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Seward Montessori 
has persisted 
through the 
decades

CAM GORDON

Starting in the early 1980s, Montessori 
advocates in Minneapolis leveraged 
the magnet school movement to estab-
lish one Lower Elementary classroom 
in a shared school. That led to more 
classrooms, and between 1995 and 
2015 public Montessori in Minneapolis 
peaked with two district schools, and 
one charter school, including one that 
provided Montessori middle school up 
to the 8th grade. 

That school is Seward Montessori 
school. Following recent turmoil and 
a longer-term decline in public Mon-
tessori options in the city, it is the only 
one still operating today. 

Obstacles to overcome
While all schools face hurdles, some 

of Seward’s challenges have been 
unique. 

In recent years, Seward Montes-
sori has not only had to contend with 
district wide restructuring, general 
declines in enrollment across the city 
and the COVID-19 pandemic, but 
also with the well-publicized killing 
of George Floyd and subsequent riots 
that started within blocks of the school, 
as well as the most recent federal im-
migration enforcement efforts that 
have disrupted schools throughout the 
Twin Cities area and beyond.

The school is located within one 
mile of the third precinct police station 
that was destroyed during the 2020 
civil unrest, three miles from where 

George Floyd was killed and less than 
three miles from where Renee Good 
and Alex Pretti were killed by federal 
law enforcement this winter. 

“We stand up for the safety and in-
tegrity of our Seward families and 
community in several ways,” said Kel-
ly Dean, Montessori Coordinator at 
Seward, when asked about how they 
are handling the recent increased fed-
eral immigration enforcement activi-
ties. 

The school has established safe rou-
tines for arrival and dismissal, prac-
ticed safety actions for responding to 
ICE activity in our area and helped 
supply basic needs like food and safe 
transport to families. 

They have also had dozens of par-
ents and neighbors patrolling the pe-
rimeter of their campus at every ar-
rival and dismissal, and, according to 
Dean, all their guides have “chosen to 
keep their children who moved to on-
line learning within their classroom 
community, rather than dividing and 
shuffling them into new ones with new 

teachers.” 
“All of these responses required a lot 

of behind-the-scenes thinking, enor-
mous amounts of extra effort and work, 
and a deep commitment to each oth-
er as a united front rising to the chal-
lenge,” added Dean.

The school also suffered a setback 
in 2021 due to a district-wide restruc-
turing effort inspired, in large part, by 
district-wide loss of revenue. Called 
the Minneapolis Public Schools Com-
prehensive District Design,  it was ap-
proved in 2020 and implemented in 
the 2021-22 academic year to address 
racial disparities, budget deficits, and 
declining enrollment. 

The plan included reducing the 
number of magnet schools, eliminat-
ing most k-8 schools and organizing 
them into K-5 (elementary), 6-9 (mid-
dle) and 10-12 (high) schools. 

This resulted in the closure of the 
other magnet Montessori school, Ar-
mitage, located in southwest Minneap-
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olis, and required Seward to dramati-
cally reduce enrollment and eliminate 
services to any students beyond the 
fifth-grade level, despite a major addi-
tion of nine classrooms completed in 
2016 to accommodate a growing mid-
dle-school program.

“Losing our middle school hurt us a 
lot,” said Dean. 

Prior to the change, and the loss of 
third-year Upper Elementary students, 
more 12 year-old students stayed in 
upper elementary classes and through 
middle school. Elementary classrooms 
were “always at full capacity,” Dean 
said. “Now we’re down to 20 kids in our 
upper elementary rooms even though 
technically we could go up higher.” 

This year, however, the school has 
been allowed to keep its third-year 
Upper Elementary students, although, 
without the seventh and eighth-grade 
levels, some students still choose to 
move before sixth grade to avoid en-
tering a new middle school a year later 
than most others. 

Still, enrollment is growing, and 
there is a waiting list of those who want 
to enroll at the school overall.

Keys to success
Despite the challenges it has brought, 

Dean sees the school’s location as 
something that has also contributed to 
its survival and success. 

Being in one of the city’s more 
densely populated and economically, 
culturally and racially diverse neigh-
borhoods also helped it meet district 
integration goals. And being central-
ly located helped keep transportation 
costs down. 

“We are often treated as a neighbor-
hood school,” said Dean. “We have had 
a lot of immigrant populations coming 
to our school and that immigrant pop-
ulation has changed over the decades 
as the population of the neighborhood 
changed.” 

The neighborhood has seen waves 
of immigrants and refugees with a 

Hmong population in the 1990, fol-
lowed by many families coming from 
Ethiopian, Oromo and Somali. “Right 
now,” she added “I feel like we’re in a 
transition with a lot of different Span-
ish-speaking countries.” 

According to a 2023 report from 
Minnesota Compass, the neighbor-
hood is made up of 52% people of col-
or, 48% white and 26% foreign born. 

When asked directly what she 
thinks has helped keep the school go-

ing these years, Dean is quick to offer a 
one word answer.

 “Montessori,” she said. 
When asked to expand, she credits 

the Montessori method itself, and how 
popular it is with parents. 

 “We have a lot of people attracted 
to Montessori because they think that 
it’s going to be a better fit for their chil-
dren,” she elaborated. For some, she 
said, “they don’t like the idea of their 
kids having to sit in seats.” 

The multi-age classes are also ap-
pealing to many. 

“I know our Somali families often 
wanted to keep their children here 
because they love having that relation-
ship with the teacher for three years 
and then they have another relation-
ship for three years.” 

The extra mile
The extra efforts of teachers and ad-

ministrators are also a major part of 
the school’s success, according to Dean. 

“Because we do so much outreach 
with families, and we’re so inclusive 
to our families and our community … 
they tend to stay longer,” Dean said. 

“But it starts with Montessori. With 

the reputation of whatever somebody 
thinks of is Montessori. Which often, 
as I’ve come to learn, they think means 
more freedom for their children and 
more freedom to express themselves, 
like there’s less processing and more 
embracing of who kids are.”

Tammy Goetz, for example, was a 
former Montessori guide who served 
as principal at Seward from 2013 to 
2020 when enrollment reached near-
ly 900 students, with 80 staff work-

ing at the school. She helped ensure 
multi-ages in the Children’s House and 
oversaw a large addition in 2016.

Parents advocates have also made 
a huge difference according to Dean. 
She shared the story of one parent who 
led the efforts to get a much-needed 
expansion for the middle school that 
included a connected new building.  

Dean recalls how “People were 
teaching in hallways and under stairs. 
We had corners that they put tempo-
rary partitions like they do for offices, 
just to block off a corner to try to give a 
little bit of privacy space in the hallway. 
One parent actually went around and 
she literally measured the square foot-
age per pupil ratio in the different mid-
dle schools and then presented that to 
the school board. She was a key, critical 
piece at making it so that we got this 
massive expansion.” 

That 2016 expansion included a 
new media center, lunchroom, offices, 
a larger main entrance and the addi-
tion of a new third floor. The district 
reported that between 2014 and 2023, 
the district has invested $22,070,024 in 

Because we do so much outreach, and 
we’re so inclusive to our families, they 
tend to stay longer
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capital expenditures for the building 
that is now 126,726 square feet in size, 
and has a design that can handle up to 
900 students.

The district has also made signifi-
cant investments in the school’s out-
door learning environment. It features 
an inner courtyard, community gar-
den, rain garden, and other planting 
areas where students actively partici-
pate in gardening projects. 

There are currently ten Lower and 
seven Upper Elementary classrooms, 
and four Primary, or Children’s House, 
classrooms, with enrollment of around 

700 students. 
“Now the school is as strong as ever,” 

Dean said with pride, while also noting 
that their neighboring St. Paul district 
has five public Montessori schools.  

“I really feel strongly,” she said, “that 
a public education for Montessori is 
super necessary right now in Minne-
apolis.”  

Cam Gordon is a former Montessori 
teacher/guide and administrator, 
and the author of Together with 
Montessori.  
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The four lights of learning
Montessori aligned with 
Universal Design for 
Learning

MELANIE BROWN AND  
KATEY DODD 

Public Montessori education is having 
a moment.

Across the country, programs 
are expanding. Families are seeking 
child-centered alternatives. District 
leaders are exploring models that sup-
port the whole child while meeting 
accountability demands. There is both 
growing interest and growing opportu-
nity.

At the same time, there is a grow-
ing expectation: schools must demon-
strate that what they do is grounded 
in research, aligned to evidence-based 
frameworks, and designed for all learn-
ers.

And this is where Montessori some-
times finds itself at a crossroads. Be-
cause while Montessori education is 
deeply research-aligned in practice, it 
is not always expressed in the language 
that dominates today’s educational sys-
tems.

Frameworks like Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL), Multi-Tiered 
Systems of Support (MTSS), and cul-
turally responsive teaching shape how 
schools talk about quality, equity, and 
access. They influence funding, policy 
decisions, and program sustainabili-
ty. Montessori aligns beautifully with 
many of these ideas. But alignment 
alone is not enough if we cannot name 
it. If Montessori is to continue growing 

in public systems while maintaining 
its integrity, we must be able to do two 
things at once:
•	 Clearly translate Montessori prac-

tice into the language of modern 
research and policy.

•	 Continue learning from evolv-
ing frameworks that deepen and 
strengthen our work.
This is not about changing Montes-

sori. It is about making Montessori vis-
ible, understood, and sustainable in the 
systems we are part of.

So where does UDL fit?
Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL) is one of the most widely used 
frameworks in public education to-
day. Developed by the Center for Ap-
plied Special Technology (CAST), it is 
grounded in neuroscience and built on 
a simple idea: learner variability is the 
norm, not the exception.

Rather than waiting for students 
to struggle and then adding supports, 
UDL encourages educators to design 
learning environments from the start 
that offer multiple ways to:
•	 engage with learning
•	 access information
•	 show understanding
•	 practice learning

At UDL’s heart is a powerful shift. 
When a child struggles, we first look 
at the design of the environment—not 
the child. For Montessori educators, 
this should feel familiar.

Follow the child
“Follow the child” is one of the 

most recognizable phrases in Montes-
sori education—and one of the most 
misunderstood. Following the child 
is not simply allowing freedom. It is a 
disciplined, intentional act grounded 
in observation. It asks us to study the 
child carefully and then respond by ad-

justing the environment, the materials, 
and the learning conditions.

“To assist a child we must provide 
him with an environment which will 
enable him to develop freely,” Montes-
sori wrote. In other words, the work of 
the adult is design. This is where UDL 
offers a powerful complement. It gives 
us a shared, research-based language 
to describe what Montessorians have 
long practiced. We do not change the 
child to fit the system—we design the 
system to support the child. When we 
bring these two together, “following 
the child” becomes even more precise, 
more intentional, and more visible to 
those outside our classrooms.

Rethinking choice
Choice is often one of the first things 

people notice in a Montessori class-
room. Students choose their work, move 
with purpose, and engage independent-
ly. It is a visible marker of Montessori 
practice. But choice, on its own, is not 
enough. Research tells us that choice 
increases motivation, engagement, and 
persistence—but only when it is mean-
ingful and accessible. For some learners, 
too many options can be overwhelming. 
For others, the available choices may not 
feel reachable at all.

UDL helps us refine how we think 
about choice. Instead of asking, “Do 
students have choice?,” UDL asks:
•	 Can all students connect to the 

learning in meaningful ways? (En-
gagement)

•	 Can all students access the content 
being presented?(Representation)

•	 Can all students practice and inter-
act with the learning in supportive 
ways? (Practice / Action)

•	 Can all students show what 
they know in different ways? 

http://montessoripublic.org
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And just like that, Leo’s under-
standing becomes visible again. This 
is not remediation. This is design. It 
is Montessori observation in action, 
strengthened by a UDL lens. It is also 
a powerful reminder: when we change 
the environment, we often change the 
outcome.

