on par with conventional 
teacher preparation.

MTCNE graduates have been eligi-
ble for the Unique Endorsement since 
its inception, as a bachelor’s degree is 
a criterion for admission. However, 
this program opens a pathway for stu-
dents without a bachelor’s to complete 
that degree and the AMI diploma at 
the same time, and to access financial 
aid. Full-time tuition in the University 
of Hartford’s bachelor’s program runs 
about $38,000. Already, nine students 
(four full-time, five part-time) have 
been admitted to the program, and 
$138,000 has been awarded in scholar-
ships.  UHart  has committed to main-
tain the percentage of Walton scholar-
ship aid granted to each student across 
their time in the program, so a student 
receiving 50% support this year can ex-
pect that to continue to ensure program 
completion. 

UHart also offers a Master’s in Edu-
cation program for AMI diploma hold-
ers, but this requires a bachelor’s degree 
for entry. The Elementary Masters does 
support the Unique Endorsement while 
currently Primary does not by itself con-
fer the Unique Endorsement or a con-
ventional teaching license.

The project is funded by the James 
Walton Fund, an independent philan-
thropic initiative run by James Walton, 
Walton is the grandson of Helen and 
Sam Walton, founders of the Walton 
Family Foundation and Walmart. Wal-
ton has supported other Montessori 
initiatives in recent years, including 
organizational development work for 
the Association Montessori Internatio-
nale (AMI) and the National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector (which 
publishes MontessoriPublic).
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Join the conversation: 
Find news, commentary, resources 

and more, online at

.org.org
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The #1 Choice in
Montessori Furniture

Flexible product design 
promotes self-construction
 and spontaneous activity

Promotes Green by using
FSC & PEFC Certified lumber 

GreenGuard Gold Certification for
LEED Credits

Meets US & European Quality
and Safety Standards

Patented Round Corners for Child Safety

10 Year Warranty

Environment-Friendly by using 
CARB-Certified Boards 

Trusted by USC, Caltech, and Other Major 

Childcare Centers!
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