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As Montessorians, we constantly weave 

together theory and practice, integrat-

ing the vision – the “why” – with the 

reality – the “what” and “how.” As a 

public Montessori administrator and 

doctoral student, I have encountered a 

professional growth point doubling as 

a research inquiry. As an administra-

tor, in my first year evaluating and su-

pervising Montessori teachers, I won-

dered: how can we work within our 

existing teacher evaluation framework 

to support Montessori-aligned, collab-

orative growth? How can we infuse 

the process of teacher evaluation with 

Montessori values of growth, friendli-

ness with error, and choice? How can 

we support developmental principles 

beyond the fourth plane of develop-

ment, to nurture human flourishing 

throughout adulthood? As a doctoral 

student, I looked at existing research 

and found a gap relating to how teacher 

evaluation may shape the professional 

growth of public Montessori teachers. 

School districts in the U.S. are in-

creasingly adopting the Montessori ap-

proach with hopes of boosting student 

achievement, diversifying student pop-

ulations, and attracting families. As the 

number of public Montessori schools 

in the U.S. increases, so does the num-

ber of Montessori teachers who are as-

sessed in mandated teacher evaluation 

systems.! ! As both a practitioner and 

scholar, I wondered: how can we use 

teacher evaluation in a way that aligns 

with Montessori values? What is work-

ing well? And what might be better? 

"rough my studies with the Whole 

School Leadership Institute, I became 

familiar with the work of Robert Keg-

an and Lisa Lahey, who have explored 

“Deliberately Developmental Organi-

zations” and the qualities that support 

meaningful professional growth. "is 

theory provided a foundation for me as 

I began to develop feedback skills, and 

so did my district’s training on effec-

tive feedback conversations. However, 

I wanted to go deeper and hear directly 

from teachers about their experiences 

with professional growth and help-

ful aspects of teacher appraisal. So, I 

asked teachers: what would it take to 

make teacher evaluation more Mon-

tessori-friendly? 

Last year, I conducted a pilot study, 

a qualitative survey of current public 

Montessori teachers from across the 

U.S. Participants were currently em-

ployed in public Montessori settings, 

including both district and charter 

schools, and they represented a range 

across grades K3-12, or Primary 

through Secondary. "is pilot has rep-

resented an initial exploration, Phase 

One for my upcoming dissertation re-

search, but it uncovered some interest-

ing $ndings on its own. In this study, I 

inquired how Montessori schools can 

facilitate professional growth in a holis-

tic, collaborative, and growth-oriented 

way. At the onset of this pilot study, I 

pursued the following questions:!

• What are the experiences of pub-

lic Montessori educators in the 

U.S. with their teacher evaluation 

systems?

• How do teacher evaluation systems 

influence or impact public Montes-

sori educators’ professional growth?

Findings

Study participants described a wide 

range of experiences relating to their 

teacher evaluation and opportuni-

ties for professional growth. From the 

study, it became clear that districts and 

schools are varying greatly in the de-

gree to which their teacher evaluation 

measures are infused with Montes-

sori values such as collaboration and 

choice. Participants’ voices also indi-

cated a wide range in quality of expe-

riences. Participants offered a nuanced 

view of the potentials and challenges 

of teacher evaluation structures in a 

Montessori setting. Some expressed 

positive experiences with their teach-

er evaluation systems, noting that the 

evaluation component of a one-on-one 

goal-setting session with an adminis-

trator “feels Montessori,” or that “My 

school has allowed me to grow profes-

sionally as a leader.” Others expressed 

more critical opinions, calling their 

teacher evaluation structures “a pun-

ishment” or “gotcha,” and noting, “I 

have noticed that the past systems have 

had good intentions, but the amount of 

staff time needed to ful$ll the respon-

sibilities was not sustainable.” 

In spite of this range of Montes-

sori-aligned teacher evaluation and 

variety of teacher perceptions, partic-

ipants’ responses shared many com-

monalities. From participants’ words, 

four main categories emerged, housing 

thirteen salient themes. I identi$ed the 

categories as alignment, meaning, 

support, and choice. Each category 

included various themes, including 

cohesion, consistency, growth ori-

entation, relationships, relevance, 

moving beyond compliance, admin 

buy-in, time, money, tools, flex-

ibility, autonomy, and self-direc-
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tion. Overall, these themes seemed 

to correspond to the needs of public 

Montessori educators regarding pro-

fessional growth. "e themes also offer 

three main takeaways that we, as pub-

lic Montessorians, can weave into our 

practice to support adult developmen-

tal growth.