A simple way to see it
For educators looking to make this 

connection more visible, we often use 
a simple framework: the Four Lights of 
Learning.
•	 Engagement (Why): How are stu-

dents connecting to the work?
•	 Representation (What): How are 

students accessing the content?
•	 Action & Expression (How): How 

are students showing what they 
know?

•	 Environment (Where): How is the 
space supporting—or limiting—
learning?
Montessori classrooms already hold 

these elements. Naming them helps us 
refine them and helps others under-

stand them.

Why this matters
As Montessori continues to grow in 

public systems, this work becomes es-
sential.

Schools are being asked to demon-
strate alignment with research-based 
practices, inclusive design, and mea-
surable outcomes. Montessori can 
meet these expectations, but we must 
be able to clearly communicate how.

This is advocacy. It happens when:
•	 A guide explains a lesson using 

both Montessori language and re-
search-based terms

•	 A school leader connects Montes-
sori practice to frameworks like 
UDL

•	 A program demonstrates that it is 
both authentic and accessible to all 
learners
When we do this well, Montessori 

is no longer seen as separate from 
“high-quality instruction.” It is recog-
nized as a powerful example of it.

(Expression)
This expands Montessori’s idea of 

choice into something more inten-
tional. It pushes us to consider not just 
whether choice exists, but whether it 
works—for every child.

What does this look like in practice? 
Montessori gives us a powerful tool 
for answering that question: observa-
tion. Through observation, we begin 
to see patterns that might otherwise be 
missed.

Take Leo, a 10-year-old student in 
an upper elementary classroom. When 
working with Montessori math ma-
terials, he is confident and engaged. 
He explains his thinking clearly, per-
sists through challenges, and demon-
strates a strong understanding. But 
when asked to record his thinking or 
move into abstract notation, some-
thing shifts. He hesitates. He avoids the 
work. He says, “My brain forgets unless 
I see it.”

Without observation, it would be 
easy to misinterpret this as a lack of 
effort or readiness. With observation, 
we see something different. Leo un-
derstands the concept. The barrier is in 
how the learning is being represented 
and how he is being asked to express 
it. That distinction changes everything.

Instead of trying to “fix” Leo, the 
guide reflects on the design of the ex-
perience:
•	 Are there enough visual bridges 

between the materials and abstract 
symbols?

•	 Are there intermediate steps to sup-
port the transition?

•	 Does Leo have more than one way 
to show what they know?

Small shifts follow:
•	 Visual supports are added.
•	 Verbal explanations are encouraged 

before writing.
•	 Flexible recording options are in-

troduced.
•	 Materials remain available as long 

as needed.

WHERE
W

HY

Multiple use of the environment:
• provide options for accessibility

• utilization of community
• life-long learning

Multiple means of engagement:
• recruiting interest

• sustaining e�ort and persistence
• self-regulation

Multiple means of 
action/expression:

• physical action
• expression and communication

• executive functions

Multiple means of 
representation:

• perception
• language and symbols

• comprehension

HOW WHAT
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The Four Lights—Engagement, 
Representation, Action & Expression, 
and Environment—offer one way for-
ward. They help us connect what we 
know with what others need to under-
stand. And ultimately, they help us do 
what Montessori has always called us 
to do: follow the child; not just with in-
tention, but with clarity, purpose, and 
a commitment to designing environ-
ments where every child can thrive.

Melanie Brown, EdD, is the Director 
of Montessori Curriculum for the 
California Montessori Project. 

Katey Dodd, PhD (ABD) is the 
Director of Montessori Implementation 
for the California Montessori Project.
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Holding on while in motion
There is sometimes a concern that 

engaging with frameworks like UDL 
will dilute Montessori.

But Montessori itself was never 
static. It was built on observation, re-
flection, and a willingness to evolve in 
response to what children need. En-
gaging with research is not a departure 
from Montessori; it is a continuation of 
it. UDL does not replace Montessori. It 
helps us live it more fully, especially in 
diverse, inclusive, public settings.

Lighting the way
Montessori education has always 

asked us to see the child differently: to 
recognize potential, to trust develop-
ment, and to design environments that 
support independence and growth. 
Today, we are being asked to do some-
thing more: to make that work visible 
in the language of modern educa-
tion, and to continue strengthening it 
through research and reflection.
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Building public Montessori together
Together, we’re 
stronger than 
ever before

SARA SUCHMAN

With the NCMPS Public Montessori 
Conference just barely in the rearview 
mirror, I want to share some highlights 
for those who were not able to join us 
and reflections for those who were.

Gathering a national 
community

In April, educators, school leaders, 
researchers, advocates, and partners 
gathered in Milwaukee for the 2026 
Public Montessori Conference.

Together, we represented 90 schools 
from 33 states and Washington, DC.

In the room were:
•	 132 teachers and assistants
•	 25 Montessori coaches and level 

leads
•	 66 school-site administrators
•	 16 district leaders, including two 

superintendents
•	 23 people working alongside 

schools in research, policy, 
teacher training, advocacy, and 
support organizations
Across the 131 organizations and 

local education agencies repre-
sented, roughly half had attended one 
of our previous conferences while half 
were joining for the first time.

Participants traveled from across 
the country—from our furthest guests 
at Chinook Montessori in Fairbanks, 
Alaska, to our wonderful hosts in Mil-
waukee.

Across these roles and geographies 
was the shared experience of providing 
Montessori education as a public good, 

using public dollars, and with public 
accountability. This commonality mat-
ters. Along with our awe of children 
and learning, it brings us together and 
makes this community powerful.

The state of public 
Montessori

The broader landscape of public 
Montessori helps explain both the 
promise and the challenge. 

The Montessori Census was one of 
NCMPS’s first projects when the orga-
nization was founded in 2012. At the 
time, no one knew how many pub-
lic Montessori schools existed, where 
they were located, or what impact the 
movement was having nationally. It is 
difficult to come together when you 
cannot find each other!

Today, the Census has become the 
closest thing our field has to a shared 
source of truth and remains NCMPS’s 
most cited resource by researchers, 
policymakers, and media.

Because of the Census, we know 
that there are currently 596 public 
Montessori schools and programs 
across 43 states and Washington, 
DC.

Of these:
•	 230 are charter schools
•	 366 are district schools
•	 Including 85 magnet programs

Together, these schools serve just 
shy of 200,000 children who, taken as 
a whole—though not necessarily in 
every individual school—are majority 
children of color and are as likely as 
not to qualify for free or reduced-price 
lunch.

These schools share a national iden-
tity, but they do not all share the same 
access to community and support.

62 schools are located within the 
12 districts nationwide that host 
five or more public Montessori pro-

grams, including Milwaukee and its 
seven schools.

Meanwhile:
•	 118 district schools are the only 

Montessori program in their dis-
trict

•	 Almost all 230 charter schools 
operate as stand-alone pro-
grams
Building and convening this nation-

al ecosystem is core to NCMPS’s work. 
There is strength in camaraderie and 
power in numbers.

Why a public Montessori 
conference

When NCMPS launched this con-
ference in 2022, it was not because 
wonderful Montessori conferences do 
not already exist. They do. But there 
was no national space designed spe-
cifically around the realities of public 
schools. And context matters.

When we say public Montessori, 
we mean:
•	 Tuition-free access — even when 

early childhood still requires cre-
ative solutions while universal 
pre-K continues to expand.

•	 Open enrollment — all children 
are welcome, and when demand 
exceeds seats, admissions happen 
by lottery or, better yet, we create 
more seats.

•	 Public accountability — to stan-
dards, assessments, accreditation 
systems, and community expecta-
tions.
We are engaged in a very partic-

ular kind of work. We are building 
child-centered learning environments 
inside public systems. We work with-
in standards, accountability structures, 
transportation systems, enrollment 
pressures, budgets, and shifting policy 

http://montessoripublic.org
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Evans.
Generosity, humility, and a will-

ingness to support one another.
At a moment when public education 

can feel defined by uncertainty, polit-
ical strain, staffing shortages, and ex-
haustion, Montessori classrooms con-
tinue to offer spaces where children are 
trusted, capable, and deeply respected.

None of this work is finished. Con-
texts differ. Constraints are real. And 
for many schools, the challenges ahead 
are significant.

But what was visible in Milwaukee 
was something worth holding onto:

A growing national community 
committed not to perfection, agree-
ment, or ease but to children, educa-
tion, and doing difficult work thought-
fully and together. 

Thank you to Milwaukee Public 
Schools for hosting us so generously. 
Thank you to our presenters, keynote 
speakers, facilitators, school communi-
ties, and the small but mighty NCMPS 
team who made the gathering possible.

A world of public Montessori is be-
ing built. Together. By all of us.

Sara Suchman is the Executive 
Director of the National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector.

landscapes while holding tightly to our 
awe of children and their agency, con-
centration, curiosity, and joyful flour-
ishing.

What we experienced 
in Milwaukee

Friday morning, every conference 
participant boarded a bus and headed 
to one of Milwaukee Public Schools’ 
seven Montessori schools.

Participants spent the morning vis-
iting classrooms, talking with school 
teams, observing practice, and learn-
ing directly from remarkable teachers 
and engaged students.

The rest of the weekend continued 
in that same spirit.

We learned more about Milwaukee’s 
public Montessori journey, gathered in 
interest groups, shared meals, explored 
ideas through sixteen concurrent ses-
sions, were inspired by Jacqui Miller 
and Paul K. Chappell on Peace Liter-
acy, and closed with a moving plenary 
led by Regina Dyson and Dr. Nicole 
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Culturally responsive public Montessori
Public schools have a 
duty to make 
all children 
feel 
welcome

JAZMIN CORBELL

Public Montessori classrooms exist at 
a unique intersection: Grounded in a 
philosophy that centers the child, they 
operate within public systems shaped 
by standards, policies, and community 
expectations. In this space, educators 
are asked to hold both fidelity to Mon-
tessori principles and responsiveness to 
the diverse communities they serve. 

In my work as a public Montessori 
educator, and in conversations with 
teachers across the country, one ques-
tion continues to surface: What does it 
look like to truly honor the child in a 
classroom where children’s identities, 
histories, and lived realities are increas-
ingly visible and complex? Montessori 
asks us to follow the child. Culturally 
responsive pedagogy asks us to see the 
child. Public Montessori requires us to 
do both. 

As an educator whose own school-
ing experiences were shaped by cul-
ture, language, and socioeconomic dif-
ference, I am particularly attuned to the 
moments when children do, or do not, 
see themselves reflected in the class-
room. This question is not theoretical. 
It lives in the daily work of teaching. It 
shows up in small, everyday moments, 
in what children notice, what they ask, 
and what they begin to make sense of 
about the world and their place in it.  

When the curriculum meets 
the child

Montessori curriculum is often de-

scribed as universal, grounded in de-
velopmental theory and informed by 
careful observation. At the same time, 
public Montessori classrooms are not 
abstract environments. They are filled 
with children whose lives reflect spe-
cific cultural, linguistic, and communi-
ty contexts. 

Children do not enter the classroom 
as neutral learners. They enter as mean-
ing-makers whose experiences shape 
how they interpret and engage with 
the environment. They notice whose 
names are easy for them to pronounce 
and whose are not. They recognize 
which perspectives are emphasized, 
and which remain unexplored or un-
derdeveloped within the curriculum. 
They ask questions that do not always 
live neatly within the scope of a lesson, 
but are deeply connected to it. These 
moments are not outside the curricu-
lum. They are entry points into it. 

Research on public Montessori 
highlights ongoing tensions around 
equity, access, and representation, par-
ticularly for students of color navigat-
ing systems not originally designed 
with them in mind. In this context, the 
work of the Montessori educator is not 
to add culture to the curriculum, but to 
recognize that culture is already pres-
ent, and to respond through deliber-
ate, instructional decision-making that 
shapes how children encounter and in-
terpret content.

