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A former superintendent’s 
take on what districts 
want

DAVID AYER WITH 

MARGARITA RUIZ

Margarita Ruiz was a District 

Superintendent in Massachusetts Public 

Schools before she joined the NCMPS 

Board of Directors. MontessoriPublic sat 

down to talk about her background and 

Montessori story, and her perspective 

from the district side. Our conversation 

has been condensed and edited.

MontessoriPublic: Tell me your 

Montessori story—how did you first 

learn about the approach?

Margarita Ruiz: I had a nephew, now 

in his 40s, who attended a private 

Montessori preschool. Even though 

I was not in the classroom with him, 

I could tell that the education he was 

getting was di�erent from what I was 

seeing in other schools. (By the way, my 

nephew right now is a highly successful 

restauranteur in New York City!)

Later, when I got married and had my 

son, as a parent I wanted my son to go to 

a Montessori school because I knew how 

rich the experience is. 

�e problem was that at that time 

the Montessori schools that I had access 

to were private schools and unfortu-

nately my husband and I, �rst genera-

tion Hispanic/Latino immigrants—he 

worked the ramp for Continental 

Airlines and I was a schoolteacher—we 

were not in a �nancial position to pay for 

private school.

So my son ended up in conventional 

public school, and he had a good educa-

tion, but I always had in the back of my 

mind that we didn’t have access.

I stayed as a teacher in Boston public 

schools for close to 22 years, and then 

I became a Principal and then an Area 

Superintendent. In 2013 I was oversee-

ing the schools in the area of East Boston 

Weaver: PCBL in Utah      Preschlack and Lillard: At the beginning      Ayer: Montessori works

Montessori as an innovation model

A new study sees bene�ts 
and room for growth

IHEOMA IRUKA AND 

KATIE BROWN

In fall of 2021, we wrote here in 

MontessoriPublic about a study we were 

undertaking called Ideal Learning for All: 

Examining the Experiences of Children 

of Color in Ideal Learning Settings. Data 

collection for the study was delayed due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the 

study has �nally been completed. In this 

issue, we’re back to provide a prelimi-

nary report on what we learned.

Background

�e purpose of this study was to doc-

ument the experiences of children of 

color in so-called “Ideal Learning” early 

childhood education settings. We know 

that education in the United States is 

rife with racialized disparities, includ-

ing access to high-quality early learning 

experiences, opportunities to learn, ra-

cial segregation, and exclusionary dis-

cipline. Scholars have long pointed to 

early childhood education as a critical 

�rst opportunity to disrupt these pat-

terns of inequity in children’s schooling. 

Yet studies of outcomes for children in 

state-funded traditional preschool pro-

continues on page 10 >

Ideal Learning for children of color
grams and schools have been, at best, 

mixed, and, too o�en, disappointing. 

Ideal Learning models, such as 

Montessori, seem to hold promise for 

reducing outcome disparities. �e Ideal 

Learning Roundtable, an early child-

hood education consortium established 

by the Trust for Learning, has articu-

lated eight Principles of Ideal Learning 

which “allow for multiple approaches, 

models, and traditions, and take into ac-

count the varied contexts within which 

early educators and care providers 

work.” Ideal Learning approaches em-

body these eight principles:

• Decision-making re�ects a commit-

ment to equity

• Children construct knowledge from 

continues on page 12 >

and Charlestown under the leadership of 

the Superintendent, Dr. Carol Johnson.  

There was a district early childhood 

center with a very popular Montessori 

strand, and a group of school parents 

wanted to re-open a closed building 

as a full public Montessori school. Dr. 

Johnson said, “Yes! We’re going to move 

on with this.”  

As Area Superintendent I was in 

charge of ensuring that that school 

opened up. I was really excited be-

cause it was a chance to give kids like 

my son an opportunity to experience a 

An innovative approach
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Montessori in the mainstream
Not only 
accepted, 
but expected

SARA SUCHMAN

NCMPS’s 2023 annual report is titled 

Mainstreaming Montessori. NCMPS is 

working for Montessori to be not only 

an accepted but an expected public op-

tion for every family and community. 

Over the summer two meta-analy-

ses were published showing the positive 

impact of a Montessori education: One 

from the highly influential Campbell 

Systematic Reviews, and the other in 

a well-respected mainstream journal, 

Contemporary Educational Psychology. 

Last year, globally recognized 

Bloomsbury publishing house put out the 

Bloomsbury Handbook of Montessori 

Education, featuring in-depth analysis 

from a wide spectrum of Montessori 

voices, including former Executive 

Director of AMS and NCMPS Board 

member Richard Ungerer and NCMPS 

Director of Research and Professional 

Learning Katie Brown.

When I began my doctoral studies on 

public Montessori in 2006, there was so 

little research on Montessori that I was 

unable to include a Montessori litera-

ture review. Two decades later, we have 

research on Montessori and academic 

outcomes, adult well-being, enjoyment 

of school, executive function, racial dif-

ferences, socio-economic differences, 

creativity, and more. 

Publication by publication, school 

by school, media outlet by media outlet, 

Montessori is moving off of the periph-

ery and into the mainstream. 

visits, materials, etc. They are one piece 

of the puzzle in demonstrating that 

Montessori is a good thing – it is such 

a good thing that families will pay for it, 

often at great financial sacrifice. This is 

an important step in increasing access 

– If Montessori is good for those with 

financial means, no one who checks 

their biases can ethically and honestly 

say Montessori wouldn’t be good for all 

children.

More Montessori creates more 

Montessori. Families want what is best 

for their children. As more hear, see, 

and learn about Montessori, whether 

through public or private schools, more 

will want it in both public and private 

schools. 

Montessori isn’t precious, it is robust. 

Its fundamental view of childhood can 

accommodate and tolerate a lot of impo-

sition, compromise, and less-than-ideal 

structures and practices and still offer 

so much more and better than other 

models to children and families. Is ideal 

ideal? As defined by core principles and 

with an eye for equity and honesty, Yes. 

Does NCMPS work with schools to keep 

moving ever closer to this ideal? Yes. Do 

we stop pursuing this approach for all 

children, even in light of there being 

some schools that now, and perhaps al-

ways, struggle to reach full implemen-

tation? No. 

So, here I am. With you. Until 

Montessori is not only accepted but ex-

pected in every district, neighborhood, 

and authorizer’s portfolio and every 

families’ choices.

Sara Suchman is the Executive Director 

of the National Center for Montessori in 

the Public Sector.

We are succeeding. Should we be 

celebrating?

In 2008, I attended the research ses-

sion at the American Montessori Society 

(AMS) conference in Washington, DC. I 

was a new scholar in the midst of con-

ducting research on public Montessori 

schools. A comment was made that, 

though I don’t remember who made it, 

has stuck with me. The speaker put for-

ward the supposition that Montessori 

has survived as long as it has and as in-

tact as it has because it has flown under 

the radar, making it immune from and 

impervious to outside influences that 

might corrupt or undermine it. 

I took note. I was committed to chil-

dren and families in public settings 

having access to Montessori but did 

not want to contribute to Montessori’s 

downfall. I knew that public expansion 

would mean public scrutiny, and I was 

seeing in my research how the external 

pressures manifested in the classroom. 

Private dollars buy private accountabil-

ity. Public dollars bring public account-

ability. (This dynamic may be shifting 

as funding streams, delivery systems, 

and the line between private and pub-

lic blurs, but that is grist for a different 

reflection.) 

Yet, despite the trepidation I felt 15 

years ago in Washington, DC, I am still 

here, working with public systems that 

want to better serve students through 

Montessori. What have I seen? 

There is a role for all of the players in 

the U.S. Montessori ecosystem. We didn’t 

plan it out ahead of time; we happened 

our way into it. Independent schools 

serve thousands of children and fami-

lies and  show what can be done in the 

absence of constraints. The folk working 

in independent schools are peers who 

share professional development, school 

Several articles in this issue touched on the theme of 

outcomes and achievements—the results of a new me-

ta-analysis, a study looking at the three-year cycle, and 

an investigation into children of color in certain envi-

ronments. Other articles round up news from around the 

Montessori world and o�er new insights.

David Ayer shares the results of the largest Montessori 

study to date.

Jason P. Broome reviews Visual �inking Strategies in 

Montessori Environments.

Laure Fleming describes the Public Montessori Teacher 

Residency Consortium.

Sonya Hemmen, Ryan Marks, and Katie Brown report 

on research validating the e�ects of the three-year cycle.

Iheoma Iruka and Katie Brown report on a the impact 

of Ideal Learning environments on children of color.

Vyju Kadambi and Denise Monnier report on the 2023 

Montessori Public Policy Initiative Annual Conference.

Paula Polk Lillard and Paula Lillard Preschlack give 

guidance on getting a new class started.

Joan Peifer’s friends share remembrances.

Margarita Ruiz shares her Montessori story and sug-

gests Montessori as an innovation model.

Sara Suchman ref lects on Montessori in the main-

stream.

Kacee Weaver reports on Personalized Competency 

Based Learning in Utah.

Reach out to editor@

montessoripublic.org

Our next issue will be in  

April, 2024. 

More guidelines on page 23.

In this issue: Outcomes and achievements
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A changing education mindset in Utah
Personalized 
Competency-Based 
Learning and 
Montessori

KACEE WEAVER

“Forget everything you learned at the 

University about how children learn 

and the best ways to teach them—this is 

the REAL WORLD and we have a test to 

take at the end of the year.” 

�ose were the very �rst words that 

were said to me seventeen years ago, 

on the �rst day of my student teach-

ing experience in a full-day, tradi-

tional kindergarten classroom; with an 

award-winning teacher, in the district’s 

top-performing school—and it still feels 

like a punch in the gut when I think 

about it. 

During undergrad at Weber State 

University in Ogden, Utah, where I com-

pleted a dual bachelor degrees in Early 

Childhood Education and Elementary 

Education, I learned to observe and use 

children’s interests to build engaging, 

hands-on, learning experiences. I looked 

forward to intentionally planning for 

collaboration and problem-solving 

among students along with engaging 

and working with parents to create pre-

pared and inspiring spaces for learning. 

At the time, the term Developmentally 

Appropriate Practices (DAP) was the 

only acronym I knew and it was embed-

ded in every interaction as we studied 

pedagogical methods founded on brain 

science by education researchers past and 

present. We learned about Vygotsky’s 

Zone of Proximal Development, Erikson’s 

8 Stages, Maslow’s Hierarchy, and it’s 

where I twice heard Dr. Montessori’s 

name. 

But, in the “real world”, I watched as 

these 5 and 6-year-olds spent the major-

ity of their day sitting at desks, looking 

at the teacher, waiting to be told what to 

do and how to do it. If they complained 

of con�ict while at recess (or the few 

times they were allowed to interact with 

one another) they were removed from 

the group and given a consequence. 

Of course, children are adaptable, so 

they sat still and learned what they were 

supposed to learn and many performed 

well on the end of year exams. Year a�er 

year, grade-level a�er grade-level, these 

children sat and learned what they were 

told to learn. �is continued even as the 

data began to show that their initial ac-

ademic gains in kindergarten were not 

an indication of long-term academic ad-

vantage past 3rd grade and that such rig-

orous academic focus actually produced 

long-term harm, especially in the realms 

of social and emotional development.

It was also no surprise when these 

children from my 2006 student teach-

ing experience graduated high school, 

moved into college and careers, and 

their professors and supervisors com-

plained that they didn’t have the neces-

sary “21st century skills”. 

As we know, critical thinking, prob-

lem solving, collaboration, emotional 

regulation, time management, and per-

severance don’t just appear upon com-

pletion of traditional schooling or as a 

result of learning at home. Not only that 

but, pre-pandemic ACT scores indicate 

that only 42% of graduates were pro�-

cient in reading and 37% in math. Scores 

on this summative test continue to be 

stagnant today. 

When Montessori found me in 2010 

I discovered a community that val-

ued children and the learning process 

the same way I did. A�er Montessori 

training, a M.Ed. from St. Catherine in 

Advanced Montessori Studies, work-

ing in Montessori charter and private 

schools, presenting at Montessori con-

ferences, and serving on Montessori 

boards, I have returned to the district 

where I completed my student teaching 

and excitingly I can say the traditional 

education mindset is changing! 

In Utah in 2019 the state board of ed-

ucation adopted Portrait of a Graduate 

as a holistic view of state education out-

comes, “identifying the ideal charac-

teristics of a Utah graduate a�er going 

through the K-12 system.” Portrait of a 

Graduate identi�es mastery, autonomy, 

and purpose as the essential outcomes of 

a Utah public school graduate, aligning 

beautifully with Montessori’s model of 

education nurturing independence as 

an aid to life.

Promisi ng new leg is lat ion, 

Personalized Competency Based 

Learning (PCBL) (R277), prioritizes 

ideals that mirror Dr. Montessori’s, 

Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson (and others’) 

pedagogy: 

• Students are empowered daily to 

make important decisions about 

their learning experiences, how they 

will create and apply knowledge, 

and how they will demonstrate their 

learning.

• Assessment is a meaningful, pos-

itive, and empowering learning 

experience for students that yields 

timely, relevant, and actionable evi-

dence.

• Students receive timely, di�erenti-

ated support based on their indi-

vidual learning needs.

• Students progress based on evi-

dence of mastery, not seat time.

• Students learn actively using di�er-

ent pathways and varied pacing.

• Strategies to ensure equity for all 

students are embedded in the cul-

ture, structure, and pedagogy of 

schools and education systems.

• Rigorous, common expectations for 

learning (knowledge, skills, and dis-

positions) are explicit, transparent, 

measurable, and transferable.

And �nally we have legislation and 

funding that prioritizes the foundation 

of Montessori pedagogy and a return to 

DAP. Which is why I feel like this is a 

very exciting and important time to be 

part of public education!

Aurora Institute, Knowledge Works, 

Marzano Research, Modern Classrooms 

Project, and Education Reimagined are 

some of the organizations attempting to 

transform the traditional “sit and get” 

mindsets through their resources and 

consulting. I doubt any could be as com-

prehensive as Montessori training, but 

because of their work, I am able to refer 

Students are empowered daily to make important decisions

�is is a very exciting and important 
time to be part of public education!
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and Dynamic ed-

ucation) reposi-

tory about using 

the Peace Table as 

con�ict resolution 

in a restorative 

justice practice. 