A $rst recurring theme in the partic-

ipants’ comments involved the impor-

tance of having administrator buy-

in, whether in the form of Montessori 

training for school leaders, or simply 

in a Montessori mindset or more ho-

listic view of growth and progress. One 

participant noted, “[My state’s teacher 

assessment] can align with Montessori 

philosophy in the hands of the right 

administrator. It is mostly a lack of ad-

ministrative understanding of the role 

of the Montessorian or how to trans-

late the criteria into Montessori.” "is 

theme speaks to the importance of re-

cruitment of leaders with Montessori 

backgrounds, and the prioritization of 

Montessori training, whether pursu-

ing an actual teacher credential, or an 

administrator course, such as Whole 

School Leadership Institute. 

A second theme involved the im-

portance of Montessori tools to 

adapt or modify existing teacher evalu-

ation systems. Participants agreed that 

implementation of tools, such as ob-

servation matrices from the NCMPS 

Assessment Playbook, Public Montes-

sori in Action’s Montessori Educator 

Self-Reflection Tool, and the MCT-EL 

Rubric could be helpful adaptations 

to existing structures. However, they 

cautioned that these should supplant 

existing requirements, rather than add 

more work. As one participant noted, 

“"e district evaluation system is oner-

ous enough that I’ve never asked if I 

can include extra information.” "is 

theme reminds us of the importance 

of using tools within the Montessori 

community.

A third theme from this research 

involved the tension several partici-

pants seemed to feel between autono-

my and unity. One participant noted, 

“I have had to independently seek out 

opportunities for myself to grow as a 

public Montessori teacher. It would 

be wonderful to be a part of a group 

that supports and gives feedback that 

improves my teaching.” Several partic-

ipants noted that, to experience pro-

fessional growth, they have to take ad-

vantage of external opportunities and 

attend professional development ses-

sions outside of their school or district. 

Multiple participants also noted that 

while they appreciate the %exibility and 

autonomy given them by their schools, 

they would prefer to have more of a 

community or network. School lead-

ers can take note of this theme to of-

fer teachers with support, choice, and 

community in pursuing their individ-

ualized professional goals.

Overall, these three takeaways offer 

possibilities of collaborative growth, 

in keeping with some Montessorians’ 

notion of appraisal as continuous re-

%ection and partnership, rather than a 

top-down, summative grade. To aspire 

towards this model of collaborative 

appraisal, we need a mindset shi&, so 

teachers and administrators can work 

in dialogue towards mutual growth. 

One way to nurture this dialogue is to 

ask open-ended questions. My district 

offers training in Learning-Focused 

Supervision, a framework for inten-

tionally framing questions to promote 

the teacher to think more deeply and 

grow in the process. Learning-Focused 

Supervision and similar tools also give 

the administrator or coach %exibility to 

adopt different stances, depending on a 

teacher’s needs. However, beyond this, 

we also need to model inviting, accept-

ing, and learning from feedback, in 

support of our own and our communi-

ty’s development. 

I designed this pilot study as a pre-

cursor to my dissertation, to assess 

the aptness of interview questions 

for my upcoming, in-depth research. 

However, this study presented inter-

esting $ndings as a stand-alone study, 

suggesting some of the professional 

growth needs of public Montessorians 

– and even, more broadly, Montesso-

rians and educators in general. I will 

more deeply examine public Mon-

tessori educators’ experiences with 

professional growth this fall, through 

interviews with teachers and admin-

istrators. More research is needed into 

the use of speci$c tools, such as teacher 

appraisal checklists and self-re%ection 

frameworks, to adapt existing teacher 

evaluation structures.

Just as we, as Montessorians, in-

corporate the “fundamental needs” of 

humans into integrated lessons for el-

ementary students, we should consid-

er the “fundamental needs of public 

Montessorians” regarding profession-

al growth as we navigate Montessori 

in the public sector. By uniting theo-

ry and practice, and weaving existing 

Montessori tools into existing struc-

tures, we can adapt public education 

policies and structures towards a more 

holistic and developmental approach 

for adults.

"is fall, I am entering Phases Two 

and "ree of data collection, conduct-

ing interviews and focus groups with 

public Montessori educators in the U.S. 

for a more in-depth study of their ex-

periences with ways to support mean-

ingful professional growth. If you are a 

public Montessori teacher, administra-

tor, or coach, I would love for you to 

participate in this research. Please con-

tact me at caroline.robbins@my.uwrf.

edu if you would like to become in-

volved! "is study may shape future 

practice and policy: what schools and 

districts are doing this well? What 

could be better, and how can we learn 

from each other? How can we collabo-

rate to support developmental growth 

– not just for our young people, but for 

adults, as well?
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