Expanding, not replacing 
“Education should no longer be 

mostly imparting of knowledge, but 
must take a new path, seeking the re-
lease of human potentialities,” Mon-
tessori wrote. Culturally relevant ped-
agogy, as articulated by pedagogical 
theorist Gloria Ladson-Billings, em-
phasizes academic success, cultural 
competence, and critical conscious-

ness. This framework has been further 
developed by Geneva Gay, Django 
Paris, and H. Samy Alim, who advo-
cate for sustaining students’ cultural 
and linguistic identities. In Montessori 
spaces, this work is sometimes framed 
as something external to the method. 
In practice, it is an expansion of what 
has always been present. 

Respect for the child has never 
meant attending only to developmen-
tal needs. It requires seeing the whole 
child, including identity, language, 
family, and community context. When 
children feel recognized, their engage-
ment deepens and their sense of be-
longing strengthens.

In practice, this often begins with 
noticing. It requires a level of inten-
tionality in how we respond, what we 
choose to extend, and what we allow to 
grow within the classroom. When chil-
dren feel recognized, their engagement 
deepens and their sense of belonging 
strengthens. 

In my classroom, this has meant 
re-examining familiar materials 
through a broader lens. A continent 
study, for example, does not stop at 
landforms, biomes, animals, and cli-
mate. It includes layered understand-
ings of Indigenous presence, forced 
migration, colonization, and the move-
ment of people across time. 

During this work, children often be-
gin to make connections between the 
material and their lives, sharing stories 
about where their families come from 
or asking why certain histories are told 
more than others. Children are also in-
vited to situate themselves within the 
human story by exploring their fami-
lies’ migration histories.

In this way, they continue to learn 
geography while developing a more 
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complete understanding of the world 
as lived and interconnected, as well as 
their place within the shared fabric of 
humanity. This is not a shift away from 
Montessori. It is a movement toward 
greater completeness. 

Seeing the prepared 
environment more fully

In my work with educators, I have 
found that culturally responsive Mon-
tessori practice becomes clearer when 
we shift how we see the prepared envi-
ronment itself. Instead of viewing it as 
something fixed, it becomes something 
we continuously interpret and refine 
based on the children in front of us, 
with attention to how meaning is con-
structed through materials, language, 
and interaction. 

Building on a framework shared by 
Paul K. Chappell and Jacqui Miller at 
the 2026 NCMPS Public Montessori 
Conference and Retreat, and reinter-
preting it through a culturally respon-
sive lens, I began to reconsider familiar 
elements of the classroom not as fixed 
structures, but as opportunities for ex-
pansion. 

What emerged was a way of think-
ing about the prepared environment as 
something that can be developmentally 
aligned and culturally responsive at the 
same time. A lesson can be accurate, 
but not yet expansive in its purpose. A 
classroom can feel peaceful, but not yet 
foster a deep sense of belonging. A ma-
terial can be correct, but still limited in 
how it invites children to connect their 
own experiences and identities to the 
content.

This shift invites educators to look 
more closely at the underlying ele-
ments of their classrooms. It asks us to 
consider how purpose, relationships, 
explanations, and expression are expe-
rienced by children, and whose ways of 
knowing are centered and which per-
spectives are not yet fully represented 
or explored within those experiences. 
It extends further into questions of in-

spiration, belonging, and self-worth, 
ensuring that children not only access 
the curriculum, but see themselves as 
valued participants within it.

In practice, this can be as simple 
as rethinking how a lesson is intro-
duced, what questions are invited, or 
how children are encouraged to re-
spond and make meaning. These shifts 
are not accidental, they are the result 
of intentional decisions about whose 
knowledge is centered and how mean-
ing is constructed. 

In this way, rigor and challenge are 
not removed but deepened, becoming 
a form of intellectual and relational 
vigor, as children engage in meaning-
ful, connected work that reflects the 
complexity of the world around them. 

Ultimately, this perspective expands 
peace education beyond harmony and 
cooperation alone. It invites a broader 
understanding of peace, one that in-
cludes identity and responsibility, al-
lowing children to develop not only as 
learners, but as participants in an inter-
connected and evolving world. 

A site of belonging
In Montessori, the environment 

teaches. The books on the shelf, the im-
ages on the wall, and the materials on 
the tray communicate messages about 
whose experiences matter. 

In public Montessori classrooms, 
where student populations are often 
diverse, the prepared environment 
becomes a critical site for belonging. 
When children see their culture, lan-
guages, and family structures reflect-
ed, they experience the classroom as a 
place where their identities are recog-
nized as integral to the learning envi-
ronment. 

In contexts where teachers have 
limited control over materials, this 
work shifts from selection to pedago-
gy. Teachers guide children to notice 
patterns, ask questions, and consider 
multiple perspectives within what is 
available. In this way, representation is 

supported not only through materials, 
but through how children are taught to 
engage with them. 

Montessori environments that fos-
ter emotional safety and belonging are 
especially important during times of 
uncertainty, as they provide stability 
and connection for children navigating 
complex realities.

Inquiry as the bridge
One of the most powerful tools 

Montessori educators have is inquiry. 
When children ask questions, par-
ticularly those connected to identity, 
fairness, or difference, the role of the 
teacher is not to provide conclusions, 
but to facilitate structured exploration 
grounded in observation, questioning, 
and evidence. 

As Maria Montessori reminds us, “I 
feel that it is a difficult path that we are 
following …  This ‘someone’ who can 
teach us is the child. The child can re-
veal to us the origin of society and can 
show us the way out of this intricate 
question. Our task is to give help to the 
child and watch for what he will reveal 
to us.”

Questions such as “What do you no-
tice?” “What are you wondering?” and 
“How might we learn more?” maintain 
a focus on learning rather than posi-
tioning and allow children to think 
critically while remaining grounded in 
observation and research. In practice, 
this can look like staying with a child’s 
question a little longer than planned, 
allowing space for multiple perspec-
tives, or returning to a topic over time 
rather than closing it too quickly. 

In public Montessori settings, where 
educators may feel pressure to avoid 
certain topics, inquiry offers a path 
forward. It honors the child’s curiosi-
ty while maintaining alignment with 
Montessori principles of self-directed 
learning and discovery.     
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Grace and courtesy 
Grace and Courtesy lessons are 

often the first place where culturally 
responsive practice becomes visible. 
Traditionally focused on tone, move-
ment, and social norms, these lessons 
can expand to include explicit practice 
in navigating difference, addressing 
harm, and engaging in repair within 
community contexts. These moments 
often arise naturally, in small conflicts, 
misunderstandings, or moments of cu-
riosity between children. 

Children naturally encounter mo-
ments that require them to listen across 
differences, respond to mistakes, and 
reconsider assumptions. Community 
meetings create space for this work, 
allowing children to practice listening, 
disagreement, and accountability in 
developmentally appropriate ways.

The realities of public 
Montessori

Public Montessori educators op-
erate within systems that bring both 
opportunity and constraint. There are 
standards to meet, policies to follow, 
and communities with differing expec-
tations. At times, this requires careful 
professional judgment as educators 
balance responsiveness with institu-
tional expectations.

Culturally responsive Montessori 
practice does not require stepping out-
side of these systems. Inste ad, it asks 
educators to work within them with 
clarity and intention. This work in-
cludes ensuring that materials reflect a 
range of human experiences when pos-

sible, guiding children to think criti-
cally about what they observe, creating 
classroom structures that support dia-
logue and community, and responding 
to children’s questions with curiosity 
rather than avoidance. 

This is not about introducing a new 
ideology. It is about maintaining fidel-
ity to the child. In practice, this often 
looks like small, thoughtful shifts in 
how materials are used, how conversa-
tions are facilitated, and how children’s 
questions are honored, rather than 
large-scale changes to the curriculum 
itself.

Preparing children for the 
world they inhabit

Montessori education has always 
been oriented toward the future. 
Through cosmic education, children 
come to understand interdependence 
and their place within a larger human 
story. 

For today’s children, that world is 
diverse, complex, and interconnected 
like never before. Preparing them re-
quires more than academic knowledge. 
It requires the ability to see themselves 
as part of the human story, to under-
stand perspectives beyond their own, 
to engage thoughtfully with difference, 
and to participate in community with 
responsibility and care. 

Returning to the child
In conversations about curriculum, 

policy, and practice, it is easy to lose 
sight of the simplest truth: the child re-
mains at the center. Culturally respon-
sive Montessori practice is not about 

adding something new. It is about re-
turning to what has always been essen-
tial, a commitment to understanding 
the child as both a developing learner 
and a situated human being.

It asks educators to observe more 
closely, listen more carefully, and pre-
pare environments that reflect not only 
developmental needs, but lived reali-
ties. In public Montessori classrooms, 
this work ensures that all children ex-
perience school as a place where they 
belong. And when children feel that 
sense of belonging, their capacity to 
engage, question, and contribute to 
the learning community expands in 
meaningful ways.

Jazmin Corbell is a public Montessori 
educator and Montessori coach at 
Charles Ellis Montessori Academy in 
Savannah, Georgia. 
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The Montessori adolescent in transition
Helping middle school 
students make 
the leap to 
the next 
level

MICHELLE M. RAVIN

We spend years in the Montessori envi-
ronment cultivating a profound respect 
for the rights of the child. We cham-
pion their right to independence, to 
self-paced exploration, and to a learn-
ing ecosystem driven by intrinsic cu-
riosity. Within our carefully prepared 
micro-societies, these rights are not 
just philosophical ideals; they are the 
daily, lived reality of our students. 

But a critical question emerges as 
these students mature: What happens 
when our adolescents take the leap into 
a system that operates on a completely 
different set of rules? 

As an educator, a phenomenologi-
cal researcher, and a mother who has 
personally navigated these stages with 
my own children, I have spent years 
observing the crossing between the 
“Montessori Shore” and the “High 
School Shore.” Moving from a small, 
individualized, process-driven com-
munity to a large, anonymous, prod-
uct-driven institution is not merely a 
change of buildings; it is a profound 
philosophical and structural disconti-
nuity. 

If we truly believe in the rights of 
the child, our responsibility does not 
end at our classroom doors. We must 
advocate for their right to a supported, 
humanized transition. 

When strength becomes 
friction 

Through listening closely to the 

lived experiences of students and fami-
lies navigating this crossing, it becomes 
clear that adolescents face three dis-
tinct areas of “shock”:
•	 Academic Shock (The Loss of Au-

tonomy): Students experience a jar-
ring shift from self-paced mastery 
to rigid deadlines, lecture-based 
learning, and grade-driven assess-
ment. 

•	 Social Shock (The Anonymous 
Institution): Adolescents leave a 
close-knit micro-society where 
every student is known, entering a 
complex macro-school governed by 
rigid new social hierarchies. 

•	 Philosophical Shock (The Clash of 
Motivations): Montessori-honed 
superpowers—intrinsic motivation, 
deep questioning, and self-pacing—
can act as a double-edged sword in 
a system not designed to accommo-
date them.
In a traditional system not designed 

to accommodate them, the very su-
perpowers our students have honed—
independence, self-advocacy, and 
deep questioning—often act as a dou-
ble-edged sword. As one adolescent 
participant in my research powerfully 
articulated, “I used to ask questions all 
the time. Then I learned when not to.” 

Another noted, “It felt like school 
stopped being about learning and 
started being about proving.” 

These voices highlight a critical vul-
nerability. Without deliberate support, 
the transition threatens their right to 
authentic intellectual engagement, 
forcing them to assimilate rather than 
integrate. 