I also recently 

spoke at the UCET 

(Utah Coalition 

for Educational 

Technology) con-

ference about DAP, 

the prepared en-

vironment, the 

prepared adult 

and personalized 

learning experi-

ences.

I don’t have 

enough uninter-

rupted time or 

mixed age levels, 

and there’s still an 

over-prioritization of the test at the end, 

but I have been repeatedly encouraged 

to “do what is best for kids” by district 

administration. While Utah still doesn’t 

recognize Montessori training toward 

state licensure, I am thrilled to see the 

elements of wellness, communication, 

creativity and problem solving, service, 

honesty and integrity, and most impor-

tantly, lifelong learning and personal 

growth as priorities of our public edu-

cation system. As researchers continue 

to “discover” the science of learning 

is as relevant now as it was when Dr. 

Montessori observed it and people are 

listening. 

A recent article in Education Week 

by Libby Stanford (Every State Now Lets 

Schools Measure Students’ Success Based 

on Mastery, Not Seat Time, 5/31/23) cel-

ebrates the nation’s movement toward 

PCBL and this is as encouraging for the 

public Montessori sector as it is the tra-

ditional one. �ese slow and small steps 

empower public Montessori programs to 

maintain authenticity by providing cur-

rent research and best practices to legiti-

mize the Montessori method. Now is the 

time to contact your school boards and 

legislators to share the incredible ways a 

Montessori education meets the individ-

ual needs of every child and creates com-

petent and collaborative communities. 

Kacee Weaver teaches kindergarten in 

the Ogden School District and was a 

2021-2023 Utah Teacher Fellow. 

to these like-minded schools of thought 

to bring my own Montessori training to 

my traditional kindergarten classroom. 

We use the Hierarchy of Numbers to 

discover the immensity of one million. 

My students’ favorite works are the cos-

mic nesting boxes and the one hundred 

board. Our science shelf is most beloved 

and the work rugs need to be replaced. 

I strive every day to bring nature, hu-

manity, and independence into our 

classroom. District grant monies have 

purchased the Waseca Reading program 

and a bead cabinet. We were just given 

materials to incorporate a sand tray and 

we’ve been given �e End of Average by 

Todd Rose and Personal and Authentic 

by �omas Murray, as resources. �ese 

texts inspire individualized instruction 

through concrete experiences that con-

nect children to the actual REAL WORLD 

through investigation and collaboration 

with peers and most importantly, instruc-

tion founded in brain science. 

Horacio Sanchez, author of   The 

Education Revolution: How to Apply 

Brain Science to Improve Instruction 

and School Climate spoke at this years’ 

districtwide in-service, imploring us to 

focus on consistency, connection, and 

positive discipline. Additionally, educa-

tion guru John Hattie, cites Jean Piaget’s 

constructivist programs as highly e�ec-

tive in improving academic outcomes. 

I’ve been asked to share the Peace 

Table practice with my colleagues, and 

our state will be adding a “promising 

practices” report to the ULEAD (Utah 

Leading through E�ective, Actionable, 

Students progress based on evidence of mastery, not seat time

M O N T E SS O R I PU B L I C :  O U TCO M E S

BRINGING MONTESSORI INTO THE PUBLIC CONVERSATION

MontessoriPublic is a digital and print communications and advocacy pla�orm for public 

Montessori, presenting news and information about public schools, publicly supported 

programs, public policy, and relevant ideas and events in education. 

MontessoriPublic is distributed �ee of charge to every school listed in the Montessori 

Census (montessoricensus.org), as well as all MACTE-accredited teacher training 

centers, state and national Montessori organizations, and individual subscribers. 

Multiple copies are sent to public schools based on the number of teachers listed 

in the school’s Census entry.

To subscribe, visit montessoripublic.org, enter your email address, 

and add your mailing address to your pro�le.

For advertising information, submission guidelines, or other communications, 

contact David Ayer at editor@montessoripublic.org.

Editorial Director: David Ayer

Contributors: David Ayer, John P. Broome, Katie Brown, Sonya Hemmen, Iheoma Iruka, 

Vyju Kadambi, Paula Polk Lillard, Ryan Mark, Denise Monnier, Paula Lillard Preschlack, 

Margarita Ruiz, Sara Suchman, and Kacee Weaver.

Publication design and production: Ma� Giraud, Gyroscope Creative

MontessoriPublic is a publication of the 

Noncommercial reproduction of material in this publication is permi�ed and 

encouraged. Please consult authors for rights to reprint copyrighted articles. 

Copyright 2023 National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector

public-montessori.org

Montessori Resources

Anytime. Anywhere.

Now CGMS o�ers a�ordable access to our videos, 

albums and other resources conveniently online. 

The Montessori Library also includes self study 

courses with CEUs available, as well as many 

materials that are exclusive to this service. Choose 

just what you want, and study at your own pace!

LEARN MORE AND SUBSCRIBE

www.montessorilibrary.com



6     M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2 02 3  For up-to-the minute news and discussion

T H E  PU B L I C  CO N V E R S AT I O N

�e long story of a 
collaborative document

NCMPS STAFF

You have probably seen a document 

somewhere with the words “Montessori” 

and “Essential” in the title—maybe more 

than one. And maybe you’re wondering 

which one is the “essential Essentials”, 

and how this state of a�airs came to be.

�ere are at least 15,000 Montessori 

schools in the world. Given that these 

schools spring from the same source, 

you might not think there would be 

that much variation across programs. 

Just about everyone who is “doing 

Montessori” is working from a program 

initially presented largely by one per-

son—passed down, via oral tradition as 

much as in published writing, through 

what remains a relatively small commu-

nity. Within our community, we may 

have furious debates about which side of 

the table the ten bars go on, or whether 

certain materials belong with �ve-year-

olds or seven-year-olds, but surely we 

agree on the essentials?

At �rst glance, multiple documents 

may seem confusing, but in truth each 

serves a di�erent purpose. �is is the 

story behind those documents.

As long as Montessori stayed mostly 

in private schools, this wasn’t too much 

of a problem. �e di�erent Montessori 

lineages, and sub-lineages, could make 

their own claims about authenticity 

and essentials, and people were free to 

choose the Montessori that suited them. 

In the US, a 1967 Patent and Trademark 

O�ce ruling put the word Montessori 

squarely in the public domain.

But when Montessori began to move 

into the public sphere, the stakes and the 

stakeholders changed.

Fi�y-six years since the opening of 

the �rst public Montessori program in 

the United States, there are now 574 pub-

lic Montessori schools operating across 

the nation in 42 states and Puerto Rico. 

Desegregation e�orts in the 1970s and 

1980s provided urban school districts 

the opportunity to create Montessori 

magnet programs, and from the 1990s 

to the present day charter and district 

programs have increased the availability 

of public Montessori schools to more of 

the nation’s children and their families. 

�is presented the Montessori world 

with a novel problem: Now, people out-

side of and unfamiliar with Montessori 

cared about what it meant to have a 

Montessori classroom or school. And 

public programs had their own concerns: 

meeting state and district expectations, 

such as performance on standardized 

tests, that didn’t always align well with 

Montessori principles—independence, 

curiosity,  focus and concentration, pas-

sion and joy - in short, human �ourish-

ing. Public programs were pressured to 

downplay Montessori principles and 

practices that seemed indistinct or un-

familiar in preference for the tried, if not 

true, standard practices, and to degrade 

Montessori, and its enormous impact 

on children, in the process. In response 

to this pressure in public schools away 

from Montessori and towards the norm, 

the Essential Elements were born.

1990s: “Essential Elements of 
Successful Montessori Schools 
in the Public Sector”

In the late 1990s, as public Montessori 

was undergoing its second wave of ex-

pansion, these concerns energized the 

Montessori world. �e movement was 

somewhat fragmented, and there was a 

concern that districts or charters might 

look into the model only to discover 

competing Montessori organizations 

each advancing their own claim to le-

gitimacy and authenticity—and then 

throw up their hands and walk away.

In a move towards collaboration 

that was unprecedented at the time, 

representatives from the American 

Montessori Society (AMS), Association 

Montessori International/USA (AMI/

USA), North American Montessori 

Teacher’s Association (NAMTA), 

Montessori Education Programs 

International (MEPI), and the (now-de-

funct) Southwestern Montessori 

Training Center (SMTC) met to develop 

a set of design parameters and core prin-

ciples of practice they could all agree on.

�e result of this e�ort was the Essential 

Elements of Successful Montessori Schools 

in the Public Sector, endorsed by each 

organization and distributed to their re-

spective communities. This document 

o�ered 22 guidelines across six domains, 

giving district and school leaders a con-

sistent, if minimal, set of parameters that 

elided di�erences among organizations 

and training traditions. It was broad in 

scope and application, presumed some 

level of prior exposure to Montessori, 

and generally emphasized what to do 

more than how to do it. 

Implementation and 
advocacy

In 2012, the National Center for 

Montessori in the Public Sector 

(NCMPS) was launched as a project of 

AMS to support the growth and sustain-

ability of public Montessori programs 

in the US. With an original mission to 

“help public schools deliver high-qual-

ity, personalized education through 

Montessori”, the focus of NCMPS’ work 

was e�ective implementation with the 

research and policy to back it up. �e 

following year, the Montessori Public 

Policy Initiative (MPPI) was created as 

a joint project of AMS and AMI/USA to 

serve as “the uni�ed voice in advocacy 

and platform for coordination of pub-

lic policy e�orts.” �ese two organiza-

tions serve complementary needs. MPPI 

“champions a policy landscape that ex-

pands equitable access to high-�delity 

Montessori education,”   while NCMPS 

focuses on growing and developing thee 

public Montessori ecosystem through 

equitable, accessible, and sustainable 

implementation in public settings. 

2015: “Montessori Essentials”

In 2015, MPPI produced the 

“Montessori Essentials”, a two-page 

document using the 1990s document as 

a foundation and presenting 11 “critical 

elements that must be present”, plus an 

introductory paragraph that character-

izes an “authentic” Montessori school, 

without reference to a funding model 

Public Montessori: What is essential?

Teachers have
Montessori credentials, 
�om a MACTE or AMI 
accredited training 
program, for the age 
group they teach, in 
addition to required 
licenses or credentials.

□ Less than 85% of all teachers 
are fully trained at the 
appropriate level.

□ Absence of robust knowledge 
of Montessori theory and 
practice is evident in the 
actions of adults; key actions 
include: interrupting students 
who are concentrating, using a 
loud, intrusive voice, 
attempting to control rather 
than model respectful behavior.

□ All teachers are fully trained at 
the appropriate level and hold 
required licenses or credentials.

□ All auxiliary staff (special 
education, PE) are Montessori 
trained or oriented.

□ Montessori principles are 
evident in the actions of all 
adults. Key actions include: 
speaking so�ly, clearly, and 
respec�ully to children and 
adults, re�aining �om offering 
unnecessary help, inviting as 
opposed to commanding, and 
student engagement in 
meaningful work.

□ 90% of teachers are fully 
trained at the appropriate level, 
with the remainder in the 
process of earning an 
appropriate Montessori 
credential.

□ Auxiliary staff have been 
oriented in Montessori theory 
and practice.

□ Montessori principles are 
evident in many, but not all 
adults' actions

□ 85% of all teachers are fully 
trained at the appropriate level, 
with the remainder in the 
process of earning an 
appropriate Montessori 
credential.

□ Montessori principles are 
evident in some adults' actions.

From the 2015 Essential Elements Rubric: Domain 1 – Adults

STANDARD EXEMPLARY SATISFACTORY NEEDS IMPROVEMENT UNSATISFACTORY
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(public or pri-

vate). Although the docu-

ment speaks of “successful implementa-

tion,” it’s clearly also a work of advocacy, 

and a kind of position statement, say-

ing, in e�ect, “�is is what Montessori 

is. �is is what Montessori schools must 

do to count as Montessori.”

2015: “NCMPS Essential 
Elements for Montessori in 
the Public Sector”

At the same time, NCMPS recognized 

the need for, in addition to an authentic-

ity guide, an implementation guide that 

gave clarity and speci�city for the public 

sector. We worked from prior documents 

to create our own updated Essential 

Elements for Montessori in the Public 

Sector, with an emphasis on public. �is 

tool re�ned and expanded the essentials 

to 28 elements, keeping language about 

specialty programs, the “teacher pipe-

line”, and trained leaders, and adding 

elements about special education, multi-

lingual learners, and school-home part-

nership, among others.

We also regrouped the original six 

domains into �ve, and presented them 

within larger domains of �delity and 

sustainability, two crucial concepts 

when considering a public school:

Fidelity:

• Adults

• Learning Environment

Sustainability:

• Family Engagement

• Leadership and Organizational 

Development

• Assessment

To fur-

t her sup-

port imple-

m e n t a t i o n , 

we extended 

the Essential 

E l e m e n t s 

i nto  a  de-

tailed Essential 

Elements Rubric 

schools could use 

as both a plan-

ning and evalu-

ation tool. Each 

“Essential Element” 

was articulated into 

indicators across 

a gradation of im-

plementation, from 

“ E x e m p l a r y ”  t o 

“Unsatisfactory”. A sample row is shown 

at le�.

Schools used the Rubric for self-as-

sessment and continuous improvement, 

and as part of a “school audit” with 

NCMPS.

These two tools—the Essential 

Elements and the Rubric—have been 

available to download for free on the 

NCMPS website since their release. To 

date, these resources have been down-

loaded thousands of times. 

Essential Elements Review

Since 2015, NCMPS has partnered 

with 25 public Montessori schools in 

an “Essential Elements Review” (EER) 

process. �e EER is an intensive, multi-

day site-based appraisal of a program’s 

strengths and opportunities, with 

NCMPS sta� observing in classrooms 

using the Developmental Environment 

Rating Scale (DERS), meeting with 

stakeholders, and reviewing documents, 

using the Essential Elements Rubric 

to give the school community a clear 

picture of where the school stands on 

Montessori �delity and sustainability, 

and what can be done to move forward 

in continuous improvement.

