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Montessori inclusion: an interview

New anthology offers
support for all learners

BY IRENE BAKER, ANN EPSTEIN,
ELIZABETH SLADE, AND
KEITH WHITESCARVER

This interview was first published on
MontessoriServices.com in their Ideas
and Insights section (montessoriser-
vices.com/ideas-insights/montessori-in-
clusion-an-interview). It has been edited
for length and clarity.

Montessori Inclusion: Strategies
and Stories of Support for Learners
with Exceptionalities is a collaborative
anthology featuring the voices of 20
distinguished contributors, offering a
roadmap for accommodating children
with special needs in mainstream class-
rooms. Irene Baker, a veteran Montes-
sori teacher, consultant, and teacher
trainer, interviewed three Montesso-
rians who have been instrumental in
advocating for children with excep-
tionalities: the editor of the book, Ann
Epstein, a Montessori teacher educator
for nearly 40 years; Elizabeth Slade, the
founding coach of the National Cen-
ter for Montessori in the Public Sector
(NCMPS), recently a founder of Pub-
lic Montessori in Action; and Keith
Whitescarver, who along with his wife,
Jackie Cossentino, cofounded NCMPS.

The book is dedicated to Jackie,
who passed away in 2019. She firmly
believed in the ethical mandate of
Montessori classrooms to include chil-
dren with special needs. Jackie said,
“Too many children are labeled, iso-
lated, and served in ways that impede
rather than release their potential. And
too many of those children are black,
brown, and low income. Activating the
best of Montessori education so that all
of us can follow all of the children is an
urgent need.”

Irene Baker: What was the impetus
for this book?

Ann Epstein: We wanted to gather
the most current information to assist
Montessori teachers, administrators,
and family members looking for ways
to include and support kids with a
wide range of exceptionalities.

IB: Are there particular chapters that
would be most useful for new teachers?
AE: Yes, the first chapters do a wonder-
tul job of bridging the world of special
education and the world of Montessori,
including the terminology.

Later chapters look at inclusive
Montessori schools, including Rain-
tree in Lawrence, Kansas, a Montes-
sori program that was launched in
the 1980s. There are miracles told in
that chapter. Chapter 11 highlights the
Elizabeth Academy, an inclusive Mon-
tessori School in Salt Lake City, dis-
cussing what worked, what the pitfalls
were, and where they struggled. Both
of those chapters include very practical
takeaways for all teachers.

My chapter, “Montessori Teacher
Supports for Children with Exception-
alities” focuses on supports for chil-
dren struggling with academic and
behavioral difficulties. I discuss varia-
tions and extensions of lessons that can
support kids who have trouble under-
standing sequence, or maybe can’t fig-
ure out associating letters with sounds.

I also encourage teachers to help chil-
dren struggling with behavioral diffi-
culties to find new ways to fulfill their
unmet needs, such as practicing alter-
native behaviors with a peer.

Keith Whitescarver: The book is
thought-provoking for leaders han-
dling special education at Montessori
schools, particularly how to be fluent
in both the language of traditional
schools and the language of Montes-
Sori.

Discovering Montessori

IB: How did you get involved in Mon-
tessori education?

KW: Jackie and I came to Montessori
through our child. We were astounded
by the pedagogy and the impact Mon-
tessori was having on our child. Soon
we were both devoting our profes-
sional lives to promoting Montessori
education.

Elizabeth Slade: I found the Wash-
ington Montessori Institute in the
phone book, joined the elementary
teacher-training, and did my student
teaching in public Montessori. When
I met Jackie, our conversation wound
around to our underserved children.
I shared what we were doing in the
Springfield, Massachusetts’s public
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Montessori schools and she was in-
trigued.

I was a very atypical learner and
dyslexic. I would have thrived in a
Montessori school. I have big connec-
tions to those children who have so
much potential, but a number of ob-
stacles, not the least of which is often
the educational system itself.

AE: T was fortunate to find Montessori
early in my career. I was going to be a
speech and language therapist but felt
pulled towards a career that would al-
low me to work with the whole child,
rather than just one part of their de-
velopment. I completed my Montessori
early childhood certification and my
doctorate in early childhood special
education.

Child Study

IB: How does Child Study, a Montes-
sori early intervention program work?

ES: Child Study has three components:
the family, the team (teachers by level),
and if needed, the transition to special
education. Child Study is both a mind-
set and a method. It’s a way of thinking
about children that involves a language
of reverence with the child at the cen-
ter. The indirect aim of Child Study is
about building professional develop-
ment. It’s wonderful for novice teachers
to learn from more experienced teach-
ers on the team.

It begins in conversation with the
family when there’s a concern. An
action plan details what we can do at
home and at school, built around the
strengths and interests of the child—
not what’s wrong with this child or how
can we fix or make the child conform.

The team comes together weekly to
ask questions, discuss data collection,
and evaluate whether they’ve met the
goals. This is a collaborative journey.
If the child needs special education, we
transition the child and family with
dignity into the next level of services,

where there’s more expertise to meet
the needs of the child.

I've been in many schools imple-
menting Child Study and I see things
calming down immensely. What if we
had a consistent way that we responded
when there’s an upset, with a shared
approach throughout the school or
even throughout many schools?