Transition theory in action 
To safeguard the rights of the tran-

sitioning adolescent, we must build 
a bridge that honors their strengths 
rather than asking them to simply as-

similate. Educator and author Nancy 
Schlossberg developed her Transition 
Theory model to understand  how in-
dividuals experience and cope with 
change and transition. We can scaffold 
this leap from middle school to high 
school using the four foundational pil-
lars (the “4 S’s”) of the model:
•	 Navigating the “Situation”: We can-

not change the structural realities 
of the receiving high school. How-
ever, we can help adolescents re-
claim their agency by finding small 
areas of choice—whether through 
electives or independent research—
to maintain their “Inner Pilot”. 

•	 Protecting the “Self”: We must 
explicitly teach students that their 
Montessori “Self”—their curiosity 
and independence—is their greatest 
asset, even if it is not immediately 
graded. Reminding them that 
grades often reflect procedural 
fluency, not actual intelligence, 
ensures their self-esteem remains 
intact. 

•	 Building Robust “Support”: A suc-
cessful transition requires human-
izing systems. We must implement 
advisory models so every transfer 
has at least one “human light-
house” who knows their name, and 
help students find “Social Sanctu-
aries” (like clubs or sports teams) 
that replicate the scale of their 
Montessori roots. 

•	 Explicit “Strategies”: We must ac-
tively teach the skills required to 
navigate the hidden curriculum. 
This means providing explicit in-
struction on traditional survival 
mechanisms: navigating grad-
ing portals, adopting traditional 
note-taking formats, and studying 
for standardized tests.
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Equipping the builders 
A blueprint requires skilled builders. 

To support this leap, the adults in the 
microsystem must evolve their roles 
from Directors—managing schedules 
and controlling the Montessori ecosys-
tem—to Consultants. As consultants, 
we empower self-advocacy, provide 
emotional scaffolding, and proactive-
ly mesh the family, the sending guide, 
and the receiving school before a crisis 
hits.

Honoring the rights of the child 
means recognizing that we are not 
merely preparing students to survive 
within our own walls. We are equip-
ping them with the resilience, the 

self-advocacy, and the intrinsic fire 
to cross into any environment—and 
flourish. Ensuring our students can 
bridge this gap with their curiosity and 
confidence intact is at the very heart of 
our mission.

Dr. Michelle M. Ravin is the 
Assistant Principal of MacDowell 
Montessori School in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin and author of Building 
the Bridge: Enabling Montessori 
Adolescents’ Transition to Traditional 
High School.
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Montessori, the Black child, and culture
Creativity and culture 
at the core of the Black 
Montessori experience

AYIZE SABATER  
WITH MOLEFI KETE ASANTE 
AND NAH DOVE

Kuumba! This article delves into the 
intersection of Montessori, the Black 
child, and culture. Many points here 
will relate to children of other eth-
nicities given that culture encompass 
human development components. As 
a Black father I am speaking authen-
tically to my own lived experiences. 
I open with the word “Kuumba!” be-
cause this concept gets to some core 
aspects of Black culture. Here, we ask 
how culture relates to Montessori ped-
agogy in service of #TheBlackChild’s 
learning as well as learning for other 
children?

“Kuumba” is a Kiswahili concept 
translated as “creativity.” It is the 6th 
principle of the Nguzo Saba—the 7 
principles of the African American 
cultural holiday, Kwanzaa. For me this 
concept gets to some core aspects of 
the Black culture. Creativity can be 
seen in how many Black people op-
erate in key life areas. For example, 
dance (my mind goes to Michael Jack-
son’s Motown 25 performance of Billie 
Jean); dress (remember Serena Wil-
liams’ Wakanda or Tutu tennis match 
outfits); literature (Nikki Giovanni’s 
Ego Tripping or James Baldwin’s The 
Fire Next Time); and inventions (Gar-
rett Morgan’s traffic signal or Marie 
Van Brittan Brown’s home surveillance 
device) are just a few of Black people’s 

creative expressions. 
In an earlier article (Montessori and 

the Black child: “Certainly, we must go”, 
AMI-USA Journal Fall 2022), I pre-
sented a “back of the napkin” reflection 
on three aspects of Montessori pedago-
gy which align with the learning dispo-
sition of many Black children.

I wrote about three concepts 
(self-initiative, independence, and 
spirituality) at the intersection of Mon-
tessori pedagogy and the learning style 
of many Black children. However, not 
only did I leave out kuumba, I also did 
not touch on culture. To talk further on 
that subject, I turn to renowned Black 
thinker and “father of Afrocentricity” 
Dr. Molefi Kete Asante.  

Dr. Asante’s perspective: 
culture in the Montessori 
school classroom
A Montessori outsider can see that the 
Montessori method is grounded in the 
principles of engaging all the child’s 
senses. It uses the entire environment 
of the classroom, deep concentration 
on practical activities, self-discipline, 
and teacher facilitation, in the making 
of independent and responsible adults. 

The Montessori experience allows 
schools to adapt their methods to a 
variety of regions and cultures. In the 
Montessori method, culture can be a 
way to use children’s customs, tradi-
tions, social institutions, achievements, 
and histories as curricular compo-
nents. Everything in the classroom and 
everything in the students’ minds are 
parts of the total experience of cultural 
learning. 

Teachers of African and Afri-
can-American children should have 
some understanding of the broad 
outlines of Black culture. We asked a 
teacher in an urban school where the 
student population was 80 percent 

African-Americans, “do you know 
Langston Hughes?” The teacher looked 
puzzled, and said, “I think he is the fel-
low who works as a valet at the local 
restaurant.” It was not the answer we 
were looking for—Langston Hughes 
one of the greatest names in African 
American literature! What prepares a 
teacher who is limited in information 
about African-American culture to 
teach African-American students, re-
gardless of their numbers?  The teacher 
as facilitator must also be a person of 
empathy, affect and respect for all cul-
tures. 

There are three basic assumptions 
about schools and culture: 
•	 Education is fundamentally a social 

phenomenon. This means it has a 
socializing effect.

•	 Schools prepare students to live in 
society. This means it is prepara-
tory for adulthood.

•	 Societies develop schools suitable to 
their cultures. This means schools 
are training spaces for self-disci-
pline.

Why is culture important?
Culture is like a digital clock and 

GPS; it will let you know what time it 
is, where you are located, and where 
you can go.  Students should always 
feel centered, that is, comfortable in 
the cultural zone closest to them and 
their families. Should they go outside 
their culture, there must be sufficient 
appreciation for cultural differences.  
Without this understanding students 
may be unwittingly submerged in 
cultures that do not like them, distort 
their histories, and show them as infe-
rior to others. 

Students relate to lessons that in-
clude cultural content from their histo-
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the majority of Black children’s culture. 
Their library curates books that spe-
cialize in Black history, and they offer 
specifically relevant learning materials.

We hope this brief discussion of 
“how culture relates to Montessori ped-
agogy in service of #TheBlackChild’s 
learning” sparks further investigation 
into this fascinating arena. Particu-
larly, as increasing numbers of Black 
families seek Montessori education for 
their children, it warrants rigorous ex-
ploration around how Black children 
perform there, and how their respec-
tive Montessori programs engage the 
children’s culture. Maybe the world will 
see more “Kuumba” as more Montes-
sori programs engage with the culture 
of their respective Black students. 

Ayize Sabater, EdD, is the Director of 
Innovation & Advancement with the 
Black Montessori Education Fund.

Molefi Kete Asante, PhD, known as 
the “Father of Afrocentricity,” is the 
President of the MKA Institute and 
a professor in the Department of 
Africology and African American stud-
ies at Temple University

Nah Dove, PhD, is a Temple University 
Africology professor, scholar and 
co-author of Being Human Being.

ries. They are interested in the lessons 
because the lessons are interested in 
them. Students can re-live experiences 
they have learned from their families 
when culture is respected in the class-
room. Odd things told and learned 
in families become a part of the envi-
ronment in the classroom. Students 
appreciate the value of other students’ 
cultures when they recognize that all 
people have some cultural origin, val-
ues, customs, and traditions. A mutual 
understanding of other cultures is the 
platform for convergence of ideas, val-
ues, and meanings. 

Why must the teacher 
facilitate respect for culture?

The teacher must learn as much as 
possible about the cultures of students 
to fill in gaps through information in-
tervention, asking questions to students 
and other facilitators about specific cul-
tures, and allowing students to bring 
cultural examples to class, if possible.

Why is cultural education 
important to a child’s 
development?

First, it provides the child with a nat-
ural response to information, concepts, 
and ideas. Second, it builds trust be-
tween the teacher and the child. Third, 
culture is the source of confidence and 
independence, where a child can ex-
hibit habits of leadership and account-
ability. Finally, for those that say they 
“don’t see race” they often fall into the 
pitfall of attempting to be non-cultural. 
Being non-cultural in a western-cul-
ture-based world really means being 
Eurocentric. So, to “not see color” or 
“not see culture” is to capitulate to the 
surrounding White domination and 
Eurocentricity of the surrounding so-
ciety. Dr. Beverly Tatum uses the anal-
ogy of a moving walkway—just stand-
ing still is not neutral.

Dr. Montessori described culture 
as the sum total of accumulated hu-
man knowledge and important to one’s 

growth. In To Educate the Human Po-
tential, she says ”If during this [devel-
opmental] period of social interest and 
mental acuteness all possibilities of cul-
ture are offered to the child, to widen 
his outlook and ideas of the world, this 
organization will be … used for purpos-
es of social organization at a later stage.

Therefore, in working with Black 
children, as well as with children in 
general, I would suggest that we cel-
ebrate their culture as opposed to at-
tempt to “not see it.” Consider incor-
porating symbols, images and artifacts 
from their culture in the environment. 
Avoid “minoritizing” children in how 
we think and talk about them. Montes-
sori for Social Justice  has urged us to 
shift to “people of the global majority” 
as opposed to “minority.” Instead of 
“othering” children of the global ma-
jority, we can help them to feel a sense 
of belonging, that they are valued com-
munity members and to understand 
that we are all members of one human 
race, as Dr. Dove points out, with more 
in common than different.

Dr. Sabater responds:
This discussion of culture, and 

how Montessori pedagogy, used in ser-
vice of #TheBlackChild’s learning, as 
well as the learning of children from 
other cultures, is a conversation that is 
occurring more and more frequently. As 
visionary efforts like #MontessoriFor-
SocialJustice, #BlackWildflowers and 
#BlackMontessoriEducationFund be-
come more and more successful. With 
their success, more and more Black 
people, and people of the global majori-
ty, will be #TouchedByMontessori. And 
if #BlackMontessori is to succeed then 
it will have to effectively lean into much 
of what Dr. Asante has just discussed as 
important components of culture. 

Efforts like Poinciana, where  Drs. 
Dove and Asante visited,  are self-pro-
fessed “Afrocentric Montessori” pro-
grams. Poinciana, for example, prom-
inently portrays images reflective of 
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Human needs and the needs of humanity
Informing cosmic  
education 
with  
Ethnic 
Studies

SOVANDARA CHHIN 

“Para todos los niños,” read a sign dis-
played at the entrance of the exhibit 
at the Museum of Tolerance. “For all 
children.”

Something about this exhibit caught 
my eye: Mendez vs. Westminster Board 
of Education, 1947. Was this Westmin-
ster in Orange County, Calif.?  This 
moment, in a Southern Californian 
museum at the age of 35, was when I 
first learned about the truth-telling of 
Sylvia Mendez. At age eight, Mendez 
was the center of a civil rights case that 
set a precedent for the end of school 
segregation in America—eight years 
before Brown v. Board of Education. 
Why did I not learn about this partic-
ular local California history in school? 
Why was this story silenced?