From this process, we learned a lot 

about what makes a school strong, eq-

uitable, accessible, and sustainable—in 

other words, what’s essential. �is in-

cludes:

• a clearly articulated school-wide vi-

sion, with outcomes-aligned values 

and strategies

• ongoing professional development, 

including Montessori teacher train-

ing, and ongoing coaching and peda-

gogical support

• consistent collaboration and calibra-

tion among and between levels

• lesson design and delivery rooted in 

Montessori

• data-informed practices, built on an 

assessment system that takes a holis-

tic view of child development

Working side-by-side with schools 

through the EER process, we devel-

oped a deeper understanding of what’s 

required of public schools, and what is 

challenging, and a broader conception 

of who is included when we think about 

a school community, and how they are 

represented.

2023: “Essential Elements for 
Public Montessori”

Over the last two years, we’ve under-

taken a top-to-bottom, side-to-side re-

view and revision of the Rubric, through 

overlapping lenses of equity, clarity and 

functionality. Among the many changes:

• Fuller recognition of the legal re-

quirements and the social justice 

concerns around children receiving 

services, multilingual learners, and 

their families. 

• Advocacy for Montessori coaches 

and appropriately prepared school 

leadership.

• Examination of how classroom assis-

tants are described and included in 

schools. 

• Pragmatic and productive guidelines 

around required assessments.

As an example, one key revision cap-

tures our process and values:

These and many other changes 

have been incorporated into the full 

2023 Essential Elements Rubric, and 

from there into the two-page Essential 

Elements for Public Montessori. 

2023: Foundational 
Commitments

�ere is also a role for a simpler docu-

ment that tells public school leaders and 

policy-makers what they need to know 

about Montessori before getting started. 

What do I need to know I’m committing 

to  if I want to get Montessori going in 

my area of in�uence?

For this audience, we created 

the Foundational Commitments for 

Public Montessori, a kind of “Ten 

Commandments” (although we couldn’t 

get it down to 10). Among them: You 

must have a commitment to equity. You 

must have Montessori-trained teach-

ers teaching Montessori, and you must 

have extended work periods, mixed age 

classes, materials, and student choice. 

If you won’t be able to implement these 

in your school or district, you still have 

some work to do to prepare the envi-

ronment. �at doesn’t mean it will never 

happen, and NCMPS, as well as other 

organizations, can help with that. But 

these are all the things that are better to 

know now than later.

What’s Essential?

Does all this leave us no better o� 

than pre-1990, with competing visions 

of Montessori claiming legitimacy? We 

don’t think so. We see a suite of tools 

specifically designed for unique pur-

poses and audiences. As an organization 

dedicated to serving public Montessori 

for all students, families, and commu-

nities, we don’t take a stand on what’s 

legitimately Montessori. We know ap-

propriate developmental outcomes, and 

we know Montessori practices, thought-

fully and equitably applied, can drive 

them. And we know how to help public 

schools do this work, and how commu-

nities and leaders can work together to 

build and sustain these programs. If 

that’s not essential, what is?

Download the tools at: 

public-montessori.org/tools/#elements

Essential Elements of Successful Montessori Schools 

In the Public School Sector 

This document was drafted and endorsed in the late 1990s by several Montessori organizations* wishing to 

help guide the growth of public school Montessori. It has been presented at a number of Montessori 

conferences since then and used by various school districts preparing to offer a Montessori option. 

Montessori Teachers 

• Employ Montessori teachers who have Montessori credentials for the levels they teach.

• Maintain an active and open recruitment for Montessori credentialed teachers.

• Budget for future Montessori teacher education for non Montessori-credentialed !teachers.

• Provide professional Montessori in-service by experienced credentialed !Montessori educators.

• Contract for on-going internal and periodic external Montessori consultation !and/or professional support as a

follow up to Montessori teacher education.

• Employ one paraprofessional per classroom, each having received Montessori !orientation for that role. !

Administration 

• Employ an experienced Montessori teacher to serve as curriculum coordinator.

• Employ a building principal/educational leader who has knowledge of Montessori !principles and curriculum

through Montessori coursework, Montessori !Administrator Credential and/or annual conference exposure.

• Maintain commitment to the core Montessori curriculum and instruction even !with changes in administrative

staff.

• Sustain the support of the central administration through high profile !communications about program

development.

• Recognize that the best implementation process is to begin with the 2.5-6 age !group and add one age at a

time for a gradual progression. !

Recruitment/Parent Education 

• Provide Montessori parent education programs that promote understanding of Montessori principles and

curriculum.

• Develop an admission process that informs parents about the nature of Montessori and seeks the necessary

commitment to the program.

Curriculum/Environment 

• Offer a full complement of Montessori materials purchased from Montessori dealers.

• Develop a classroom design that is compatible with Montessori "prepared environment" principles.

• Create uninterrupted daily work periods of 90 minutes to 3-hours, considering the 3-hour work cycle as

ideal.

• Integrate specialty programs (music, art, physical education, etc.) around the uninterrupted work periods.

• Apply the appropriate multi-age groupings: 2.5-6, 6-9, 9-12, 12-15, 15-18 necessary for the diversity,

flexibility, and reduced competition integral to Montessori. !

An authentic Montessori school will implement a philosophical approach that is consistent with the 

educational methods and areas of instruction as defined by the observations, research, writings and 

instruction of Dr. Maria Montessori. A Montessori school must allow the child to develop naturally— 

children are able to learn at their own pace and follow their own individual interests, learning primarily 

through the hands-on use of scientifically prepared auto-didactic materials, and interacting with the 

environment under the guidance of a specially trained adult. A Montessori environment promotes the 

child’s ability to find things out independently, enabling motivation and knowledge-building through 

internal development rather than external teaching or rewards.

In addition, an authentic Montessori school will apply the following pedagogical elements. It is critical that 

all of these elements be present in order for the Montessori approach to be successfully implemented. 

Montessori schools should:

Implement the Montessori curriculum which must include:

▶▶ A classroom design that is compatible with Montessori “prepared environment” principles.

▶▶ A full complement of Montessori materials for each class and age group.

▶▶ Uninterrupted Montessori daily work periods, with 3-hour work periods being the ideal.

▶▶ Instruction characterized by a high degree of freedom given to the student to choose what to work  

on, where to work, and how long to work.

▶▶ Instruction that primarily takes place in small groups (Elementary and Secondary) or one-on-one  

(Early Childhood).

Montessori Essentials
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Essential Elements for Public Montessori 

Adults 
• Teachers have Montessori credentials from an AMI-, AMS-, or MACTE-accredited training program for the age 

group they teach. • Non-Montessori-credentialed teaching team members have preparation appropriate to their roles and play an 

integrated, collaborative role in the classroom. 

• Teachers implement Montessori curriculum and pedagogy. 

• Adults embody and foster a school-wide culture supporting human flourishing which respects children, offers 

independence and responsibility, embraces full identities and diverse lived experiences, and works towards 

fairness free from bias. 

Learning Environment • Children are grouped according to Montessori age groupings: 

o 2.5 to 6 
o 6 to 9 
o 9 to12 
o 12 to15 
o 15 to 18 • Class sizes are large enough to support independence and a wide range of social interaction. 

• Classrooms are staffed with teaching teams that support one-on-one interactions with a teacher, while not 

compromising children’s independence. 

• Daily schedules provide uninterrupted two- to three-hour classroom work periods. 

• Classrooms support a high degree of student choice. 

• Classrooms are inviting and free of clutter, with art and décor that represent a diversity of cultures. 

• The full complement of Montessori materials is available in every area. Additional materials, when present, 

embody Montessori principles of order, beauty, simplicity, and purpose, and do not replicate the purposes of 

Montessori materials. 
• Classrooms offer ongoing access to real-world materials and activities. 

• Children have access to developmentally appropriate outdoor play environments prepared according to 

Montessori principles including order, freedom within limits and choice.  

• Movement, music, art and/or additional languages are integrated as part of the Montessori curriculum as 

choices. When programs happen outside of the classroom, they are scheduled to minimize disruption of the 

work period.   • All children are included in the classroom learning environment. Service providers work in close partnership 

with classroom teachers to maintain consistency between the Montessori classroom and the support services 

and settings. • Multilingual children are included in the Montessori classroom, with knowledgeable and well-supported 

teachers. 

Family Partnership • The school fosters and sustains authentic family partnerships. 

• The school communicates with families clearly, regularly, and frequently. 

• Communication supports multiple languages and levels of literacy, and varying access to technology. 

• The school communicates, educates, and engages with families about Montessori pedagogy and school-home 

relationships. • The school has a community association that represents community demographics, has clear roles and 

responsibilities, and gives families authentic opportunities to contribute. 

All adults, Montessori trained or 

not, embrace core Montessori 

principles, respecting the process 

of human development and 

supporting children’s 

independence, �eedom, 

responsibility, and growth.

Adults embody and foster a 

school-wide culture supporting 

human flourishing which 

respects children, offers 

independence and responsibility, 

values racial, cultural, and social 

identity, and works towards 

fairness �ee �om bias.

2015 Rubric 2023 Rubric
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Ge�ing started with a 
classroom full of new 
children

PAULA LILLARD PRESCHLACK 

AND PAULA POLK LILLARD

Public Montessori teachers face many 

challenges: Training, materials, state 

and district requirements—the list goes 

on. One challenge Primary teachers 

may face is introducing and establishing 

Montessori in a classroom for the �rst 

time, when it’s new to everyone.

While neither of us taught in public 

schools, this situation does arise in the 

private sector. In her �rst years of teach-

ing, my now 91-year-old mother, Paula 

Polk Lillard, had to start a fresh class 

of 5 year old children who never had 

Montessori before every September, for 

seven years. �e suggestions that follow 

come from her experience, a few AMI 

trainers, my own starts to the school 

year, and Montessori’s own writings. 

We o�er this in the hope that it provides 

timeless guidance for most situations.

Begin without materials?

If you can, begin by cleaning your 

classroom thoroughly and removing 

all objects so that you can see the bare 

bones of the shelves, f loor space and 

furniture. Set out any manufactured 

Montessori materials you might have 

and make the classroom beautiful and 

inviting. But then, before the �rst day, 

put Montessori’s materials away, out of 

sight. Why? Because your students �rst 

need to be oriented to the space and to 

learn what the expectations are; this is a 

necessary modi�cation. Showing group 

lessons to the whole class may seem 

more like traditional Kindergarten, but 

this is, in fact, how Dr. Montessori rec-

ommended starting a new class. She de-

scribes this in Creative Development in 

the Child (1939):

�e material is not given to the child 

when the school is started at �rst. �e 

teacher should study the group of chil-

dren, and organize some collective ac-

tions to call the children little by little 

to order around her…Little by little, 

the children begin to work. When the 

personality…develops to a point where 

the child begins to �x his attention 

deeply upon something, the material 

is taken out and presented to the child. 

�is is when a new school is started.

Orienting: Grace and Courtesy

To establish the expectations in 

your classroom, start with Grace 

and Courtesy Lessons, which foster 

self-mastery, respect for others and for 

the environment, and awareness. If it’s 

possible to have an orientation day, in-

vite just half the group into your room 

for an hour or so, and then the second 

half. (You may be able to create smaller 

groups if another adult can take a group 

out of the room to another activity). 

It’s ideal if you can start with smaller 

groups and a shorter school day, and 

then blend the whole class together for 

the full morning on the second day. 

As each child arrives at the door, greet 

them with a smile and a handshake or 

some other chosen custom. Your school 

may have a tradition, or you may want 

to learn from parents what they prefer. 

Begin the custom that you intend to 

continue, as this is the �rst impression. 

Invite the children to join you in a group 

on the �oor and begin an orienting game 

such as: I Spy (to orient to the classroom 

physically), Say Your Name (name songs 

and games), a movement game, or Grace 

and Courtesy lessons such as “how to 

carry a chair”, “how to pass one another 

without bumping”, “how to carry a tray”, 

“how to open and close the room door”, 

or “how to walk across the �oor without 

making a sound”. Choose just a couple so 

that the children are not sitting for long. 

�e children may be quiet and more 

observant at �rst, or they might be rest-

less and lose focus quickly! �ey simply 

may not have the capacity to concentrate 

for more than a few minutes. Be ready 

with age-appropriate games, songs, and 

activities up your sleeve to pull out in 

the moment, as you see necessary. �is 

keeps the children connected to you. 

Respond to what you see—this is how 

you meet the children where they are. 

Establishing the work cycle

A�er a game, a song, and a Grace 

and Courtesy lesson or two, introduce 

the concept of a work cycle where they 

work on their own in the classroom. 

Eventually this will be two to three 

hours long, but in the �rst few days it 

may be as short as 10 or 15 minutes at 

a time. Observe and ask the children 

to put their work away to gather again 

when you notice them becoming rest-

less. When children have never been in 

a Montessori classroom before, working 

on their own with concentration may be 

novel, so you may need to build up grad-

ually. Respond to what you observe!

On the �rst days, we suggest provid-

ing objects that are more familiar to the 

children and with which there are no 

expectations other than the most basic 

ones: essentially, that we handle things 

with care and replace them to their place 

when �nished. You need to establish this 

idea before you bring out the Montessori 

materials. You can do this with simple 

objects and activities that you supply for 

the children to play/work with during 

their very �rst few days of the work cy-

cle, such as drawing, puzzles, and simple 

manipulative toys. 

�ink of these objects as “placehold-

ers” for the classroom materials, be-

cause you will be replacing them with 

Montessori materials and prepared trays 

of Practical Life activities in the days 

ahead. The children need something 

at �rst that they can touch and do in-

dependently that may not be in your 

Montessori albums. The purpose of 

these objects as “place holders” is to es-

tablish the basic routines, expectations, 

and how the classroom functions. �e 

selected objects and activities you have 

brought in can be kept in a box that you 

set out only for the work cycle time. �is 

is likely just the �rst few days of the �rst 

year with a completely new group of chil-

dren under age seven. What we are sug-

gesting should not be necessary once you 

have some children who have had some 

Montessori presentations in their past. 

Place a few more choices than there 

are children in the room, so that there 

At the beginning is a good place to be

Activity with meaningful purpose

Grace and 
Courtesy lessons
In the �rst Grace and Courtesy 

Lessons, demonstrate anything 

and everything that the children 

need to know, such as:

• How to move in the room

• How to take something out 

and replace it to the same 

place on the shelf

• How to take out a rug or table 

and place their work on it

• How to resist disturbing a 

classmate who is working

• How to push in one’s chair

• How to clean up a spill

• How to get the adult’s 

a�ention if they need to

• How to get a re�eshment or 

water if they need it

• Where the bathroom is and 

when it is available 
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pouring, or window washing–activ-

ities that do not require long, detailed 

one-on-one presentations–so that you 

can keep the group’s attention. But they 

must have meaningful purpose! �ese 

Montessori activities will stay in the 

room all year with a permanent home on 

the shelf (unlike the orientation objects.) 

