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!e 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. !ere 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 "nds 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. !ey in#uence 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.
!is 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 "t?
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 o$er multiple ways to:
• engage with learning
• access information
• show understanding
• practice learning

At UDL’s heart is a powerful shi%. 
When a child struggles, we "rst 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. !is is where UDL 
o$ers 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 "t 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 o%en one of the "rst 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 re"ne 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? 
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And just like that, Leo’s under-
standing becomes visible again. !is 
is not remediation. !is 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 o%en change the 
outcome.

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

connection more visible, we o%en 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 
re"ne them and helps others under-

stand them.

Why this ma#ers
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.

!is 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)
!is 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. !rough 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 con"dent 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 shi%s. 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 
e$ort or readiness. With observation, 
we see something di$erent. Leo un-
derstands the concept. !e barrier is in 
how the learning is being represented 
and how he is being asked to express 
it. !at distinction changes everything.

Instead of trying to “"x” Leo, the 
guide re#ects 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 effort 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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!e Four Lights—Engagement, 
Representation, Action & Expression, 
and Environment—o$er one way for-
ward. !ey 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.
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Holding on while in motion
!ere 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-
#ection, 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 di$erently: 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 re#ection.
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