Almost two decades after Mendez 
v. Westminster, a multi-racial coalition 
of student-activists called the Third 
World Liberation Front demanded 
that UC Berkeley respond to the lack of 
professors of color and the lack of aca-
demic programs now known as Ethnic 
Studies. This discipline would come 
to focus on the histories and issues 
of marginalized communities: Black, 
Chicano, Asian, and Indigenous. Also 
during this period, Montessori educa-
tion had a revival in the United States. 
Nancy McCormick Rambush, first as 
Mario Montessori’s representative for 
the Association Montessori Interna-
tional (AMI) and then as founder of the 
American Montessori Society (AMS), 

was an early and influential leader in 
the movement to open new Montes-
sori schools and teacher training cen-
ters across the United States under the 
directorship of Mario Montessori. 

This period of Montessori revital-
ization aligned with the broader social 
change of the Civil Rights Movement: 
independence, liberation, respect for 
the child, and peace education. The 
rapidly growing Montessori educa-
tion movement was shaped by social 
change, education reform, and the 
increased demand for child-centered 
learning.

Ethnic studies and 
Montessori 

So where does Ethnic Studies fit into 
the Montessori canon?

Cosmic Education offers a powerful 
lens for social studies by teaching that 
everything in the universe is intercon-
nected and that each human has a pur-
pose in contributing to the harmony 
of the global community. Introduced 
through the “Great Lessons,” these 
stories about the universe, Earth, life, 
humans, and communication integrate 
science, social studies, reading, and 
writing to foster responsibility, em-
pathy, and a deeper understanding of 
one’s place in the world. 

Students begin to see themselves as 
active participants in a complex world, 
capable of applying their knowledge to 
real-world contexts as thoughtful, en-
gaged citizens. 

But, within Cosmic Education, how 
do students see their identities, cul-
tures, and families reflected with dig-
nity and complexity in the classroom? 
What opportunities do students have 
to explore who they are and who they 
are becoming? 

Asking myself these reflective ques-
tions ensures that I am cultivating a 

beloved, peaceful community—a space 
where students are physically, psy-
chologically and emotionally safe, so 
they can take safe risks and grow and 
develop to their fullest potential. “The 
Great Lessons” embody these values as 
they inspire curiosity and  capture the 
vastness of the universe. Children can 
understand that they are specks of star 
dust interconnected with everything 
around them. 

The Five Great Lessons are: 
•	 Coming of the Universe and the 

Earth
•	 Coming of Life
•	 Coming of Human Beings
•	 Communications in Signs
•	 The Story of Number

Third Great lesson, Coming of Hu-
man Beings, pertains the most to Eth-
nic Studies. This lesson is also known 
as the “The Story of Humans,” and 
includes the four disciplines of social 
studies: civics and government, eco-
nomics, geography and history. The 
lesson tells the story of how early hu-
mans and ancient civilizations began to 
shape the world through culture. Hu-
mans are storytelling, thinking beings 
with gifts of reason and imagination, 
hands for creation, language to share 
culture, and cooperation to work to-
gether in harmony to meet their needs 
and build communities.

These gifts allowed  humans not just 
to survive, but to thrive and build for 
future generations. This lesson opens 
the door to studies in early human so-
cieties and cultures, the fundamental 
needs of humans, the historical devel-
opment of tools, inventions, and prob-
lem-solving; and how humans began 
to come together and form societies 
through the use of writing, storytelling 
and cultural expression. 
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Overall the lesson is not about hu-
mans being the strongest or the fastest 
species alive, but about how, with in-
telligence, creativity, and cooperation, 
humans can come together to con-
tribute to the harmony of the greater 
world.

From conception to practice 
So what lessons in my album can I 

adapt with Ethnic Studies in mind? The 
sequence of the Third Great Lesson 
moves through “who are humans?,” 
“what do humans need?,” and “how do 
humans meet these needs across time 
and place?” 

This structure helps students see 
both the humanity and diversity of 
every human. Christine E. Sleeter and 
Miguel Zavala, in their book Transfor-
mative Ethnic Studies in Schools: Cur-
riculum, Pedagogy, and Research, iden-
tify six Hallmarks of Ethnic Studies, 
including Curriculum as Counter-Nar-
rative and Reclaiming Cultural Identi-
ties. I focused on these two concepts as 
I presented The Story of Humans and 
the Fundamental Needs of Humans.

Reclaiming cultural identities 
I begin every school year with the 

thematic unit, “All About Me.” This 
unit covers character traits and phys-
ical traits, but goes deeper than that.  
It begins with the study of the mind. 
Students learn about the parts of the 
brain and its functions. They also iden-
tify ways to practice mindfulness by 
developing emotional regulation skills, 
stress management, self-control, and 
self-motivation in setting and achiev-
ing goals. In addition, students will 
learn about the benefits of having a 
growth mindset versus a fixed mindset. 

Students then learn about their bod-
ies. In addition to learning the anato-
my and physiology of the body and its 
systems, they will also learn what their 
body needs as it relates to health and 
hygiene, and safety. They will begin to 
identify their physical character traits, 

interests, and racial/cultural identity 
so that they know and appreciate who 
they are and can talk about themselves 
positively. They will also begin to iden-
tify some of their group identities.

The last part of the unit focuses on 
the heart. Here, students learn about 
how to develop their relationship skills 
by building relationships with diverse 
individuals and groups, communi-
cating clearly, working cooperatively, 
resolving conflicts, and seeking help. 
Students will be able to discuss and 
embrace sameness and differences. 

Students will apply a growth mindset 
to understand and ask questions about 
differences, including interests, abili-
ties, race, language, gender, and fam-
ily traditions. Through these diverse 
perspective experiences, they develop 
social awareness, perspective-taking, 
empathy, respecting diversity, un-
derstanding social and ethical norms 
of behavior, and recognizing family, 
school, and community support.

Beginning with students’ cultural 
wealth by centering students’ cultur-
al identities is vital in Ethnic Studies.  
Honoring the names, languages, and 
communities that the students come 
with humanizes each student. This 
approach challenges the dominant, 
Eurocentric narratives of who are con-
sidered “Americans” or “immigrants.” 
In addition, learning about the histo-
ry and contributions of their ancestors 
creates space for critical hope that the 
entry point of student learning begins 
with their family and community his-
tories. 

Counter-narratives 
By the end of the first trimester or 

quarter, I expand the “All About Me” 
unit to “All About Us.” In this unit, 
students delve into the Fundamental 
Needs of Humans chart. 

Going beyond Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs, which is limited to individ-
ual or personal needs, the Fundamen-
tal Needs of Humans chart includes 

material needs, such as shelter, food, 
clothing, transportation, safety, and 
communication. It also includes the 
spiritual needs of love, spirituality or 
religion, culture, and beauty. 

The Fundamental Needs of Hu-
man chart also goes beyond material 
needs and includes what a community 
needs to be culturally sustaining. The 
chart reflects the collective thinking 
of the students in my class. For exam-
ple, when asked what they all need, my 
students’ initial response included the 
need to follow the rules and follow di-
rections. This falls under the need for 
safety and governance. 

Some students then go further and 
say that they need to have no poverty 
and equal rights. Using a T-Chart to 
document children’s thinking about 
what is considered wants or needs is a 
way to spotlight the fact that students 
bring in a wealth of knowledge to the 
classroom community space.

In this unit, students begin to define 
themselves within the greater com-
munities that they inhabit, develop 
criticality of local history from the per-
spective of people of color, and begin 
to rewrite their collective narrative that 
has been oppressed and suppressed by 
racism or colonialism. 

Counter-narratives are narratives 
opposed to the dominant, Eurocentric 
narratives. They are stories of people of 
color who have been oppressed by rac-
ism and/or colonization that provide 
historical perspectives, interpretations, 
and criticality. This criticality, through 
counter-narratives in epistemology, in 
indigenous knowledge, and through 
traditions before European coloniza-
tion, is a way to liberate and reclaim 
cultural and racial identity from op-
pression.

Liberatory education
Storytelling is a way to shine a light 

on issues and experiences some people 
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might not be aware of. Truth telling is 
a way to share injustices and start to 
work towards rectifying those injus-
tices. Liberatory education is a way 
to position students as intellectuals 
and leaders of their own learning by 
guiding them to increase their abili-
ty to actively increase their funds of 
knowledge. 

As Maria Montessori stated in The 
Discovery of the Child, “The concept of 
liberty which should inspire teaching 
is, on the other hand, universal: it is 
the liberation of a life repressed by an 
infinite number of obstacles which op-
pose harmonious development, both 
physical and spiritual.” 

With this in mind, I must ensure a 
space within my classroom so that my 
students can develop to their fullest hu-
man potential by combating exoticism, 

tokenism, or other means of coloniali-
ty. Cultural food, flags, and festivals are 
all great places to begin to appreciate 
and validate communities of color, as 
it is a culturally responsive practice. 
However, delving more deeply into so-
cial justice issues of race, food, power, 
access, environment, and climate pro-
vide students with the opportunity to 
develop critical hope and a more just 
future. 

Our fundamental human needs 
unite us. Our collective stories began 
with our human origins and extend to 
the present time. 

Sovandara Chhin, M.Ed.,, M.A.T., is a 
social justice early childhood educator 
at Dixon Montessori Charter School in 
Dixon, California. 
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Innovation schools for Montessori flexibility
The model offers great 
power and calls for great 
responsibility

MATT MATERA AND JULIA WEBB
What is the vision for Montessori in 
the Public Sector?

The Montessori model is rooted in 
an understanding of human develop-
ment in which children grow, thrive, 
flourish, and learn in a specifically pre-
pared environment, guided by adults 
trained to implement the method. 

Montessori outcomes for chil-
dren in executive function, academic 
achievement, literacy, love of learning, 
and general well-being are well-estab-
lished. But to achieve these outcomes, 
Montessori schools need the sustained 
flexibility to implement their curricu-
lum, teacher preparation, and educa-
tional approach. 

Flexibility to implement with fidel-
ity enables success and increases each 
school’s control of its own destiny. The 
most effective Montessori holds to the 
model, with mixed-aged classrooms, 
materials in the environment, and 
trained staff. 

Without the flexibility to make 
choices about its structure, a school 
may be limited in its ability to be true 
to the Montessori model. Without the 
flexibility to train educators, use Mon-
tessori materials and curriculum, and 
structure multi-age environments, 
schools wrestle with the question of 
when a Montessori school stops being 
a Montessori school. And without full 
implementation, schools won’t be able 
to realize the outcomes research shows 
are possible.

District public Montessori schools 
can experience all-too-frequent chang-
es within their districts. Shifts in super-
intendent, board members, central of-
fice staff, and district policy can affect 
schools’ ability to consistently imple-
ment Montessori with fidelity.

Maybe a district releases a new staff-
ing model that deprives a school of a 
key Montessori-certified teacher. May-
be a new common schedule, shifting 
curricular mandates, required profes-
sional development, or other district 
expectations don’t support effective 
Montessori implementation. Through-
out the country, schools are faced with 
a series of external pressures and ex-
pectations that press against the core of 
their work implementing Montessori.

Some adaptation is necessary for 
public Montessori schools, which must 
operate consistently with state law and 
state expectations. But the immediacy 
and breadth of potential district limita-
tions on a school’s flexibility can make 
it hard for schools to stay true to the 
Montessori model and thrive.

So how do public Montessori 
schools ensure they can implement 
true Montessori models? Right now, 
most schools operate somewhere on a 
continuum.

“Innovation School” is an emerging 
model that can mean different things 
in different states. Here we use the 
term broadly to refer to district schools 
that remain responsible for meeting 
district goals but have negotiated pro-
tected flexibility to implement their in-
dividualized models. They are typically 
district public schools supervised by a 
partner nonprofit with expanded and 
protected flexibilities allowing schools 
to make decisions about staffing, bud-
get, scheduling, and curriculum.

There can be successful schools in 
each of those categories, but it is easier 

to implement with fidelity and to prac-
tice continuous improvement if you 
have more concrete flexibility protec-
tions. And with those protections has 
to come great responsibility for out-
comes.