By the third or fourth day of school, in-

vite each child to choose, “Would you 

like to choose from the orientation box 

or a material (the Practical Life activ-

ities) that I’ve shown you, from the 

shelf?” Most children will gravitate to-

wards the shelves because activities with 

purpose have more natural appeal to 

young children. �is allows you to phase 

the box out quickly. Remember, the ob-

jects in the box are   “placeholders” for 

the Montessori materials and Practical 

Life, just to get a new class started.

If you are diligent about bringing in 

three or four new materials each day in 

the �rst weeks and presenting them to 

di�erent children so that everyone has 

work choices, the room can be complete 

within eight weeks. (And the orientation 

objects will be long gone, all replaced 

with more meaningful activities that 

draw in children’s attention and focus.) 

During every day, be sure to also read 

to the children o�en, play sound games, 

count items, review days of the week, 

and introduce real items from the world, 

such as live plants and insects. �ere is 

so much intellectual exploration to nur-

ture, with children of any age! 

Realistically, you may need to pres-

ent to a few children at once, as we have 

suggested here. But simultaneously, take 

every opportunity to make individual 

connections with each child by present-

ing one-to-one, even if just for a few 

seconds. As the classroom settles, such 

opportunities will become the norm. 

Measurable signs— 
Is it working?

Once your Grace and Courtesy les-

sons and Practical Life activities are well 

established, look for definite signs of 

your presentations, such as a child roll-

ing a rug with concentration, carrying a 

tray carefully with two hands, pushing 

in a chair, or walking slowly across the 

room. Give Grace and Courtesy lessons 

is always a choice in the box. Children 

learn that if they want to use a certain 

object and someone else has it, they have 

to wait for a turn by you—you’re always 

next to the box. �is is how they learn 

to wait until their classmate is �nished 

with something and has returned it to 

its original location. During this work 

cycle time, present a Practical Life activ-

ity to one child with several others next 

to you to watch. �is means you are al-

ways active, so there is something inter-

esting for a child to watch if they come 

sit by you. While presenting cheerfully, 

you demonstrate an industrious, posi-

tive tone for the whole community.  

Practical Life activities 

�e very �rst Practical Life presenta-

tions will be how to care for the room. 

Tell the children that this is their room, 

and you will show them how to do 

things in it and how to care for it. As 

with Grace and Courtesy lessons, create 

Practical Life presentations that you see 

are needed, such as Sweeping the Floor, 

Dusting a Shelf, Watering a Plant, or 

Scrubbing a Table. Such purposeful ac-

tions help children to coordinate their 

minds and bodies and �x their atten-

tion, settling their whole personality. 

�is makes these lessons foundational, 

and crucial.

Invite one child at a time to come 

to the object box and choose between 

two activities you propose for that child. 

�ey choose one and take it to a rug 

(which they by now know how to take 

out, unroll, re-roll and replace.) Do this 

in a timely but calm, deliberate fashion. 

Children work with their chosen object, 

uninterrupted, and then return the ob-

jects to the object box when they feel 

�nished. �ey may then choose another 

activity if they would like. When a child 

has one of these orientation objects, do 

not concern yourself with what they do 

with it as long as they are not disturbing 

anyone else. Put the box of orientation 

objects away at the end of the work cycle.

Each day, you remove a few activities 

from the box and place a few Montessori 

materials on the shelves. Invite children 

to come to presentations in small groups 

to learn how to work with the materials. 

�e �rst materials might be spooning, 

As always, refer to your teaching al-

bums daily, consult your Montessori 

trainers, and read Maria Montessori’s 

work. Our personal experience has been 

that going deeper into Montessori, rather 

than away from it, pays o�. Starting a 

class of children who have never had 

Montessori previously is one of the big-

gest challenges one can face. With Grace 

and Courtesy, Practical Life activities, 

and establishing the work cycle as your 

focus, you will be on the right path!

Paula Lillard Preschlack has been a 

Montessori teacher, a head of school, a 

writer and a speaker for 28 years. She is 

the author of �e Montessori Potential: 

How to Foster Independence Respect 

and Joy in Every Child, Parenting Press 

2023.

Paula Polk Lillard has spent over 60 

years as a Montessori teacher, head of 

school and international lecturer, and 

the author of four books on Montessori, 

including Montessori in the Classroom 

(1997 Schocken Books, originally printed 

as Children Learning, 1980).

every single day, all through the year, to 

foster these customary ways of moving, 

interacting, and caring for the environ-

ment and each other. Children love to 

learn these customs. It’s important to 

keep presenting them!

Observe to plan lessons

Jot down notes to record the positive 

interactions or actions you see during 

the day, and when you realize another 

Grace and Courtesy lesson would be 

helpful. This creates your list for the 

next day and helps you to stay on top 

of things. We each used to keep a tiny 

notepad and pencil with us when teach-

ing, and reviewed the notes every eve-

ning. You might also use tools from the 

National Center for Montessori in the 

Public Sector  to aid your observation 

techniques and measuring progress.  

In any Montessori classroom, we can 

look for respect, concentration and joy, 

to determine whether we are helping the 

children constructively. All desirable 

outcomes of Montessori—such as inde-

pendence, self-control, focus, and con-

�dence—are noticeable when children 

concentrate for periods of time. �ey 

show respect in their physical manner-

isms, and express contentment—even 

joy—in their actions.

Hands and how to wash them

Each day, you remove a few activities 
�om the box and place a few more 
Montessori materials on the shelves
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Montessori education without paying 

private school prices. Nobody needed 

to sell me on how sound the Montessori 

method is in developing children and 

their learning. So I could be a kind of in-

terpreter between the Montessori world 

and the school district world. And at 

times they came head-to-head. It was a 

bit of a struggle, and that’s when I came 

in contact with NCMPS. We worked to-

gether to get the school set up, to get 

materials, to hire trained teachers, and 

to get training for the other sta� and 

the principal. Sara Suchman, now the 

Executive Director at NCMPS, was a 

lead coach in the program.

After a few years I left to become 

Superintendent at the Salem public 

schools, which had a more of a du-

al-language orientation, so Montessori 

wasn’t a priority. �en in 2019 I transi-

tioned to the Harvard Graduate School 

of Education, working in the Doctor 

of Education Leadership (Ed.L.D.) 

program and directing the program’s 

Residency.

After that, Sara reached out to 

me searching for board members for 

NCMPS and I said, “This is my op-

portunity to continue to work around 

Montessori that I was passionate about!” 

I also bring the ability to speak the lan-

guage of school districts, and I help the 

organization understand what it takes 

to start a school in a district. How do we 

talk about Montessori to school districts 

in a way that is actually doable and it’s 

actually understood?

�en, as you know, equity and access 

are near and dear to my heart, so help-

ing children, especially in districts like 

Boston or Salem that have many chil-

dren from underserved backgrounds, 

get access to Montessori is very import-

ant.  Children that look like my son, or 

that speak like me with an accent, or 

that just can’t a�ord private school—

those children also deserve access.

So that’s my trajectory, and I’ve come 

full circle with NCMPS. I started out as 

a client of a very young organization, so 

to come back as a board member and to 

see all the fantastic work that the team 

has put together, especially the work 

around the standards and the alignment 

work, it’s really impressive.

MP: Can you say a little more about 

what you saw in your nephew’s class and 

later—what made you fall in love with 

Montessori?

MR: I got interested with my nephew, 

but as Area Superintendent I was actu-

ally observing in classrooms, not only 

in East Boston but during school visits 

with NCMPS. 

I think it was the honoring of the 

child—really meeting the child where 

they are and letting them direct and re-

ally own their learning, with the teacher 

serving as a guide.

It’s funny because in education we 

talk about that all the time—teachers 

as facilitators of learning, and how the 

“sage on the stage” approach doesn’t 

work. But with Montessori you go into 

a classroom and you see children ac-

tively engaged in learning. �ere’s order, 

there’s peace, there’s a focus in the class-

room, and you see children engaged in 

really substantial learning at their own 

pace and they own it. It’s like they’re 

the masters of their own learning and 

the teacher is there to orchestrate those 

learning experiences.

For me, those are the founding blocks 

for adults that grow up being able to 

think for themselves and be creative.  

�at’s the other piece—it’s creativity and 

how children in Montessori are encour-

aged to use their creativity as opposed 

to in other educational settings where—

”No, no! We’re going do it this way, it’s 

not what you’re thinking, we’re going to 

learn this way!” �at really got to me. 

�at, and the fact that the students were 

actually learning. 

Sometimes you really need to get to 

know a Montessori classroom well in 

order to actually see the learning. You 

could be entering for the �rst time and 

see the engagement right away. But I’ve 

had the opportunity to spend time in 

classrooms and to see not only the learn-

ing but how children learn to take re-

sponsibility for themselves and for their 

environment, and how they treat each 

other.

With the traditional pedagogy you 

say, “OK, children, this is what we’re go-

ing to learn, and this is how we’re go-

ing to learn it, and you’re going to do 

this and that.” But with Montessori that 

learning happens, but it’s with a struc-

ture that allows for creativity, allows for 

the student to learn at their own pace, 

and it allows for the teacher to provide 

spontaneous opportunities that then 

maybe one student or group of students 

can experience together.

To me that pedagogy is fantastic, and it 

builds the students’ self-esteem, it builds 

their con�dence, it builds their ability to 

think for themselves. Unfortunately in 

many traditional learning environments 

students are not o�en asked to think for 

themselves. 

MP: Is that an outcome districts care 

about? What would you say is so great 

about that outcome?

MR: I would say, the Montessori method 

is an incubator for innovative thinking. 

�is is why you see so many people that 

have had a Montessori education be 

so successful—Jeff Bezos, the Google 

founders, Taylor Swi�, P. Diddy! And 

not only successful, but they have cre-

ated things because of their experiences 

early on when their brains were devel-

oping.

Montessori provides the structure, 

the experiences, that allows kids to be 

creative, and to me, this is the seed of 

innovation. You’re given the freedom 

to learn at your pace, you know you are 

self-directed and you’re learning, and 

that is the foundation for creativity and 

later on for innovation.

And in education, we need innova-

tion more than ever. You know, educa-

tion is a little stagnant right now—we’re 

still teaching kids in many schools like 

we did back in the 19th century. It’s 

an outdated system that is no longer 

reaching our kids and we’re wondering 

why our kids are not learning. So even 

though Montessori is not a new method, 

it can bring the tools and approaches 

that are going to get us more innovation 

20 years from now.

And the kids that we graduate from 

these schools—we need to have kids 

from underserved communities, kids of 

color, kids that speak other languages, 

people that come with di�erent back-

grounds, people that don’t come from 

privileged backgrounds. Those kids 

need to be included in this group so that 

we can have innovations happening for 

everyone. 

MP: So how do we get this across to the 

districts? 

MR: �at’s what I want to do at NCMPS—

facilitate a deeper understanding of the 

challenges and what it takes.  Right away 

there are issues that have to do with en-

rollment, with unions, with classroom 

sizes, with materials—we need to be 

very aware, transparent, and forward 

with these challenges so we can develop 

strategies, tools, and approaches to ad-

dress them. How do we bridge these 

gaps in a way that school districts can 

understand? What are the challenges 

and do we as an organization have a 

full grasp of what those challenges are? 

Knowing what those challenges are will 

help us enable a school district to over-

come them. 

I can provide some context as an in-

sider to add more to that so that NCMPS 

is in a better position to talk to school 

districts and help them understand.

You have to remember, when you’re 

talking to a school district you’re talking 

to more than one stakeholder. You’re 

talking to the central o�ce, to the lead-

ership, to teachers, to parents and to stu-

dents, and the interplay of those stake-

holders —and the school board! So there 

are layers of complexity.

One thing school districts under-

stand well is the language of a school 

model.

MP: What do you mean by that?

MR: You have dual language schools, 

and Expeditionary Learning, and STEM 

or STEAM models and so many more.  

Could we begin to talk about Montessori 

as a school model, that can be more 

Montessori as an innovation model

Continued �om page 1

Could we begin to talk about Montessori 
as a “school model”, that can be more 
easily understood and implemented?
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easily understood and implemented? 

Something that comes as a package, that 

makes sense next to those other mod-

els, that highlights the innovation and 

creativity but also tells the district ex-

actly how they’re going to implement it. 

I’m excited that NCMPS is doing exactly 

this work.

MP: Where does the research �t in here? 

MR: Well I think it’s part of the story. 

You know, I’m a practitioner—I talk 

about what I see and what I experience 

in the �eld. I know that there’s great re-

search about Montessori and that needs 

to be part of the narrative and it can be 

part of the toolkit. But a Superintendent, 

for example, who has the opportunity to 

open a new school in their district and 

they want something innovative, they 

want something di�erent—they do want 

something that is going to provide stu-

dents with all these great things.  But 

they need a toolkit on how to go about 

this. �ey know the research is great—

the question is, how do I implement this 

with all of these limitations? 

MP: So there are other things we should 

be talking about?

MR: �e research is important but in 

districts people are practitioners. Talk 

about what it looks like in the class-

room. Talk to me about what exactly 

this pedagogy is and how kids get to the 

outcomes. Find out what the district’s 

biggest challenges are and explain how 

Montessori can overcome them. What 

are their hopes and dreams, what are 

they struggling with? I tell my gradu-

ate students all the time, you have to get 

granular. So �nd out their problems, tell 

them how Montessori will help, and tell 

them exactly how you’re going to do it 

so they feel like they can really make it 

happen with all their real-world chal-

lenges.

David Ayer is the Director of 

Communications for the National 

Center for Montessori in the Public 

Sector.