KW: When done right, Child Study
is effective in limiting the number of
children identified as being in need of
special education. For a public Montes-
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sorischool thisis a blessing and a curse.
Critics say, “Well, of course, you're do-
ing great in assessment outcomes. You
have cherry-picked students and don’t
have the same percentage of children
with special needs as those in tradi-
tional public schools.” But Montessori
is good at addressing children’s indi-
vidual needs at an early age and that’s
why our percentage of children with
special needs is lower!

IB: Iloved the case study in Chapter 3 of
Serena, the three-year-old who entered

a Montessori school with few language
skills, unable to focus, disturbing oth-
ers. The team met and learned that
Serena wore princess clothes, loved
the cat, Arlene, from the Garfield car-
toon, and was only interested in the
Pink Tower. One team member real-
ized that all three of those items were
pink, including the cat! They created a
series of Practical Life activities using
pink items that successfully engaged
Serena’s interest and focus. They also
created high-interest language work
around cats.

ES: Yes, it’s amazing how attuned
Montessori educators are to children,
inspiring them towards their natural
love of learning. Having the interests
of children lead the way to a strong ac-
tion plan is an important element of
the process.

AE: Elizabeth, can you discuss the role
of the coach in Child Study?

ES: The Montessori coach’s role is in
helping us stay on the constructivist
end so that we don’t so quickly de-
volve to sticker charts or other behav-
ior modification, rather than getting
at what’s going on with the child. We
want to be sure there’s that healthy
tension between the behaviorist and
the constructivist approach to working
with children experiencing challenges.

Virtual Learning

KW: Everything is virtual now; the
learning is done at home. How do you
involve parents in Child Study now?

ES: COVID has asked us to develop
things that we might keep after we
return to school. One school started a
weekly coffee hour with a Child Study
lead, where parents could drop in and
support each other. Parents ask how
to encourage their child’s focus and
concentration, discussing strategies
like delayed gratification, instead of
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punishments and rewards.

When home and school became the
same place, we noticed a new appreci-
ation by parents for the challenges and
efforts at school which had been fairly
invisible. The extra above-and-beyond
that schools had been doing, the extra
love to support children being their
very best self is more appreciated now
by families. This was fascinating and
very unexpected.

AE: It’s challenging not to be face-to-
face, but there are opportunities too.
We need to find out what kind of as-
sistance families need. A lot of that is
based on communication and a feeling
of “I got you. We are in sync here.”

Serving Diverse Communities

IB: A theme throughout the book,
including the chapter, “Trauma-In-
formed Montessori” addresses the im-
pact on children of racism, prejudice,
and poverty. How is the Montessori
community responding to these issues?

ES: A big part of the passion for me
around public Montessori is that it’s
for everyone. It’s wildly diverse. There’s
no picking and choosing who is and
isn’t in Montessori. One of the projects
we're developing is a System of Justness.
We use the word “just-ness” to capture
the point of a just and fair experience
for every person, rather than “justice”
which brings to mind the criminal jus-
tice system.

We’re working really hard on the
Nautilus approach, to replace disci-
pline policies, police presence, and the
over-identification of black and brown
children for suspension. The number
of minutes that those children are out
of class, compared to their white peers,
is unforgivable.

It’s called Nautilus because at the
center is the child’s work and we're al-
ways looping back. Even if we take a
few steps away, and it’s a wider arc, still,
it’s right back to work, where children

can focus and concentrate. Montessori
education understands that normal-
ization happens through work. When
there’s an upset we do our best to not
have children leave the classroom, tak-
ing them away from their work, the
very thing that will help them re-cen-
ter.

KW: When I used to go to conferences
and give talks, I was always amazed by
the number of education reform types
who talked about their own children
being in Montessori schools, but how
that approach wouldn’t work for the
black or brown children they were
serving. This book could help open up
their eyes.

There’s a natural affinity with Mon-
tessori’s larger picture of the cosmos,
peace education, and the child’s place
in it, that should lead Montessorians to
take a leadership role in social justice
and to examine widely-held assump-
tions, both within the community and
within their own schools.

Montessori and Special
Education

IB: What can Montessorians learn
from special education teachers?

ES: Special educators are expert data
collectors and Montessorians are not.
I've seen wonderful collaborations
where Montessorians learn tips and
tricks from special educators for how
to write SMART (Specific, Measur-
able, Achievable, Relevant, and Timely)
goals and how to collect data to sup-
port those goals.

KW: What I find really exciting is when
it goes in the other direction: the tra-
ditional special educator who picks up
ideas from the Montessori approach. If
that person is in a Montessori school
long enough, it begins to rub off and
hopefully filter out into the broader
world.

AE: Montessorians and special educa-
tors have in common that every child is
unique. How can we best support that
uniqueness and figure out what’s going
to be successful for children who are
struggling?

ES: I hope this book will be the begin-
ning of shaping our thinking around
Montessori classrooms as an inclusive
place for all learners.

IB: Thank you. It’s been an honor to
talk with all of you.

Irene Baker, MEd, is a Montessori
Educational Consultant at Montessori
Services.

MontessoriPublic

MontessoriPublic, the
communications and advocacy
platform for public Montessori is a
publication of

NATIONAL CENTER for

MONTESSORI in the
PUBLIC SECTOR

Subscribe at montessoripublic.org

Noncommercial reproduction
of this material is permitted and
encouraged. Consult authors for

rights to copyrighted articles.

Copyright 2020 National Center for
Montessori in the Public Sector

For more, join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

FROM MONTESSORIPUBLIC | FALL 2020 3


http://montessoripublic.org
http://montessoripublic.org
https://www.public-montessori.org
http://montessoripublic.org