\What expectations should 
come with guaranteed 
flexibility?

Flexibility requires that schools hold 
themselves accountable to student out-
comes. Schools must demonstrate that 
a fully implemented Montessori mod-
el leads to student success. With the 
district or authorizer, schools need to 
articulate clear outcome goals for a 
high-quality Montessori education. 

Schools must consider the measures 
for academic achievement, of course, 
but also executive function, indepen-
dence and engagement, social and 
emotional wellbeing, active citizen-
ship, alumni success, and more. How 
will your school measure the academic 
growth and success of its learners both 
in terms of the Montessori curriculum 
and more traditional standards-based 
measures? How will you demonstrate 
the growth of the whole child and 
their ability to care for themselves and 
others? How will you provide data on 
how your learners care for their com-
munity and are agents of peace and 
justice? How will you help your district 
or authorizers understand the value of 
Montessori education through con-
crete measures of student success?

Elm City Montessori School, in 
New Haven, Connecticut, is a  unique 
model of charter  school  with Innova-
tion School flexibility. It is the only dis-
trict-authorized charter in the  state—
the 19 other programs are authorized by 
the State Board of Education.  Its teach-

http://montessoripublic.org


F R O M  M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  S P R I N G  2 02 6     2For more, join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

Matt Matera And Julia Webb: Innovation schools for montessori flexibility .org

For more, join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

Matt Matera And Julia Webb: Innovation schools for montessori flexibility

MontessoriPublic, the 
communications and advocacy 

platform for public Montessori is a 
publication of

Subscribe at montessoripublic.org

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

rights to copyrighted articles.

Copyright 2026 National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector 

.org

ers are district employees, and its stu-
dents are district students. The school 
reached agreement with the district 
and the state under which it has an in-
dependent board and is responsible to 
the New Haven School District and the 
State of Connecticut for meeting ambi-
tious performance goals.
•	 Calendar and Schedule: the 

school sets its own calendar and 
schedule and can adapt them to the 
needs of Montessori education

•	 Curriculum: the school has the 
ability to implement a full Montes-
sori curriculum

•	 Staffing: the principal is hired 
by the independent board and all 
teachers (who are unionized em-
ployees of the school district) are 
selected by the school. Through an 
agreement with the district’s union, 
the school pays teachers about ten 
percent more than other city teach-
ers in exchange for items including 
a slightly longer school day

•	 Budget: using the resources gen-
erated by students enrolled on the 
campus, the school has the flexi-
bility to spend this revenue as best 
needed to support school opera-
tions
The operation of the school in these 

ways has led to great results for stu-
dents:
•	 Increased achievement for students 

on internal Montessori-based and 
standardized assessments

•	 Stronger metrics for social and 

emotional wellbeing for students
•	 Increase student attendance and 

belonging
•	 Retention of students from Primary 

into Erdkinder/Middle School
•	 Retention of staff
•	 Pathways and Learning Communi-

ties for Assistants and Guides 
Similar structures can support oth-

er schools that operate as Innovation 
Schools. The process for becoming an 
Innovation School varies from state to 
state, but the key document creating 
an Innovation School is a contract be-
tween the school district and a partner 
nonprofit. Innovation Schools feature:
•	 Defined flexibility where the 

schools can make decisions about 
programming and continually im-
prove

•	 A performance contract where the 
school is responsible for meeting 
goals set in partnership with the 
district 

•	 Empowered educators who are in-
vested in the mission of the school

•	 A community partnership non-
profit that provides consistency and 
helps make sure the school is meet-
ing its goals
These structures allow for faithful, 

thoughtful Montessori education in 
schools that are also vibrant, crucial 
parts of their districts. There is great 
power—the flexibility to implement 
a school that meets community needs 
consistent with Montessori princi-
ples—and great responsibility—the 

need to meet ambitious, holistic per-
formance goals set in partnership with 
the school district. Like the child fo-
cused on the balancing walk along the 
ellipse, or the older learner using the 
Racks and Tubes for Long Division, 
schools with flexibility and autonomy 
are allowed the concentration to work 
toward their continuous improvement. 
With the obstacles removed, schools 
can focus on the sustainability and fi-
delity of the Montessori learning that 
our children deserve.

Matt Matera is a partner at Empower 
Schools.

Julia Webb is the Principal of Elm City 
Montessori School.

No Special Flexibility

District sets policy for 
Montessori school just like 
any other school

Informal Flexibility

Based on 
relationships/history,
Montessori school may get 
�exibility in some areas

Policy Flexibility

Superintendent or district 
board has formalized idea 
that a Montessori school has 
�exibility in some areas

Innovation School

Formal, de�ned �exibility in 
key areas in exchange for 
meeting district goals
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Implementation science, Montessori style
We combined a research-
backed model 
with 
Montessori 
principles

EMILY MADISON

When my state mandated that all pub-
lic schools adopt an early literacy cur-
riculum from a narrow, state-approved 
list, the Montessori community faced a 
familiar crossroads. How do we honor 
our pedagogical roots while navigat-
ing the rigid requirements of a public 
school system?

The four Montessori elementary 
schools in our large urban school dis-
trict met this challenge head-on. In 
collaboration with my nonprofit, Mon-
tessori Collective, we facilitated this 
integration by blending three frame-
works: Implementation Science, the 
Lippitt-Knoster Model for Managing 
Complex Change, and Montessori’s 
Human Tendencies.

This process can serve as a template 
for any complex, system-wide change, 
whether you are implementing a new 
System of Justness, aligning Montes-
sori curriculum with district man-
dates, piloting a new coaching model, 
expanding to a new campus, or any 
other system-wide change.

Getting started with 
Implementation Science

Implementation Science originated 
in the medical field to close the “know-
do gap”—the space between theoretical 
knowledge and practical application. 
Recently, it has become a vital tool in 
education.

Success begins with an Imple-
men-tation Team. This group makes 

key decisions and serves as a bridge 
to the larger community. It is essen-
tial that members possess both deep 
content knowledge and strong peer 
relationships. Our team included one 
representative from each school, with 
specific expertise in early literacy and 
biliteracy.

The team’s first task is to define the 
core philosophy and identify the ne-
cessity for change. In our case, the data 
was the catalyst. The number of stu-
dents reading at or above grade level in 
our Montessori schools was well below 
the district goal.

We grounded our shift toward the 
Science of Reading in equity, asserting 
that we have a responsibility to pro-
vide every student with high-impact 
instruction. We concluded that these 
practices, using the Core Knowledge 
Language Arts (CKLA) Skills curricu-
lum as a guide, could be integrated into 
Montessori environments without sac-
rificing our pedagogy or philosophy.

Identifying key ingredients
The team’s next task was to identify 

the Key Ingredients, the non-negotia-
ble components of the new practice. 
For us, these included:
•	 Continued use of Montessori ma-

terials.
•	 Alignment with Montessori ped-

agogy (individualized and small-
group instruction).

•	 Adherence to the CKLA Phonics 
Sequence and use of Decodable 
Readers
Clarity is the antidote to confusion. 

We established a common definition 
for each Key Ingredient. For example, 
using the “CKLA Phonics Sequence” 
meant children were explicitly taught 
sounds and spelling patterns in a spe-
cific order, but used Montessori mate-
rials for instruction and practice, and 

children progressed through the se-
quence at their own pace.

The Fidelity Assessment
To measure if we were doing what 

we said we would do, we developed 
a Fidelity Assessment. This included 
walkthrough tools and record-keeping 
systems to ensure the Key Ingredients 
were being implemented according to 
our shared definitions.

With the technical framework in 
place based on Implementation Sci-
ence, we consulted the Lippitt-Knoster 
Model for Managing Complex Change 
for additional guidance. This model 
identifies five essential components 
required for successful change: Vision, 
Skills, Motivation, Resources, and an 
Action Plan. If even one element is 
missing, the change initiative risks fail-
ure:
•	 Missing vision leads to confusion: 

“Why are we doing this?”
•	 Missing skills results in anxiety: 

“I’m being asked to do this new 
thing, but I don’t know how. What 
happens if I can’t figure it out?”

•	 Missing motivation creates resis-
tance: “This is a waste of time. The 
old way of doing things worked just 
fine.”

•	 Missing resources produces frustra-
tion: “I’m being asked to do this new 
thing, but I don’t have all the mate-
rials I need. How am I supposed to 
make it happen when I’m not pro-
vided with what I need?”

•	 Missing action plan leads to false 
starts: “We keep trying to make this 
change, but it never seems to stick.”
While Implementation Science 

helps us form the vision, we turned 
to Montessori’s Human Tendencies to 
fuel motivation. Because our work as 
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plementation Science with Montes-
sori principles, we found that systemic 
change can support, rather than com-
promise, our Montessori philosophy 
and pedagogy. 

Explore more about active imple-
mentation at  
implementation.fpg.unc.edu.

Emily Madison is the Executive 
Director of the Montessori Collective 
(montessori-collective.org).

Montessorians is deeply human, we 
prioritized these six tendencies during 
the transition:
•	 Orientation: Understanding one’s 

role in the bigger picture.
•	 Order: Making sense of the new 

physical and social environment.
•	 Exploration: Encouraging curios-

ity about the new curriculum.
•	 Communication: The need to un-

derstand and be understood.
•	 Exactness: Finding satisfaction in 

completing the new tasks well.
•	 Self-Perfection: Fostering self-de-

termination in the new process.
We addressed the skills gap through 

responsive coaching and by using dis-
trict professional development days for 
targeted learning. To provide the nec-
essary resources, we designed a custom 
Scope and Sequence document that 
aligned CKLA skills to Montessori les-
sons, created record-keeping systems, 
and developed new Montessori works 
for every phonics skill in the curricu-
lum.

Finally, we built a rigorous action 
plan detailing twice-monthly team 
meetings, principal check-ins, and a 
schedule for observations using our fi-
delity assessment.

Initial implementation
We moved from planning to action 

using PDSA cycles (Plan, Do, Study, 
Act). The Planning phase was com-
plete, and we used our action plan to 
begin the Do phase. The “Study” phase 
is where many schools falter; they look 
at student outcome data too early. If 
the data hasn’t moved, is it because the 
method failed, or because it wasn’t ac-
tually implemented?

By using our fidelity assessment, we 
could see where the Key Ingredients 
were missing. If a classroom struggled, 
we asked: “Is this a skill gap? A resource 
gap?”

 We then acted by providing the spe-
cific support needed.

Full implementation
Once the fidelity assessment data 

showed that the Science of Reading 
was being practiced widely and au-
thentically, we turned our eyes to the 
student data.

The results were transformative. 
Thanks to the dedication of our teach-
ers and leaders, the Montessori schools 
saw an increase of 21 percentage points 
in students reading at or above grade 
level on DIBELS. By integrating Im-
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Understanding children, not labeling them
Preparing Montessori 
teachers for children with 
learning differences

AMY CUSHNER AND  
JOYCE PICKERING

Educator Elizabeth Stone once wrote 
that having a child is “to decide forever 
to have your heart go walking around 
outside your body.” 

When children are hurt, there is a 
visible call to action—a scraped knee, 
a fever, a fall from the monkey bars. 
But what if the hurt is invisible? What 
if the struggle lives quietly beneath the 
surface, only revealing itself over time 
through frustration, avoidance, or a 
slow fading of confidence? 

This is the path of a child with a 
learning difference. 

A constitutional learning difference 
is not about intelligence, motivation, or 
effort. These are children with average 
to above-average ability whose brains 
process information differently. When 
exposed to traditional methods of in-
struction, they are at risk—not because 
they won’t learn, but because, in key 
moments, they truly can’t access learn-
ing in the expected way. 

And that distinction changes every-
thing. 