Margarita Ruiz is the Residency Director 

at Harvard University Graduate School 

of Education and a member of the 

NCMPS Board of Directors.
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diverse experiences to make mean-

ing of the world

• Play is an essential element of young 

children’s learning

• Instruction is personalized to ac-

knowledge each child’s development 

and abilities

• �e teacher is a guide, nurturing 

presence, and co-constructor of 

knowledge

• Young children and adults learn 

through relationships

• �e environment is intentionally de-

signed to facilitate children’s explora-

tion, independence, and interaction

• �e time of childhood is valued

• Continuous learning environments 

support adult development

• In this study, we examined the 

quality of experiences of culturally 

and linguistically diverse learners 

in Ideal Learning settings using two 

innovative observation tools. 

Our approach

To answer these questions, we re-

cruited publicly funded Montessori, 

HighScope, and Reggio Emilia-inspired 

early childhood programs who al-

lowed us to observe in their classrooms.  

During the 2022-23 school year, we 

visited 34 classrooms in six different 

schools scattered across the Midwest, 

the South, and the Mid-Atlantic. We 

used two di�erent tools to collect data 

during our classroom observations. �e 

Developmental Environment Rating 

Scale (DERS), developed by the National 

Center for Montessori in the Public 

Sector (NCMPS),  is an assessment of 

classroom quality based on �ve develop-

mental outcomes:  

�e DERS contains 60 items pertain-

ing to child behaviors, adult behaviors, 

and the physical environment. Trained 

observers score these items using an 

iPad app during a 45- to 60-minute 

classroom observation.

T he  A s s e s s i ng  C l a s sro om 

Sociocultural Equity Scale (ACSES) 

measures teachers’ culturally responsive 

practices and equitable learning oppor-

tunities. It assesses the extent to which 

teachers are a�rming children of color’s 

engagement in the classroom and their 

use of equitable and positive discipline 

practices across �ve dimensions: 

• Challenging Status Quo Knowledge

• Equitable Learning Opportunities

• Equitable Discipline

• Connections to Home Life

• Personalized Learning 

Opportunities

A classroom observation measure 

coded through videotaped interactions, 

ACSES was designed intentionally and 

explicitly to focus on equitable learning 

opportunities in the classroom.  �is 

tool combines features of traditional 

process quality (such as emotional and 

instructional climate) with a racial eq-

uity focus to measure classroom quality, 

making racial equity and sociocultural 

diversity central to the conceptualiza-

tion of quality. Speci�cally, based on 

40 indicators, ACSES measures the 

quality of the conversation within the 

classroom (e.g., classroom discourse), 

peer relationships, discipline, emotional 

connections between teachers and peers, 

and how e�ectively critical thinking is 

fostered through questions (e.g., analyz-

ing and brainstorming questions) and 

dialogue with all racially marginalized 

learners (RMLs). RMLs are de�ned as 

children in the classroom who come 

from culturally, racially, and ethnically 

minoritized groups who have been de-

nied or restricted access to quality ed-

ucation.  

What we learned

�e DERS yields scores across �ve 

domains. For each domain, class-

rooms are classi�ed as Low-Performing, 

Developing, High-Functioning, or 

Optimal. For the dataset as a whole, av-

erage domain scores all fell within the 

Developing score band. However, the 10 

Montessori classrooms fell (on average) 

into the High-Functioning score band. 

�e highest average domain scores were 

for Inhibitory Control and Linguistic 

and Cultural Fluency, while  the low-

est scores were in Social Fluency and 

Emotional Flexibility. 

 Generally speaking, undesirable 

child behaviors were, on average, less 

prevalent than desirable child behav-

iors. Children exhibited high levels of 

engagement, care, and joy. Conversation 

was prevalent in the classrooms we ob-

served, and children exhibited behav-

iors requiring executive functions, such 

as shi�ing and waiting their turn, fairly 

often. Children were rarely observed 

disrupting or misusing materials, and 

were generally able to engage in work 

without seeking adult approval or per-

mission. 

Likewise, desirable adult behaviors 

were more prevalent than undesirable 

ones, though some negatively scored 

adult behaviors, such as calling across 

the room and praising to �atter, were 

not uncommon. �e classroom environ-

ments exhibited many favorable char-

acteristics. �ey were generally clean, 

outfitted with equipment made from 

natural materials, and ready for chil-

dren to enter and work. Children had 

rich opportunities to develop language 

and their senses. Mixed-age groupings 

of two to three years were common, but 

not universal.

Ideal Learning for children of color
Continued �om page 1
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ACSES also yields scores across �ve 

domains. For each domain, classrooms 

are classified as Low, Moderate, and 

High. A score of less than 2 is classi�ed 

as low, while 2-3 is moderate and 4-5 

is high. On average, the classrooms in 

this study scored low on Challenging 

Status Quo Knowledge (CSQK) and 

Connections to Home Life (CHL). �ese 

classrooms earned a moderate score in 

the dimensions of Personalized Learning 

Opportunities (PLO) and Equitable 

Learning Opportunities (ELO). On av-

erage, these classrooms scored high on 

Equitable Discipline (ED). ACSES scores 

were similar across HighScope, Reggio 

Emilia-inspired, and Montessori class-

rooms. However, these Ideal Learning 

program scores are observably higher in 

the ELO and ED dimensions compared 

to traditional early childhood programs, 

such as Pre-K and Head Start.

�is study represented the �rst time 

that these two instruments were used 

together, and so presented a unique op-

portunity to understand how the con-

structs they measure might be related. 

To do this, we correlated the DERS 

domain scores with the ACSES dimen-

sion scores for all 34 participating class-

rooms. �ough our sample size is small, 

we do see some evidence of correlation 

in our dataset. Speci�cally, the Equitable 

Discipline dimension from the ACSES 

was signi�cantly correlated with all �ve 

DERS domains. �e strength of these 

be acknowledged, including the small 

sample size and the convenient sam-

ple. Future studies should have a larger 

sample of Ideal Learning programs as 

well as randomly selected classrooms. 

Nonetheless, this study is the �rst of its 

kind to provide new data on how Ideal 

Learning programs like Montessori and 

Reggio Emilia-inspired are serving chil-

dren of color. 

These two measures indicate that 

children of color in Ideal Learning 

classrooms are likely to be in moderate 

quality programs that support equita-

ble learning opportunities and engage 

in equitable discipline while promot-

ing concentration, emotional �exibility, 

and inhibitory control. Unfortunately, 

the data also shows that more work is 

needed in these programs to ensure 

that children of color, whose educa-

tional opportunities have historically 

been of poor quality, are in early set-

tings that connect children’s learning to 

their home life and challenge status quo 

knowledge to ensure the history and ex-

cellence of people of color are centered 

in the programs. 

Katie Brown is the Director of Research 

for the National Center for Montessori 

in the Public Sector.

Iheoma Iruka is founding director of 

the Equity Research Action Coalition 

at Frank Porter Graham Child 

Development Institute and research 

professor in the Department of Public 

Policy at �e University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill.

associations would generally be classi-

�ed as medium. 

�is suggests that classrooms with 

higher levels of equitable discipline 

practices are more likely to also be class-

rooms that e�ectively support executive 

functions, literacy, and social-emotional 

development. While this correlation 

does not indicate whether this rela-

tionship is causal, it does suggest that 

these classroom characteristics tend to 

go together. �is �nding is important in 

light of many reports showing that Black 

children and other minoritized children 

are more likely to experience exclusion-

ary practices, such as suspension and 

expulsion, compared to White children. 

The limitations of this study must 
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�e MTR is designed 
with public school 
teachers 
in mind

LAURE FLEMING

Since 2019, NCMPS has been delivering 

MACTE-accredited Montessori teacher 

education using a new model—the 

Montessori Teacher Residency (MTR).

We are not alone in this new work. 

Other MTR programs include the 

Chicago Montessori Residency at the 

Montessori School of Englewood, the 

Arete Montessori Teacher Residency lo-

cated at the Libertas School of Memphis, 

and the University of Delaware 

Montessori Teacher Residency based 

in UD’s Professional and Continuing 

Studies. Faculty and program directors 

from all of these MACTE-accredited 

programs as well as from new MTRs 

seeking MACTE accreditation convene 

monthly to share learnings, develop re-

sources and to strengthen our approach, 

in a collaborative e�ort called the Public 

Montessori Residency Consortium 

(PMRC).

PMRC programs are di�erent

In order to support schools’ ability to 

hire teachers who represent their com-

munity, these programs enroll cohorts 

of Residents from geographically con-

nected public schools or school districts. 

�ey establish close partnerships with 

those institutions, working alongside 

school leaders and coaches to train and 

support new Montessori teachers pre-

pared to serve in the public sector. 

Residents complete a MACTE-

accredited Montessori teacher educa-

tion program while employed full-time 

in instructional roles in MTR partner 

institutions. During their residency pe-

riod, Residents engage in job-embedded 

coaching, facilitated NCMPS Lesson 

Study and Child Study sessions, and 

instruction in complementary course-

work addressing topics such as diversity, 

equity and inclusion; trauma informed 

education; working with multilingual 

learners; e�ective family engagement; 

and advanced seminars on language 

and literacy. �is set of topics arose out 

of NCMPS research and �eld experience 

which helped us identify what public 

school teachers most needed to bridge 

their work from the Montessori canon 

and pedagogy to the children and fami-

lies they serve in the public sector. �ese 

courses (the “Montessori Surround”) 

are available outside of the PMRC as 

graduate courses through Whitworth 

University. 

NCMPS MTRs in action

So far, NCMPS has completed 

six MTR cohorts at three levels: 

Early Childhood, Elementary I, and 

Elementary I-II, in four states, and we 

have four more cohorts enrolled. Our 

Montessori albums and video libraries 

are in use by our own cohorts as well as 

in three other MTR programs. NCMPS 

MTR partner schools include district, 

charter, and non-profit organizations 

who offer no-cost Montessori educa-

tion. These partners make it possible 

for thousands of children to have access 

to Montessori classrooms regardless 

of income. Our partner schools serve 

children in urban, suburban, and ru-

ral communities. We have worked with 

three dual-language programs who pro-

vide Montessori education in English 

and Spanish. �is work was made possi-

ble by the generous support of Instituto 

Nueva Escuela (INE), a Montessori 

teacher education program working 

with public schools across Puerto Rico, 

who provided NCMPS with access 

to the Montessori albums in Spanish 

which our dual language teachers so 

desperately need. 

Having now worked on MTRs with 

a variety of schools across seven states 

and the District of Columbia, we have 

learned some things about supporting 

new public Montessori teachers through 

their training programs.

Local context ma�ers

�e culture of the school and the com-

munity have a powerful in�uence on the 

experience of Residents. Collaboration 

with school leaders is vital to ensure that 

we are helping build a pipeline of teach-

ers who will be successful in serving 

their particular students. 

Most MTRs o�er di�erentiated pac-

ing of content and customize training 

schedules to allow for ease of access 

for each cohort. We make schedules 

that take advantage of pre-determined 

PD days so that training requires less 

out-of-school time away from families. 

Depending on the region of the country, 

we may need to adjust album content or 

develop di�erent sample presentations 

so that Residents will be prepared to 

o�er relevant and compelling presen-

tations to children. �is is particularly 

important for geography, history, life 

science, and ecology, but also considers 

what children in a particular location 

will encounter in standardized testing. 

For children to feel empowered and con-

�dent, they also need to feel competent 

and capable in facing what is expected 

of them. We do all this without com-

promising the core tenets of Montessori 

pedagogy and the transformation of the 

adult.

MTR Residents do best when they 

encounter experienced public school 

Montessori teachers, instructors, and 

coaches who believe in the children and 

trust the pedagogy. New teachers have a 

lot of doubts about how they can be true 

to what they are learning in Montessori 

training and still meet the requirements 

and expectations of public school sys-

tems. They need to be surrounded 

by others who strongly believe in and 

will advocate for fully implemented 

Montessori. In order to ensure that 

Residents have the job-embedded sup-

port they need, MTR partner schools 

take advantage of NCMPS trainings for 

school leaders, coaches, student-support 

coordinators, and others. A school that 

Residency: A new model for training

Residents doing the big work of teacher preparation

Montessori immersion includes 
welcoming and modeling the sharing of 
divergent points of view
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exemplifies a “habitat of transforma-

tion” where everyone is growing and 

learning together provides a strong con-

text in which new teachers can integrate 

their training and implement it well. 

Many MTRs serve Residents who are 

part of a cohort in a start-up or conver-

sion school rather than a well-established 

program. In these situations, we need 

to be realistic that both the school and 

the Residents are undergoing a journey. 

We should expect that their classrooms 

will take longer to “look Montessori” as 

materials are ordered, furniture is built, 

and families, children, and sta� accli-

mate to an entirely new environment. 

We set interim goals and celebrate small 

successes recognizing the challenge it is 

to open a school and take Montessori 

training at the same time. And, espe-

cially if there are no other established 

Montessori classrooms in the school 

to observe, the training room needs to 

o�er Residents a window into the full 

experience. 

Montessori “immersion” 
experiences ma�er 

Residents who were not themselves 

Montessori children have likely never 

experienced a learner-centered environ-

ment from the perspective of a learner. 

As part of our program, we try to give 

adult learners immersion experiences in 

environments prepared just for them. 

As many TEPs do, we sometimes 

ask adult learners to practice with 

Montessori materials as if they were a 

child. �is means choosing an activity, 

�nding a workspace, gathering mate-

rials, and working through something 

until they feel a�nity or understand-

ing. In the pacing of our instructional 

programs and in the tenor of our com-

munication, we as instructors need to 

be able to adjust in order to follow the 

Residents as we would have them follow 

the children.

Montessori immersion can mean set-

ting a classroom chores rotation and a 

shared snack schedule so that our teach-

ing environments are lovingly cared for 

and nourishing. It can mean that small 

groups collaboratively read and dis-

cuss Montessori theory, make posters, 

and give oral presentations to the rest 

of the group. We hold circle times, play 

games, sing songs, and perhaps start the 

day with a morning message to journal 

about. Residents might construct nets 

and build mobiles of polyhedra using 

art supplies and their own imaginations. 

Residents sometimes do the “big work” 

of the children, such as collaborating on 

ancient history research projects that 

culminate with class events including 

music, dance, and food. It could be that 

we need to invite Residents to continue 

working on coloring or painting cell 

models they’ve made while the TEP in-

structor begins modeling the next set of 

presentations, because the Residents are 

not yet ready to move away from that 

work but the clock is ticking for the day. 

How Residents feel and how instruc-

tors live the pedagogy work together to 

shape Residents’ emerging understand-

ing of Montessori. Montessori immer-

sion includes welcoming and modeling 

the sharing of divergent points of view, 

leaning into addressing con�ict, taking 

turns, managing limited resources, and 

also cultivating joy. Many Residents en-

tering MTR programs may have many 

years of deep experience in more con-

ventional schools and educational 

settings. How they experience their 

Montessori training programs shapes 

the way they will frame out and im-

plement Montessori in their own class-

rooms. It’s not infrequent to have other 

school sta� stop by an MTR training 

space, take note of what is happening, 

and say, “this looks a lot more fun than 

my training was.” �at fun is by design.

Flexibility ma�ers

NCMPS works to support each public 

Montessori school on its own particu-

lar journey, and that practice transfers 

to work with MTR schools. As we col-

laborate with school partners over the 

multi-year cycle, we are always consid-

ering two questions: “What do the res-

idents need?” and “What can the resi-

dents handle?” The answers to these 

questions change depending on many 

factors. We have to remain informed 

regarding school system mandates, 

state legislation, non-teaching respon-

a language other than English. It may 

mean that self-made videos, phone 

conversations, or voice recordings can 

suffice to demonstrate understanding 

of a topic when requiring a written re-

sponse places a barrier to completion. 

In most cases, the timing of due dates 

can be adjusted to accommodate human 

needs and extenuating circumstances. 

And because we have school sta� serv-

ing as faculty on the program and par-

ticipating in MTR faculty workshops, 

when Residents do need to miss aspects 

of the program for unforeseen reasons, 

they can receive school-based make-up 

sessions over the course of the academic 

year and do not lose their place in the 

program. �is does require a lot of re-

cord-keeping on the part of the TEP 

and the part of the Resident, however it 

is totally worth the e�ort. School lead-

ers recognize the individual gi�s and 

promise in the teachers they select for 

MTR programs, and the MTR program 

in turn commits to try and help each 

one earn their credential and become a 

Montessori guide. 

[Ed note: Looking ahead—In the 

spring issue of MontessoriPublic, we will 

explore the MTR approach to culturally 

relevant and sustaining pedagogy.]

Laure Fleming is the Director of 

Montessori Teacher Residencies as the 

National Center for Montessori in the 

Public Sector.

sibilities, and all kinds of community 

occurrences or news that will impact 

Residents’ capacities and sometimes 

even their motivation at di�erent points 

in the training cycle. We look for ways 

to streamline  their work, in some 

cases designing whole-school PD expe-

riences or resident assignments that can 

simultaneously address a requirement 

of both their employers and the TEP. We 

are able to work together well because 

school coaches and instructional lead-

ers who meet MACTE requirements for 

TEP instructors are automatically co-

opted as part of the MTR faculty serv-

ing the cohort of learners. �is allows 

us to be �exible and strategic—neither 

over- or under-training the group in a 

particular topic or area. 

In a world that o�ers up many chal-

lenges and obstacles, people require 

f lexibility on an individual level as 

well. With the clear goal of preparing 

Residents to serve as teachers in these 

diverse school communities, it is nec-

essary to be responsive to the human 

beings before us. While they are all se-

lected by their individual schools for 

participation in the program, cohort 

members enter into the MTR with di-

verse experiences, cultures, languages, 

strengths, needs, and even goals.

There are many program require-

ments which cannot be changed or ne-

gotiated for individual Residents, but 

within those structures, we try to o�er 

�exibility that a�rms and supports each 

individual Resident in doing their best 

work. �at can mean that Residents are 

invited to provide written responses in 

Job-embedded training

Montessori immersion
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Research backs the Montessori 3-year cycle
Data analysis shows 
measurable growth in the 
third year

SONYA HEMMEN, RYAN MARKS, 

AND KATIE BROWN

In 2018, NCMPS analyzed assess-

ment data from 43 public and private 

Montessori schools using Measures of 

Academic Progress (MAP), an assess-

ment tool developed by the Northwest 

Evaluation Association (NWEA). 

This analysis found that students in 

Montessori schools performed better 

on MAP in reading and math, and that 

student growth accelerated as students 

neared the end of upper elementary 

(sixth grade). In this article, we relate 

how Ross Montessori, a charter school 

in Colorado, collaborated with their au-

thorizer to use MAP data to show how 

its students bene�ted from the full three-

year cycle called for by the Montessori 

approach. 

MAP at Ross

In 2005, when Ross Montessori 

School received approval for its first 

charter contract from the Charter 

School Institute, founding staff and 

board members chose MAP as its in-

terim assessment program for math, 

reading, language, and science. It has 

remained a durable and dependable 

interim assessment since then and pro-

vides the school’s educational team with 

individualized data that helps them to 

personalize instruction for their stu-

dents. 

MAP is used across many educational 

approaches in conventional public, 

charter, and independent schools, and 

the information provided guides edu-

cators to customize the learning lessons 

for students as individuals, in small and 

large groups. �e tool provides teachers 

with detailed information about what 

students can do in K–12 math, reading, 

language usage, and science, along with 

accurate, actionable evidence to help in-

form instructional strategies regardless 

of how far students are above or below 

grade level. It also connects to a large set 

of instructional content providers, giv-

ing educators �exibility in curriculum 

choices. 

One day, Head of School Sonya 

Hemmen was approached by a parent of 

a fourth grade student. �is parent loved 

the school and the Montessori model, 

but was struggling to interpret and un-

derstand their student’s interim assess-

ment data, which showed the student at 

or below the national norm. Hemmen 

was able to articulate how the three-year 

cycle would result in a student who, at 

the end of sixth grade, would be able 

to demonstrate increased growth and 

achievement, and how in the meantime, 

it was perfectly normal to see achieve-

ment and growth that was below norms. 

�e school had �elded similar questions 

over the years, and was interested in 

broadening its response to this ques-

tion to not only include an explanation 

of the Montessori model, but also in-

clude empirical evidence showing the 

impact that the three-year cycle has on 

student achievement and growth using 

the schools interim assessment data. So, 

Hemmen approached her school’s au-

thorizer, the Colorado Charter School 

Institute (CSI), for help with providing 

some more empirical evidence to their 

families about student learning trajecto-

ries under the Montessori model.

A collaborative approach to 
accountability

CSI is a statewide charter public 

school authorizer committed to creating 

and sustaining a portfolio of high-qual-

ity school options that meet the needs 

of all students. CSI authorizes over 40 

schools across Colorado, from Towaoc to 

Steamboat Springs and Grand Junction 

to Colorado Springs, serving over 22,000 

PK-12 students. �ese schools o�er over 

sixteen unique educational models—

including Early College, Alternative 

Education Campus, Waldorf, Classical, 

and Montessori—to best meet the needs 

of their communities. 

As an authorizer, CSI o�ers support, 

�exibility, and transparent accountabil-

ity to ensure its schools are in the best 

position possible to serve their students. 

CSI’s focus on outcomes rather than 

processes allows the institute to be neu-

tral on educational model and maintain 

a diverse portfolio of school models. 

In order to sustain the diversity of the 

existing portfolio and encourage new 

and innovative charter school models, 

CSI has undertaken a multi-year e�ort 

to update and evolve its accountability 

system and practices to identify di�er-

ent yet still rigorous ways of evaluating 

school quality and support continuous 

improvement. While there is a strong 

and comprehensive accountability sys-

tem at CSI, it is essential to innovate 

and make sure that there is consistent 

and meaningful accountability for all 

schools as they implement their educa-

tional models. �is query from Hemmen 

provided an opportunity to explore new 

approaches to evaluating school quality. 

Methods

Achievement and growth MAP data 

in English Language Arts and Math was 

collected for all students for the past �ve 

years. Achievement is a measure of what 

a student knows and growth measures 

student progress from one test to an-

other. �is study used the NWEA RIT 

scale to measure achievement and the 

conditional growth percentile to mea-

sure student progress against their indi-

vidualized growth goals. Five-year co-

horts were created for groups of students 

who had been enrolled at the school con-

tinuously over those �ve years and had 

interim assessment results in the spring 

for all years examined. In the end, three 

cohorts were created and evaluated (6th, 

7th, and 8th grade cohorts). For this 

article, we will highlight the 8th grade 

cohort.
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Could empirical evidence show the 
impact that of the three-year cycle on 
student achievement and growth?
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Results—Achievement

First, using the �ve-year cohort, we 

looked to see if the three-year cycle was 

visible in student achievement scores. 

During the upper elementary three-year 

cycle, the cohort began below the norm 

in math in 4th grade, but exceeded the 

norm at the end of the cycle. �e cohort 

saw an increase of 7.7 points from 4th to 

5th grade (compared to the expected 7.9 

points). However, from 5th to 6th grade, 

the cohort saw an increase of 9.6 points 

(compared to the expected 3.9 points) 

and exceeded the norm in 6th grade. 

During the secondary years, the co-

hort began at the norm in math and 

again exceeded the norm at the end of the 

cycle. �e cohort maintained the score 

during the transition from the Upper 

Elementary cycle to the Secondary cy-

cle (228.1 in 6th grade to 227.7 in 7th 

grade) and was at the norm in 7th grade. 

�e cohort then saw an increase of 10.3 

points from 7th to 8th grade (compared 

to the expected 2.3 points). 

Similar patterns were observed in 

reading; however, the cohort always 

remained above the norm. The co-

hort saw an increase in the score of 8.5 

points from 4th to 5th grade (compared 

to the expected 5.9 points) and an in-

crease of 7.3 points from 5th to 6th grade 

(compared to the expected 4.0 points). 

During the secondary three-year cycle, 

similar patterns were observed, and the 

cohort continued to exceed the norm 

despite a smaller change in score during 

the transition from 6th to 7th grade. �e 

cohort saw a 2.3 point change during 

the transition from upper elementary 

to Secondary that was similar to the 

expected change (2.4 point expected 

change), and an increase of 3.7 points 

from 7th to 8th grade (compared to the 

expected 1.9 points).

Results—Growth

Using the �ve-year cohort, we looked 

to see if the three-year cycle was visi-

ble in student growth scores. In math, 

during the upper elementary three-year 

cycle, the percentage of students exceed-

ing their conditional growth percentile 

increased each year from 10% in 4th 

grade at the start of the cycle to 70% in 

6th grade at the end of the cycle. During 

the transition from upper elementary to 

secondary, the percentage of students 

exceeding their conditional growth per-

centile dropped from 70% in 6th grade 

to 30% in 7th grade in math. However, 

during the 8th grade year, 70% of stu-

dents in the cohort were again exceed-

ing their conditional growth percentile. 

In reading, during the upper elemen-

tary three-year cycle, the percentage of 

students exceeding their conditional 

growth percentile increased from 50% 

in 4th grade at the start of the cycle to 

60% in 6th grade at the end of the cy-

cle. �ere was not as clear of a pattern 

in reading as in math and there was a 

decrease in the percent of students ex-

ceeding their individualized growth 

goal in 5th grade. During the transi-

tion from upper elementary to second-

grade than in seventh. Hemmen com-

mented that students who have com-

pleted middle school are successful at 

local high schools and continue on into 

public and private colleges and univer-

sities, as well as into trades positions. 

She adds that, “�e Montessori Method 

follows the child as Dr. Montessori ad-

vised. Montessori alumni have great 

track records for following their pas-

sions. MAP would capture this if local 

secondary schools assessed students 

with it and we are certain that Ross stu-

dent tests in PSAT show their individual 

achievement and curricular gains.”

Though many students in pub-

lic Montessori schools leave a�er ��h 

grade to matriculate into a traditional 

middle school, MAP scores from Ross 

suggest that the sixth grade year is an 

important year of learning and con-

solidation. �ese results are consistent 

with NCMPS’s nationwide analysis �ve 

years ago. Additionally, this collabo-

ration between Ross and CSI demon-

strates how Montessori charter schools 

and their authorizers can work together 

to develop assessment and accountabil-

ity frameworks that hold Montessori 

schools accountable for student learning 

while also upholding the integrity of the 

Montessori model.

Sonya Hemmen is Head of School at 

Ross Montessori School in Carbondale, 

CO.

Ryan Marks is the Chief of Authorizing 

and Accountability at the Colorado 

Charter School Institute.

Katie Brown is the Director of Research 

for the National Center for Montessori 

in the Public Sector.

ary, the percentage of students exceed-

ing their conditional growth percentile 

dropped from 60% in 6th grade to 50% 

in 7th grade. However, during the 8th 

grade year, 80% of students in the cohort 

were again exceeding their conditional 

growth percentile.

Additional cohort groups (7th grade 

and 6th grade) were included in the 

analysis and while the patterns in the 

additional cohorts are not as visible as 

the 8th grade cohort, there is an indi-

cation that the three-year cycle has an 

in�uence on achievement and growth 

patterns for all three cohort groups. 

Implications

These data demonstrate that 

Montessori instruction is e�ective, with 

the biggest payo� coming at the end of 

each level. Montessori is traditionally 

offered in a three-year cycle starting 

with the youngest learners. In the case 

of Ross Montessori, levels are K, grades 

1-3, grades 4-6, and grades 7-8. Parents 

had been observing that their child’s 

achievement may have been high, but 

that their achievement did not seem to 

keep up at the same pace. As the three-

year cycle unfolds, the longitudinal data 

from students shows that comparatively, 

students perform less well in the �rst 

year of the cycle, improve= in year two 

and demonstrate signi�cant growth in 

the �nal year of any level of instruction. 

Ross uses the data collected from MAP 

and shares it with parents to illustrate 

that when students remain at Ross for 

all levels of Montessori instruction, their 

learning and achievement places them 

solidly in a strong place for high school 

and beyond. 