Seeing the invisible 
Learning differences affect approx-

imately one in five individuals. Dys-
lexia, ADHD, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, 
and oral language disorders are among 
the most common. Yet unlike a visi-
ble injury, these differences require a 

trained eye to detect. They live in the 
subtle, often misunderstood spaces of 
development—what we call the “soft 
signs.” 

Dr. Sylvia Richardson, a pioneer in 
the field of learning differences, gave us 
a simple and powerful framework for 
early identification. She urged educa-
tors and parents to observe five critical 
areas of development:
•	 Coordination
•	 Language
•	 Attention
•	 Perception
•	 Social-Emotional 

These areas are not arbitrary. They 
reflect the underlying neurological sys-
tems responsible for learning. When 
there are delays or inefficiencies in 
any one of them, a child may begin to 
struggle long before formal academics 
even begin.

The good news? These signs are ob-
servable early. The better news? When 
we act early, we can change everything. 

Let’s move beyond awareness and 
into understanding. What does it actu-
ally look like when a child is struggling 
in one of these domains? 

Coordination 
A child with coordination challenges 

may appear clumsy, avoid physical tasks, 
or struggle with balance and spatial 
awareness. You might notice difficulty 
with tasks that require core strength or 
bilateral coordination—pouring, but-
toning, or carrying materials with con-
trol. 

In a Montessori environment, this 
shows up in Practical Life. A child who 
avoids these foundational activities is 
not simply disinterested—they may be 
telling us something about how their 
body is organizing movement. 

Language (oral and written) 
Language is layered. Some children 

struggle with articulation or word re-
trieval—they know what they want to 
say but cannot access it efficiently. Oth-
ers may have difficulty understanding 
language, following multi-step direc-
tions, or expressing themselves clearly. 

As written language emerges, addi-
tional signs may appear: weak phono-
logical awareness, difficulty matching 
sounds to symbols, inconsistent mem-
ory for letter-sound relationships, and 
painfully slow progress. 

But slow progress is not a pacing is-
sue, it’s a processing issue.

Attention 
Attention is not simply about sitting 

still. It is deeply connected to executive 
functioning—the brain’s ability to plan, 
initiate, sustain, and complete tasks. 
Some children are inattentive. Others 
are hyperactive. Many are both. You 
may notice a stark contrast between 
preferred and non-preferred tasks, or 
a child who appears capable one mo-
ment and completely shut down the 
next. This is not inconsistency. It is 
neurochemistry at work—dopamine 
and serotonin influencing engagement, 
motivation, and regulation. 

Perception 
Perception is how the brain inter-

prets what it sees and hears. A child 
may have intact vision and hearing, yet 
struggle to make sense of that input. In 
Montessori classrooms, perception is 
revealed beautifully through Sensorial 
work. Difficulties may appear in visual 
discrimination, auditory processing, or 
spatial relationships. Fine motor and 
gross motor integration may also be 
impacted. If the brain cannot accurate-
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But what if we paused and asked 
a different question? What if it’s not 
won’t? What if it’s can’t? This is not se-
mantics. This is neuroscience. 

When we shift from “won’t” to 
“can’t,” we move from judgment to cu-
riosity. We begin to ask: 
•	 What is getting in the way? 
•	 What skill is missing? 
•	 What support is needed? 

And from there, we build toward 
the most important word of all: can. 
With the right intervention, the right 
instruction, and the right mindset, 
children can access learning. They can 
build skills. They can experience suc-
cess. 

But they cannot do it alone — and 
they cannot do it if we misread the 
problem.

The Montessori advantage 
Montessori education offers a 

unique and powerful framework for 
supporting children with learning 
differences. Why? Because it is built 
on observation. On individualized in-
struction. On meeting the child where 
they are—not where we expect them to 
be. 

The prepared environment allows 
for: 
•	 Movement and hands-on learning 
•	 Repetition without stigma 
•	 Multi-sensory engagement 
•	 Self-paced progression 

But here’s the truth: the environment 
alone is not enough. The adult matters. 
Our clarion call is to support teachers. 
Teachers need access to knowledge 
and therapeutic strategies. When the 
teacher becomes the “prepared adult,” 
they can recognize when a child needs 
more than exposure—they need inter-
vention. They step in with intention, 
offering direct teaching of underlying 
skills while preserving the dignity and 
independence of the child. They do not 
wait for failure. They respond to early 
signs. 

What intervention really 
looks like 

Intervention is not a separate event 
that happens outside the classroom. It 
is woven into the fabric of daily learn-
ing. 

It looks like: 
•	 Breaking skills into smaller, teach-

able components
•	 Providing explicit, direct instruc-

tion where needed 
•	 Using multi-sensory strategies to 

reinforce learning
•	 Increasing teacher presence during 

moments of challenge 
•	 Adjusting expectations without 

lowering standards 
It also looks like a partnership. Par-

ents, teachers, & school administration 
working together. Sharing observa-
tions. Using checklists. Communicat-
ing openly about what is being seen 
and what is being tried. Intervention 
is not about fixing a child. It is about 
removing barriers. 

The time is now 
We have known for over a century 

that early identification changes out-
comes. The research is clear. The tools 
are available. The path is visible. 

And yet, too often, we wait. We 
wait for a child to “catch up.” We wait 
for clearer signs. We wait for failure to 
make the need undeniable. 

But children cannot afford for us to 
wait. The developmental window from 
birth to age six is a period of extraor-
dinary brain growth. It is also the time 
when intervention is most effective. 
We are not powerless in this process. 
We are stewards of it. The path is clear: 
Prepare. Observe. Intervene. 

The child can 
When we begin to see differently, 

we begin to act differently. When we 
act differently, children experience 

ly process input, output will always be 
compromised. 

Social-emotional 
Perhaps the most misunderstood 

area, social-emotional development 
includes the ability to read nonverbal 
cues, engage in reciprocal interac-
tions, label emotions, and form secure 
attachments. A child may seem with-
drawn, overly reactive, or socially out 
of sync. These are not character flaws. 
They are developmental signals. And 
they matter, because a child’s emotion-
al experience is deeply tied to their 
ability to learn. 

Observation: the beginning 
of everything 

Here’s the shift: recognizing these 
signs is not about labeling children. It 
is about understanding them. Observa-
tion is not passive. It is a trained, inten-
tional act. In Montessori education, we 
often say the teacher is a scientist of the 
child. This is where that becomes real. 
Through careful observation, we begin 
to see patterns: 
•	 Where does the child struggle? 
•	 When do they disengage? 
•	 What tasks do they avoid or over-

rely on?
•	 How do they respond to chal-

lenges? 
Observation allows us to move from 

assumption to insight. It also allows us 
to do something even more powerful: 
match the lesson to the child. 

The mindset shift: 
From won’t to can’t to can 

This is the heart of the work. Too of-
ten, children with learning differences 
are misunderstood. Their struggles are 
labeled as laziness, defiance, or lack of 
motivation. 

“He just won’t do it.” 
“She’s not trying.”
“They could if they wanted to.” 
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something they may not have felt be-
fore: Success. Not the kind that comes 
easily — but the kind that is built, step 
by step, through understanding, effort, 
and support. A child who once avoid-
ed work begins to engage. A child who 
struggled to express themselves finds 
their voice. A child who felt “less than” 
begins to feel capable. 

This is the shift from can’t to can. And 
it is not a small shift. It is life-chang-
ing. We are not just teaching reading, 
writing, or math. We are shaping how 
children see themselves as learners. So 
the next time a child hesitates, resists, 
or struggles, pause. Look closer. Listen 
differently. Because beneath that mo-
ment may be something invisible — 

and incredibly important. And when 
we see it, truly see it, we hold the pow-
er to change not just a lesson, but a life 
trajectory. 

The child can.
And it begins with us.

Amy Cushner is the  President and 
Founder at AC Education Services.

Joyce Pickering is the Executive 
Director, Emerita of the June Shelton 
School and Evaluation Center and the 
co-author with Sylvia O. Richardson 
of Montessori Strategies for Children 
with Learning Differences, from 
Parent Child Press.
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From “Montesorta” to Montessori
A transformational 
journey 

NIMA TAHAI

The transformation of Parkside Ele-
mentary into Parkside Montessori was 
far more than a shift in curriculum—it 
became a story of a community embrac-
ing a profound cultural change. What 
began, as the parents fondly joked, as a 
state of “Montesorta” evolved into the 
intentional, structured beauty of an au-
thentic Montessori environment.

Parkside’s journey stood as a joy-
ful and instructive example of what is 
possible when vision, collaboration, 
and an unwavering belief in the child 
come together. It was also, importantly, 
a story that could not have been writ-
ten without the partnership of fami-
lies, a dedicated PTA, inspired teacher 
leaders, and the steady guidance of an 
exceptional Montessori coach.

A leap of faith: choosing 
authenticity

Every meaningful transformation 
begins with courage, and Parkside’s 
journey was no exception. The early 
years required honest reflection—ac-
knowledging that while the school had 
embraced Montessori in spirit, imple-
mentation had been uneven.

What followed was a collective com-
mitment to move beyond “sorta” and 
toward something deeply intentional.

This work was not carried out by one 
individual alone. It was supported by 
district leadership, guided by a strong 
instructional vision, and brought to 
life by a passionate, teacher-led, Mon-
tessori Leadership Team (MLT) and a 

staff willing to rethink long-held prac-
tices. At the heart of this shift was also 
the school’s Montessori coach, whose 
expertise, clarity, and steady presence 
helped translate philosophy into daily 
practice.

Equally essential were Parkside’s 
families and PTA, who leaned into the 
transformation with trust and enthusi-
asm. Their support created the condi-
tions for change to take root and flour-
ish.

Crafting the prepared 
environment

At the center of Parkside’s transfor-
mation was the intentional design of 
the prepared environment.

Classrooms were reimagined to 
prioritize uninterrupted work cycles, 
allowing students to enter deep states 
of concentration. Materials became 
accessible, complete, and beautifully 
displayed—inviting children into pur-
poseful engagement without unneces-
sary barriers. Child-sized furniture and 
real tools reinforced a powerful mes-
sage: this was a space built for children, 
where they were capable and trusted. 
Practical life activities, gardening, and 
food preparation grounded learning in 
authenticity and purpose.

The environment also became rich-
er and more connected to the natural 
world. Natural materials, plants, and 
sensory experiences supported whole-
child development, while mixed-age 
groupings fostered mentorship, lead-
ership, and collaboration. Classrooms 
evolved into vibrant micro-communi-
ties where students learned not only 
academic skills, but also how to live 
and work alongside one another with 
respect.

Importantly, Parkside made inten-
tional decisions about what to mini-
mize. Technology was used thought-

fully rather than pervasively, and while 
classrooms were alive with activity, 
they remained orderly, calm, and pur-
poseful.

The adult transformation: 
from instructor to guide

One of the most profound shifts oc-
curred not in the materials, but in the 
adults.

Teachers moved from being di-
rectors of learning to observers and 
guides. This required unlearning tra-
ditional practice—stepping back from 
constant instruction, resisting the urge 
to interrupt, and replacing external 
praise with strategies that fostered in-
trinsic motivation.

Instead, educators worked hard to 
lean into observation, using it as their 
primary tool for understanding each 
child’s needs. They cultivated calm, 
warm classroom presences and deliv-
ered precise, intentional lessons. Er-
rors were reframed as opportunities for 
growth, and interactions with students 
were grounded in respect and curios-
ity.

This transformation was made 
possible through sustained profes-
sional learning, thoughtful collabora-
tion within the MLT, and the ongoing 
coaching that supported teachers in 
translating theory into practice. The 
result was a staff that not only under-
stood Montessori more deeply, but em-
bodied it.