Though the adolescent program is 

not a complete three-year cycle, serving 

only grades 7 and 8, MAP test results 

follow the same pattern: achievement 

and growth are both higher in eighth 

MATH

%
 ≥

 5
0

th
 C

o
n

d
it

io
n

a
l 
G

ro
w

th
 P

e
rc

e
n

ti
le

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

70%

30%

70%

30%

10%

READING

%
 ≥

 5
0

th
 C

o
n

d
it

io
n

a
l 
G

ro
w

th
 P

e
rc

e
n

ti
le

 

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

80%

50%

60%

40%

50%

Upper Elementary Secondary Upper Elementary Secondary

7th6th5th4th 8th 7th6th5th4th 8th

Montessori instruction is e�ective, with 
the biggest payo� coming at the end of 
each level



18     M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2 02 3  For up-to-the minute news and discussion

T H E  PU B L I C  CO N V E R S AT I O N

already in place. Our BUILD collabora-

tor brought her extensive knowledge of 

the broader Early Childhood Education 

community, and a strong sense of what 

would speak to QIS policy makers. Over 

the course of several more months, the 

report came to life. �e paper was pub-

lished and accompanied by a webinar 

hosted by BUILD and moderated by 

MPPI, with panelists from three states 

that MPPI and our state advocates have 

worked with extensively to establish 

Montessori friendly QIS policies. �e 

webinar drew nearly 500 registrants 

representing 46 states and has since 

been watched by many more. MPPI and 

our state advocacy leads have engaged 

in many productive conversations since 

the release of the paper and webinar.

Our state advocates have also been 

hard at work. Montessori advocates in 

North Carolina are deep in the pro-

cess of advocating for a pathway to 

state teacher licensure for Montessori 

credentialed teachers. Advocates from 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg schools, in-

cluding parents, school administrators 

and Montessori Association of North 

Carolina representatives have been pool-

ing their resources, connections, and 

talents to attain this goal. �e group was 

inspired by the success in Maryland and 

the proposed legislation in Michigan. 

Advocates reviewed the history of previ-

ous work on this issue, considered their 

options, and started reaching out to 

other parent organizations, advocates, 

lobbyists, and legislators to �nd a way to 

get either a stand-alone bill or get lan-

guage added as an amendment to and 

existing bill. 

The North Carolina advocates put 

together a one-page information docu-

ment about Montessori teacher prepa-

ration and positive e�ects a pathway for 

those teachers to obtain state teaching 

licenses would have on North Carolina 

public Montessori schools. MPPI as-

sisted with editing and suggestions 

for this document and also provided a 

system for the group to create a call to 

action for North Carolina Montessori 

advocates, schools, parents, and teachers 

to contact their legislators and provided 

them template wording for the outreach.

Numerous developments unfolded 

as a result of the collective endeavors of 

the group. While an independent bill 

was introduced, regrettably, it failed to 

progress beyond its initial stages. On a 

brighter note, a representative success-

fully incorporated language recognizing 

QIS integration, licensure 
in North Carolina, UPK, 
and more

VYJU KADAMBI AND 

DENISE MONNIER 

As this article goes to press, we’re 

looking back on our annual Montessori 

Public Policy Advocacy Conference (see 

sidebar) and re�ecting on the achieve-

ments of MPPI sta� and state advocates 

over the past year. What follows is just 

a sampling of the vast amount of work 

currently underway to provide universal 

access to Montessori education. 

�is past January, a�er nearly two 

years of conversations and collabora-

tion, MPPI and the BUILD Initiative 

co-published a paper (Broadening 

Policy for Mixed Delivery: Incorporating 

Montessori Programs in State Quality 

Improvement Systems) providing infor-

mation and suggestions on how states 

can recognize high quality Montessori 

programs within their Quality 

Improvement Systems (QIS), workforce 

registries, and childcare licensing. �e 

BUILD Initiative helps state leaders cre-

ate policies, infrastructure, and connec-

tions across agencies and organizations 

to advance comprehensive, high-quality, 

and equitable programs, services, and 

supports for young children, their fami-

lies, and communities. �ey help leaders 

think and act systemically to address 

disparities and expand their networks 

to enhance their capacity to take action. 

BUILD engages in all of these supports 

in order to help build equitable early 

childhood systems. 

MPPI established a relationship with 

BUILD’s Early Care and Education, 

Quality Improvement Initiatives 

Director, Deb Mathias, by attending 

their annual conference, and inviting 

her to speak at our 2018 conference. We 

intermittently engaged in conversations 

about challenges Montessori programs 

faced with state QIS’s, which eventually 

resulted in the proposal of a co-pub-

lished paper. 

MPPI brought the perspective of 

challenges that Montessori schools 

face within these state policies and 

Montessori inclusive policies that were 

credentials into the house budget pro-

posal. Despite numerous outreach ef-

forts directed towards senators, the pro-

visions for Montessori education were 

absent from the senate budget appro-

priations bill. �is outcome was in�u-

enced by the bill’s heavy alignment with 

party-speci�c agendas, aimed at swi� 

approval. While the budget approval is 

still pending, we remain optimistic for 

the inclusion of Montessori-related lan-

guage. Regardless of its incorporation, 

the advocacy e�orts fostered valuable 

connections and relationships. These 

newfound alliances have galvanized the 

advocates, fueling their determination 

to propose further legislation in the 

forthcoming legislative session. 

A prominent subject in the realm of 

early childhood education is Universal 

Preschool, or UPK. Not too long ago, 

only a handful of states had truly uni-

versal preschool, which entails publicly 

funded preschool programs accessi-

ble to the majority of, if not all, 3 and 

4-year-olds. �e National Institute for 

Early Education Research (NIEER) de-

�nes a program as achieving universal 

preschool status when 70 percent of 

4-year-olds are enrolled. Notably, during 

the 2019-2020 academic year, Florida, 

Oklahoma, Vermont, Wisconsin, and 

Washington DC ful�lled this criterion.

Numerous other states are in the 

process of enacting UPK policies. �ese 

states include Georgia, New Jersey, 

Colorado, California, Illinois, Alabama, 

New York, and Hawaii, with more pos-

sibly on the horizon. 

One state moving forward with UPK 

is Maryland, which also has a legislated 

pathway to state teacher licensure for 

Montessori credentialed teachers, as 

well as childcare licensing accommoda-

tions for Maryland validated Montessori 

schools to have larger group sizes and 

adult child ratios in order to preserve 

those high-quality Montessori class-

room environments. 

Maryland passed a huge education 

initiative in 2021 which included fund-

ing and parameters for universal pre-

school. �e requirements for providers 

would have made it di�cult for both 

public and private Montessori schools to 

participate. Montessori advocates from 

the Montessori Schools of Maryland 

worked with a legislator and other early 

childhood organizations to advocate 

for an amendment allowing Montessori 

classrooms participating in the UPK 

program to have larger class sizes and 

adult child ratios and for individuals 

with a bachelor’s degree and Montessori 

credential to qualify as lead teachers. 

�e amendment was passed in March 

of 2023.

Vyju Kadambi is the Advocacy Associate 

for the Montessori Public Policy 

Initiative

Denise Monnier is the Director of State 

Advocacy for the Montessori Public 

Policy Initiative.

Montessori Public Advocacy 23–24

Highlights �om  the 2023 MPPI 
Advocacy Conference 
September 30th - October 1st, 2023, in Washington DC

An Inside View: Strategies, Trends, and Equity in State-Level Policy Making with 

Dr. Lisa Roy, Executive Director of the Colorado Department of Early Childhood

Building on Success: Utilizing MPPI’s Triumphs to Drive Policy Change in Your 

State with MPPI Sta� and Corey Borgman

Indigenous Language Reclamation: A Conversation with the Indigenous 

Montessori Network.

Advocacy Evolution: Empowering Movements for Lasting Change with Syritha 

Robinson, All Our Kin’s Director of Movement Building and Field Level Change

Moving Beyond Montessori Myths, a hands-on community conversation

Table Talks, enriching dialogue with experts and fellow advocates. Choose �om 

teacher licensure, talking with legislators, universal preschool, ECERS and CLASS, 

public Montessori tools, research and more!

Missed us in DC? We’ll be back with another 

Advocacy Conference in 2024!



M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  FA L L  2 02 3     19join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

MONTESSOR I PU B L I C :  O U TCO M E S  A N D  AC H I E V E M E N T S

 �e most thorough 
and exhaustive 
report 
to date

DAVID AYER

In a  systematic review of Montessori 

research, researchers from an  interna-

tionally recognized research organiza-

tion  found  that Montessori education 

outperformed traditional education 

on a wide variety of academic and 

nonacademic outcomes.

�e  search and review process, pub-

lished in Campbell Systematic Reviews 

by the Campbell Collaboration*, nar-

rowed the field to examine 32 stud-

ies which met stringent inclusion re-

quirements. In so doing, they found 

high-quality evidence for Montessori’s   

e�ect on academic and non-academic 

outcomes 

The full report is 74 pages densely 

packed with text, tables, and refer-

ences. �e “plain language summary,” 

excerpted here with emphasis added, 

tells the story. Read the full report and 

the summary at onlinelibrary.wiley.com/

doi/10.1002/cl2.1330.

* What is Campbell?

�e  Campbell Collaboration   is an 

“international research network which 

publishes high quality systematic re-

views of social and economic interven-

tions around the world,” according to 

their  2017 Annual Report. They pro-

duce  Campbell Systematic Reviews  on 

hundreds of topics including education, 

crime and justice, and international de-

velopment, to name just a few, which are 

widely read and cited by government 

organizations and policy-makers world-

wide. �is review is yet another marker 

of how Montessori education is increas-

ingly being seen as an area worthy of se-

rious study for its impact and potential.

David Ayer is the Director of 

Communications for the National 

Center for Montessori in the Public 

Sector.

Rigorous meta-analysis says Montessori works

Plain Language Summary

Montessori education signi�cantly impacts academic 

and non-academic outcomes

Relative to traditional education, Montessori education 

has … meaningful positive e�ects on children’s academic 

and non-academic (executive function, creativity and 

social-emotional) outcomes. 

What is this review about?

How best to educate children is an issue of enduring con-

cern, and Montessori is the most common alternative to 

the conventional education system. Montessori includes a 

full system of lessons and hands-on materials … presented 

individually, and embedded in a philosophical framework 

regarding children’s development and its optimal condi-

tions.

�e term Montessori is not trademarked, and, there-

fore, its implementation can vary. We studied the range 

of variations included in the literature, which likely re�ects 

the range of implementations encountered in the world. We 

also compared Montessori with a range of control condi-

tions described in the literature as traditional (sometimes 

referred to as conventional, or business-as-usual), re�ect-

ing the implementation of traditional education in the real 

world.

What is the aim of this review?

�is review examined whether children who receive Montessori education have better academic and non-academic 

outcomes than children who receive traditional education. �is review also examined whether certain elements moderate 

the e�ects of Montessori education (i.e., grade level, public vs private Montessori settings, random assignment, treatment 

duration and length of follow-up measurements).

What studies are included?

From a search yielding over 2,000 studies, the review eval-

uated 32 of the most rigorous Montessori studies, with pub-

lication dates ranging from 1970 to 2020. Study participants 

were spread across age levels: preschool, elementary school and 

middle and high school.

�e studies took place in eight countries: the USA (18 stud-

ies), Turkey (four studies), Switzerland (three studies) and one each in England, France, Malaysia, Oman, Iran, �e 

Philippines and �ailand.

How e�ective is Montessori education?

On academic outcomes, Montessori students performed about 1/4 of a standard deviation be�er than students in 

traditional education. �e magnitude of these e�ects … could be considered to be medium-large to large when com-

pared to studies in real-world school contexts involving standardized tests.

…

�e e�ect sizes for academic outcomes are similar to those obtained in other studies that compared “No Excuses” 

charter schools to business-as-usual urban schools.

…

Montessori students performed about 1/3 of a standard deviation higher than students in traditional education on 

non-academic outcomes, including self-regulation (executive function), well-being at school, social skills and creativity.

�e magnitude of Montessori education’s e�ects was greater for … preschool and elementary school than for mid-

dle and high school …

What do the �ndings of the review mean?

Across a wide range of implementations (likely re�ecting the range of Montessori implementations in the real world) … 

Montessori education has a nontrivial impact on children’s academic and non-academic outcomes.

It works for her
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Book Review: VTS in Montessori Environments
�is cognitive approach is 
more than just looking at 
pictures

JOHN P. BROOME

Young people today are inundated with 

visual images in television shows, ad-

vertisements, and social media, as pas-

sive consumers and as future citizens. 

�is steady stream of visual stimulation 

raises several questions:

• Where are opportunities for stu-

dents to become engaged with visual 

content? How can they develop cu-

riosities around visuals that sca�old 

critical thinking and visual literacy 

activities?

• How can educators do this in a for-

mal classroom environment to pro-

mote the growth of visually literate 

future citizens? 

Using almost 30 years of research, 

the National Center for Montessori in 

the Public Sector (NCMPS) and Philip 

Yenawine present the case for Visual 

Thinking Strategies (VTS) as an op-

portunity to apply these strategies in 

the Montessori learning environment 

by centering engagement with art. �e 

overall goal of VTS is to provide an ac-

cessible, transformative learning experi-

ence through an open-ended discussion 

of visual art that increases a student’s 

literacy, language, and critical thinking 

skills.

VTS is a student-centered pedagogy 

in which the instructor selects a piece 

of art and then facilitates an inclusive 

discussion with carefully selected ques-

tions. Considering VTS and Montessori 

together creates a convergence of two 

pedagogies in which discussion, analy-

sis, and writing about art are conduits to 

improving visual and critical thinking 

and enhancing language and social de-

velopment.

VTS aligns well with the Montessori 

approach of integrating and discussing 

art throughout the curriculum, and this 

Playbook supports educators in devel-

oping their skills to incorporate these 

strategies in their classrooms. Five chap-

ters comprise Visual �inking Strategies 

in Montessori Environments. Chapter 1 

connects VTS and the Montessori envi-

ronment. Chapter 2 provides guidelines 

for facilitating lessons, and Chapter 3 

connects the VTS approach with lan-

guage development. Chapter 4 focuses 

on assessing VTS. �e last chapter re-

�ects on the future of the Montessori 

environment, imagination, aesthetic de-

velopment, and human potential.

VTS and Montessori 
education

In the past two decades, connect-

ing art and the social studies curricu-

lum through means such as the Visual 

Discovery method has become increas-

ingly popular throughout traditional 

schools in the United States, o�en in 

textbook series. Created by Teachers’ 

Curriculum Institute, the Visual 

Discovery method guides students to 

collect evidence, make inferences, and 

create hypotheses by analyzing visuals 

and sharing their thoughts through en-

gaging activities such as graphic read-

ing notes and dramatic role play. �e 

Visual Discovery method o�en focuses 

on primary sources as artifacts, using 

academic language within the content 

area. Although engaging, this activity is 

o�en manufactured, with limited visual 

primary sources in prescriptive text-

books based on narrow state standards. 

�e Visual Discovery approach lacks the 

depth, preparation, and formal training 

of VTS. �e drawbacks of the Visual 

Discovery method have been widely dis-

cussed as a problem within traditional 

social studies classrooms. All of tradi-

tional education, not only social studies 

instruction, could bene�t from a holistic 

approach to VTS.

VTS is a more authentic and holis-

tic approach to visual source analysis 

than the Visual Discovery method. It 

is also grounded in cognitive science. 

When interwoven with the Montessori 

Method, VTS is open-ended, purpose-

ful, and powerful for generating human 

creativity as well as criticality.

Visual Thinking Strategies in 

Montessori Environments focuses on 

the connection between VTS and 

Montessori education. �e authors de-

scribe the strengths of both models of 

learning but argue that they are greater 

together: “We have gained an apprecia-

tion of how the two pedagogies align in 

purpose and in practice, putting students 

at the center of learning and creating op-

portunities for them to engage in critical 

thinking, complete conversations, and 

meaningful collaborations” �e authors 

acknowledge that some readers may 

have gone through VTS training, so a 

goal of the book is to provide a compan-

ion guide that highlights connecting to, 

and focusing on, the Montessori learn-

ing environment, where art and the 

appreciation of 

art are central to 

learning culture 

and language. 

However, the au-

thors acknowl-

edge that this 

book is not a sub-

stitute for formal 

VTS training.

NCMPS and 

Yenawine fur-

ther provide a 

rich history of 

the development 

of VTS at the in-

tersection of mu-

seum-education 

pract ices and 

cog n it ive-psy-

chology research 

with a focus on 

visual thinking—

where “looking…

shapes think-

ing”. VTS pro-

poses that look-

ing, thinking, and 

talking, especially 

in a group, con-

tribute to impact-

ful social learning. 

Careful thought 

goes into connect-

ing visual think-

ing and the three 

planes of child-

hood that form 

the foundation for 

Montessori educa-

tion with attention 

to learner devel-

opment, opportunities for growth, and 

connections to research. �e sections 

that follow highlight pieces of each 

chapter, with commentary.

Facilitating a VTS session

Chapter 2 provides the “how” of the 

VTS pedagogy and detailed guidelines 

for facilitating lessons in a Montessori 

environment. When considering the 

imagery to use in teaching, the authors 

remind users to be provocative and en-

gaging with their selections, to meet stu-

dents where they are by selecting work 

that may connect with their existing 

knowledge but with enough ambiguity 

to lead to rich discussions. Educators 

can support students’ curiosities, de-

pending on their age, through cycles of 

questioning: “What is going on in this 

picture? What do you see that makes you 

think that? What evidence supports that? 

What more can we �nd?” 

Just as important as the questions, 

the authors remind readers of the re-

sponsibility of the instructor to actively 

listen, direct attention to the visual, 

paraphrase student comments, and be 

neutral in their interactions. Of partic-

ular note in this chapter is the focus on 

“the art of paraphrase” and “basic ori-

enting vocabulary”. How educators facil-

itate student-centered learning through 

open-ended questions and their ability 

to respond to students by paraphrasing 

their ideas are key to validating student 

thought. Particular care must be taken in 

activities such as these because they help 

build and maintain focus. �is chapter 

provides examples of how to e�ectively 

Buy the book:
public-montessori.org/

tools/#vts

Take the course: 
public-montessori.org/
courses/vts-fall-2023/

  

Montessori 
ENVIRONMENTS

VISUAL THINKING STRATEGIES IN

National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector and Philip Yenawine
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facilitate a VTS session and how not 

to, including the consistent vocabulary 

necessary to describe what, and how to 

see a visual. Illustrative examples are 

also provided.

VTS and language 
development

In Chapter 3, the authors explore 

the intersection of VTS and language 

development at each plane of develop-

ment and focus on the various educa-

tional opportunities offered for each 

age group. For the birth-to-age-three 

level, the authors provide readers with 

an appreciation of visual acuity’s role 

in language acquisition, specifically 

related to the importance of naming 

and engaging in dialogue and the role 

of prepared Montessori environments. 

Because early childhood “is a time of 

rapid and often dramatic growth in 

thinking and communicating,” the au-

thors discuss the language explosion 

and emerging vocabulary at this stage. 

�e authors emphasize the importance 

of conceptual and social exploration for 

elementary students. As part of this dis-

cussion, the authors examine the role of 

classroom communities in creating and 

inspiring a literate culture and the social 

nature of learning a language. Related to 

older children and adolescents, they say 

that “it’s a time to practice intentional 

listening, increasing sophisticated inter-

pretation and articulation of ideas, and 

collaborative processing. It is a time of 

very rapid and o�en dramatic growth in 

thinking and communicating”. When 

older students become more comfort-

able with the VTS process, they can cre-

ate “looking circles,” like literature cir-

cles or book clubs, in which to practice 

looking and thinking skills with peer 

groups. �e curiosities sparked by VTS 

in Elementary and Adolescent students 

provide both informal and formal writ-

ing opportunities like journaling, re�ec-

tions, analysis, and synthesis of content.

Assessing VTS

�e authors explain methods of data 

collection and assessment through di-

rect observation for tracking student 

learning in Chapter 4. Key to this pro-

cess are teacher ref lection and para-

phrasing what the student says: “When 

we listen intently to accurately grasp a 

child’s thoughts, and as we consider how 

to rephrase the comment, we are brie�y 

seeing and thinking as the child does. 

We are following the child.” Regarding 

the expansion of children’s visual litera-

cies, NCMPS and Yenawine present sev-

eral VTS tools for “keeping track of this 

developmental arc” and monitoring stu-

dent thinking by analyzing writing. It is 

extremely helpful that the authors not 

only outline the process but also provide 

several in-depth tools for, and examples 

of, assessing discussion and writing, in-

cluding tracking types of talk, pre- and 

post-writing samples, writing rubrics, 

and progress reports. �is tool kit gives 

educators rich examples of how to ap-

ply and assess VTS to capture student 

growth through various measures that 

are appropriate for tracking student 

progress in a Montessori environment, 

as well as for evidence-based decision- 

making in a traditional classroom.

Further re�ections

In the brief last chapter of this book, 

NCMPS and Yenawine restate their case 

for VTS in the Montessori environment. 

One area of needed future research is the 

potential social bene�t of VTS research, 

which is rarely studied but o�en anec-

dotally discussed in Montessori schools. 

�e authors also remind us of the chal-

lenges of careful listening and the need 

to purposefully model listening skills. 

Last, to realize the more peaceful world 

that Maria Montessori envisioned, they 

ask educators to cultivate opportunities 

for imagination in their students. If we 

are to invest in humanity, we must teach 

children empathy and care—and VTS 

can have a role in that.

In Visual Thinking Strategies in 

Montessori Environments, NCMPS and 

Yenawine create a practical text that 

provides readers with the foundations 

and procedures to create, facilitate, and 

assess VTS. �e examples throughout 

are valuable to the hesitant practitioner, 

and the suggestions for further read-

ings provide the curious mind with 

additional theoretical and empirical 

works to explore. For the trained (or un-

trained) VTS Montessori educator, this 

John P. Broome is a clinical associate 

professor of social studies education at 

Purdue University.

text is a logical guide to supplementing 

instruction or introducing the strategies 

for the �rst time. Realistically, this vol-

ume is more than a supplemental guide 

for Montessori educators; any educator 

can use this Playbook as a framework 

for fostering visual literacy in their 

learning environment.

VTS aligns well with the Montessori 
approach of integrating and discussing 
art throughout the curriculum

Professional Development

For Teachers and Assistants

CGMS o�ers webinars and online PD courses for 

every stage of the Montessori journey. Participants 

meet with their cohort once a week and are led 

by a master instructional guide. Classes include 

overviews for each level, working with children with 

special needs, arts, language, and many others!

LEARN MORE

www.cgms.edu/pd
info@cgms.edu

1-888-344-7897

Montessori 

Tours and Travel

your window to 

the world - 

and Montessori

SCAN HERE FOR 
UPCOMING TOURS

Montessori Tours 

and Travel offers small 

group tours specialising 

in Montessori’s history 

and legacy.

Roelie Hartwig
Founder and Tour Guide

Montessori specialist 

providing unique, personable 

& informative tours.

montessoritoursandtravel@gmail.com
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In Memoriam
�is spring, we learned of the passing of 

a beloved Milwaukee public Montessori 

teacher. Joan Peifer passed away on April 

2, 2023. Her friends in the Milwaukee 

public Montessori community shared 

this remembrance. 

Joan Peifer was a beloved Montessori 

guide who dedicated her life to students 

of the Milwaukee Public Schools. She 

worked in many positions and was both 

primary and elementary Montessori 

trained.

Ms. Peifer began her career in the 

1970s as a primary guide. A�er working 

with the three-, four-, and �ve-year-old 

students, she became the school imple-

mentor. In the early 1980s, Ms. Peifer 

moved schools and taught in a lower el-

ementary (�rst, second, and third grade) 

classroom. A�er that experience, she 

used her ever-growing knowledge guid-

ing upper elementary (fourth, ��h, and 

sixth grade) students.

Ms. Peifer wisely realized that ado-

lescent students would bene�t greatly by 

continuing with their Montessori ed-

ucation. In 1994 she took a leadership 

role in establishing and writing curric-

ulum for a middle school program at 

MacDowell Montessori School. Her �rst 

class of 8th grade students graduated in 

1999.

Ms. Peifer’s former middle school 

students remember her fondly for her 

patience and her positive, supportive, 

and loving attitude.

A�er guiding the 7th and 8th grade 

students for many years, Ms. Peifer be-

came the math teacher leader and spe-

cialized in teaching mathematics and 

geometry to students of all ages—PK3 

through 8th grade.

After Ms. Peifer retired from 

Milwaukee Public Schools, she did not 

stop working. She mentored Montessori 

teachers for years. �ose teachers and 

their students bene�tted greatly from 

Joan Peifer’s many years of Montessori 

experience and knowledge.

Joan Peifer was Montessori through 

and through.
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October 6 – 7 Montessori Association of North 
Carolina Conference  
CHARLOTTE, NC 

October 21 United Montessori Schools of Indiana 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

ANGOLA, IN 

November 2–5 Montessori Foundation/International 
Montessori Council Conference 
PHOENIX, AZ

 November 4–5 Montessori Partnership of Georgia 
LITERACY CONFERENCE 

SAVANNAH, GA 

November 10–11 Wisconsin Montessori Association  
BUILDING INDEPENDENCE

MILWAUKEE, WI 

December 7–8 Montessori  Accreditation Council for 
Teacher Education (MACTE) Symposium 
CHARLOTTESVILLE, VA 

January 6 Montessori Schools of Massachusetts 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

FRANKLIN, MA 

2024
January 13  University of Wisconsin La Crosse 

ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

LA CROSSE, WI 

February 16–19 AMI/USA 
THE MONTESSORI EXPERIENCE 

DALLAS, TX  

February 23–24 Association of Illinois Montessori 
Schools 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 

LISLE (CHICAGO), IL 

March 7–10 American Montessori Society 
THE MONTESSORI EVENT  

ORLANDO, FL 

April 12–14 National Center for Montessori in the 
Public Sector
EQUITY • ACCESS • SUSTAINABILITY

LEESBURG, VA (DC AREA)

Write us a note, a le�er, 
an article 

MontessoriPublic is your voice as 

public Montessorians—quite liter-

ally. We share stories from classroom 

teachers, coaches, school leaders, 

families, researchers, and more, all 

reporting from their perspectives 

in the public Montessori world.

For the next issue, we want to 

hear what’s on your mind. What’s 

going well, what are you hoping 

for, what’s keeping you up at 

night or coming into work in the 

morning?

If you’re thinking about an 

article, here are some general 

guidelines:

How long should it be? Most of 

the articles in this issue are be-

tween 1500 and 2000 words, so you can 

see how that looks on the page, and how 

much room you have to tell your story.

What’s the deadline? The final 

deadline for the Spring 2024 issue is 

March 1, 2024, but we would love to 

get started working with you now—that 

gives us plenty of time to get your piece 

just right.

What about pictures and a short bi-

ography? Every article looks better with 

a nice, high resolution photo helping to 

tell the story. We also need a high reso-

lution “headshot” for the author images. 

“High resolution” 

usually means a �le size of 1MB+. 

Add a short, one-line biography and 

we’re all set.

Will I get paid? Unfortunately, no. On 

our limited budget, we can’t pay writ-

ers at this time. Ad revenue covers some 

costs, and our fundraising is directed 

as much as possible to supporting pub-

lic Montessori programs. We can only 

thank you for adding your work and 

your voice to that support.

Send your submissions to David Ayer: 

editor@montessoripublic.org

What’s on your mind? �e public calendar
M O N T E SS O R I PU B L I C :  O U TCO M E S

 Organizational development

 Individual leadership coaching

 Strategic planning

 Called to Lead Fund (CtL) covers: 

Whole School Leadership Institute (WSLI)
is a nonprofit whose mission is to help
school leaders show up more fully with

courage, clarity, and vision through
training tailored to Montessori school

leaders.  

WHO WE ARE: WHAT WE DO:
We create peak professional learning and

development opportunities that afford the
integration of leadership skills and

capacities, deep personal insight, and
positive professional growth in order to be a

transformative leader in Montessori
educational communities in the world.  

CtL covers full or partial school
leadership course tuition or special
projects for school leaders who
identify as Black, Indigenous, and
People of Color (BIPOC) or those who  
have significant financial hardship.  

Institute graduates
receive a leadership

certificate from Loyola
University

info@wholeschoolleadership.orgQuestions? Email www.wholeschoolleadership.org

More
information

Scholarships
are available 

A NONPROFIT INSTITUTE FOR EXPERIENCED & EMERGING

MONTESSORI LEADERS

CONSULTING AVAILABLE…

A 501 (c) (3) Nonprofit Institute serving public, private and charter; all affiliations.

Personal and professional leadership
coaching and consulting from top
Montessorians. We help with: 

If you’d like your Montessori event featured in the next issue, 
send it to us!

Deadline for the next issue: March 1, 2024. 

Be sure to include the date, organization, event title, city and state

Email to: editor@montessoripublic.org
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