The flourishing child
As the adults and environments 

shifted, so too did the children.
Students became more indepen-

dent, less reliant on adult approval, and 
more deeply engaged in meaningful 
work. Classrooms filled with the un-

http://montessoripublic.org


F R O M  M O N T E S S O R I P U B L I C  |  S P R I N G  2 02 6     2For more, join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

Nima Tahai: From “montesorta” to montessori .org

For more, join us online at MontessoriPublic.org

Nima Tahai: From “montesorta” to montessori

MontessoriPublic, the 
communications and advocacy 

platform for public Montessori is a 
publication of

Subscribe at montessoripublic.org

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

rights to copyrighted articles.

Copyright 2026 National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector 

.org

happens when adults rethink their 
role.

•	 Engage the community. Families 
and parent organizations are essen-
tial partners.

•	 Stay the course. Deep change 
takes time, but the results are 
worth it.
Parkside’s story ultimately demon-

strated what can happen when a school 
dares to move beyond “Montesorta” 
and fully embrace Montessori. It was a 
celebration of growth, partnership, and 
the extraordinary potential that un-
folds when children are given the time, 
space, and trust to thrive.

Nima Tahai is the Principal of 
Parkside Montessori in San Mateo, 
California

mistakable signs of authentic Montes-
sori learning: joy, concentration, and 
purposeful activity. Children initiat-
ed their own work, persisted through 
challenges, and completed full cycles 
of activity. They collaborated naturally, 
offered help to peers, and resolved con-
flicts with words and respect.

Perhaps most striking was the 
development of executive function 
skills—planning, reflection, and sus-
tained focus—that would serve them 
far beyond the classroom. These were 
not just students completing assign-
ments; they were learners developing 
agency, confidence, and a genuine love 
of learning.

A strong foundation for 
sustainability

Behind the scenes, Parkside ensured 
that its transformation was supported 
by clear systems and structures. Stra-
tegic planning became core to cycles 
of continuous improvement—moving 
from hopes to collective actions, and 
allowing the school to track progress 
and maintain focus. This balance—be-
tween the joy of the classroom and the 
clarity of systems—proved essential. 
It ensured that Montessori was not 
simply an initiative, but a sustainable, 
evolving model of practice.

The first fruits of the journey
A powerful milestone in Parkside’s 

journey came with the promotion of 
its first cohort of 8th-grade students 
who were the pioneers of the school’s 
expansion. These students moved on 

not only with academic readiness but 
with independence, confidence, and 
social responsibility. As they contin-
ued into high school, they offered early 
evidence of the long-term impact of a 
Montessori education—demonstrating 
that this work was not only meaningful 
in the moment, but enduring.

A community effort, a 
shared success

Parkside’s transformation was, at its 
core, a community story.

It was the story of teachers willing 
to grow, of leadership willing to listen 
and adapt, and of a Montessori coach 
who provided clarity and direction 
throughout the process. It was the sto-
ry of a PTA and parent community 
that trusted the journey and invested 
in its success.

Together, they created something 
far greater than a program—they built 
a culture.

Key takeaways for the 
Montessori community

Parkside’s journey offered several 
important lessons for schools consid-
ering a similar path:
•	 Start with honesty. Acknowledge 

where you are before defining 
where you want to go.

•	 Invest in people. Transformation 
depends on teachers, leaders, and 
coaching working in alignment.

•	 Design the environment inten-
tionally. The prepared environ-
ment is foundational, not optional.

•	 Shift adult roles. Lasting change 
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The prepared environment as behavior support
Montessori classroom 
culture 
supports 
behavior

KATY WRIGHT

Classroom culture is a current focus 
of conversation in conventional educa-
tion about student behavior. Effective 
classroom conditions for learning are 
defined in terms of teacher expecta-
tions, relationship building, and in-
structional practices—all cultural ele-
ments rather than structural features 
of the learning environment. 

The distinction between culture and 
structure was first crystallized for me 
while reading Loonshots by Safi Bachall 
during my doctoral studies in Mon-
tessori education at the University of 
Wisconsin-River Falls. My main take-
away was that structure actually plays a 
more decisive role than culture in shap-
ing outcomes. I came to see culture 
as an emergent property of structure. 
This book put words to what I have 
observed in Montessori classrooms: 
Montessori education’s brilliance is in 
the structural design of the learning 
environment. 

I was a conventional, single grade 
level educator for a decade before I 
took Montessori training and moved 
into a Montessori classroom in a tra-
ditional K-5 classroom. I immediately 
loved how Montessori philosophy sug-
gests looking at the environment first 
when there is an issue with student 
behavior. Over the years, it has pained 
me to watch my single grade level col-
leagues continue to implement student 
behavior plans and use tack-on be-
havior programs to deal with negative 

student behavior instead of using the 
powerful tool of adjusting the learning 
environment itself. 

Since COVID, behavior challenges 
such as impulsivity and anxiety have 
become one of the most urgent issues 
documented in conventional U.S. ele-
mentary schools. As negative student 
behavior intensifies, so do teacher 
stress and burnout, resulting in a grow-
ing wave of educators leaving the field. 
Seeing how the structure of Montessori 
classrooms supports student regula-
tion and behavior, I began to wonder 
which specific structural supports were 
responsible and whether they could be 
identified and replicated in conven-
tional K-5 classrooms.

I started to think about conditions 
during remote learning. Children 
spent long periods of time at home 
with much more physical freedom 
than they typically experienced in 
conventional, single grade level class-
rooms at school. They could move 
around, take breaks when they wanted 
to, choose where to sit, and adjust their 
pacing, and they had more opportu-
nities to manage their own regulation 
throughout the day. In many ways, 
remote learning reflected the kind of 
physical freedom students experience 
in Montessori classrooms. 

Returning to classrooms meant 
stepping back into spaces that were 
more physically restrictive than what 
many children had experienced at 
home. This shift was compounded by 
the fact that students’ academic read-
iness levels had widened dramatically 
as a result of the pandemic, a challenge 
made even more acute in single grade 
level settings where teachers work with 
only one grade level of curriculum ma-
terials. Rising student dysregulation is 
often attributed to screentime or so-
cialization gaps, but I began to wonder 

whether a loss of physical freedom, and 
the abrupt return to more restrictive 
classroom environments, might also 
be playing a significant role. 

In my Montessori classroom, when 
students display signs of dysregulation, 
purposeful academic engagement can 
act as a regulatory anchor and students 
can find emotional steadiness through 
concentrated work. Research shows 
that certain conditions of freedom 
within Montessori environments may 
help mitigate the effects of trauma by 
restoring a sense of control and offer-
ing the calming, regulatory benefits of 
sustained concentration. 

Teachers in conventional class-
rooms often do not have the freedom 
or training to make real-time adjust-
ments to students’ work or to the learn-
ing environment. Instead, as behavior 
concerns have increased post-COVID, 
districts are doubling down on pacing 
guides in an attempt to standardize in-
struction across classrooms in order to 
raise student achievement. Teachers 
are expected to maintain tight whole-
group schedules even as student needs 
become more variable and ability 
spans continue to widen dramatically 
due to learning interruptions caused 
by behavior issues. I began to wonder 
if this creates a cycle in which tight-
ened control contributes to the rising 
dysregulation.

In conventional education settings, 
social-emotional learning and academ-
ic learning are often treated as separate 
domains. Academic work is viewed as 
a cognitive task, something students 
are expected to do once they are calm, 
compliant, and ready to learn. In Mon-
tessori classrooms, academic work is 
not something students do after they 
are regulated; it is a primary way they 
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Responses converged on three envi-
ronmental features which best support 
student agency. Freedom of movement 
was most frequently selected, followed 
by self-pacing and uninterrupted time. 
Nearly all teachers chose at least one 
freedom of movement option, suggest-
ing that mobility is a powerful structur-
al feature in Montessori environments. 

become regulated. Freedom is not 
something children earn after demon-
strating compliance, but a necessary 
precondition for the development and 
expression of their agency. Within 
this freedom, sustained and purpose-
ful work becomes possible and it is 
through this work that children devel-
op self-regulation, social responsibility, 
moral awareness, and a growing sense 
of solidarity with others.

I decided to begin to investigate the 
structural features of Montessori class-
rooms. Drawing from Montessori’s 
writings and interviews with twelve 
experienced Montessori teachers, I 
developed a preliminary list of autono-
my-supportive, structurally embedded 
environmental features to guide my 
instrument design. A panel of Mon-
tessori experts offered feedback on 
item clarity and relevance, helping to 
streamline the list, remove redundan-
cies, and ensured the core elements of 
the prepared environment were repre-
sented. 

The list included:
•	 freedom of movement from class-

room to outside
•	 freedom of movement within the 

classroom
•	 access to materials
•	 materials with a control of error
•	 flexible seating
•	 use of checklists
•	 self-pacing of work
•	 uninterrupted time

The survey was distributed nation-
ally through Montessori networks, 
professional associations, school lead-
ers, and social media. Teachers were 
asked to select the three environmental 
features they believed most strongly 
support student autonomy and the de-
velopment of agency. The survey took 
less than ten minutes to complete and 
reached a wide range of teachers across 
public, charter, magnet, and private 
Montessori schools. 72 Montessori el-
ementary teachers, most holding Mon-
tessori credentials, took part. 

93% of respondents reported inten-
tionally modifying the classroom envi-
ronment to influence student behavior. 
Teachers described rearranging furni-
ture, adjusting material placement, fa-
cilitating movement pathways, and re-
ducing visual or auditory distractions 
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freedom and control every day. When 
a student is dysregulated, my first in-
stinct is often to tighten expectations 
or narrow choices. Yet, after reflect-
ing on this study’s findings, I see even 
more clearly that the path back to sta-
bility usually begins with restoring the 
very freedoms that support agency in 
the first place: the freedom to move, 
the freedom to self-pace, and the free-
dom to work without interruption. 

It can be difficult to navigate the 
balance between the academic work 
I think is essential for long-term 
achievement, and the student-chosen 
work that often serves as an entry point 
back into concentration and regula-
tion. Yet when I honor these freedoms 
rather than restrict them, I consistent-
ly see children return to regulated, 
pro-social behavior more quickly and 
authentically.

Although Montessori environments 
are distinct, the underlying principles 
of structural autonomy are broadly 
applicable. The next phase of my doc-
toral research will investigate whether 
there is a measurable correlation be-
tween negative student behavior and 
the presence or absence of the key free-
doms Montessori teachers identified 
as most essential. I am deeply grateful 
to the Montessori teachers who con-

tributed their insights to this prelimi-
nary study. Their collective wisdom is 
guiding the direction of my ongoing 
research as I work to understand how 
these structural conditions function 
outside Montessori settings. 

Katy Wright is an E1 Montessori 
teacher with Helena Public Schools in 
Montana, and a doctoral candidate 
in Montessori studies at University of 
Wisconsin-River Falls.

as common strategies for supporting 
concentration, independence, peer 
collaboration, conflict resolution, and 
the preservation of uninterrupted time 
through decreased distractions. 

Research supports the conditions 
Montessori teachers identified as most 
essential for student agency. Studies 
show that self-pacing strengthens ac-
ademic performance and supports 
the development of self-regulation, 
a key predictor of both achievement 
and emotional well-being. Freedom 
of movement is consistently linked 
with improved executive functioning, 
emotional regulation, and overall psy-
chological health, with neuroscientif-
ic research suggesting that voluntary 
movement activates the neural systems 
associated with autonomy and agency. 
Uninterrupted time is tied strongly to 
concentration, cognitive endurance, 
and reduced stress, with interruptions 
shown to impair working memory, in-
crease cognitive load, and elevate stress 
responses. 

Liberty is also a structural condition 
in Montessori classrooms. Freedom is 
not granted after students behave well; 
rather, it is embedded into the envi-
ronment so the child can practice and 
develop regulation. As a Montessori 
practitioner, I feel the tension between 
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