
Volume 1, Number 1
Autumn 2019

Montessori Collaborative  
World Review
The Montessori Roots of Social Justice



The Association Montessori International/USA, the 
Association Montessori Internationale–Global, and 
the American Montessori Society announce the 
Montessori Collaborative World Review, a nonprofit 
publication dedicated to synthesizing and integrating 
educational theory into practice for the sake of the child 
and a harmonious planet.



Montessori Collaborative  
World Review
The Montessori Roots of Social Justice



Founding executive editor: David Kahn
Contributing editor: Maribel Casas-Cortés
Managing editor: Aurora Bell
Proofreader: Renee Ergazos
AMI legacy editor: Joke Verheul 
Designer: Clare Lagomarsino
Design consultant: Toon van Lieshout

Committee for AMS–AMI/USA Partnership
Timothy J. Purnell, Chief Executive Officer, American Montessori Society
Debra L. Riordan, Executive Director, Association Montessori International/USA
Gina Taliaferro Lofquist, Chief Education and Learning Officer, American Montessori Society
Amira D. Mogaji, Vice President, American Montessori Society Board of Directors
Marta Donahoe, American Montessori Society 2019 Living Legacy
Emilie Maurer, Support Staff, American Montessori Society

Montessori Collaborative World Review is grateful to NAMTA for access to its archives.

Original material © 2019 by Association Montessori International/USA and American Montessori 
Society. No content from this publication may be reproduced without permission from AMI/USA 
and AMS.

Cover photograph: Courtesy of AMI



The Montessori Collaborative World Review is made possible by grants from the American  
Montessori Society and the Association Montessori International/USA.

Statement of Purpose for Joint AMI/USA and 
AMS Social Justice Publication

 
The ends you serve that are selfish will take you no further than yourself but the ends you 
serve that are for all, in common, will take you into eternity. (Marcus Garvey [1887–1940], 
journalist, political activist, and orator)

Issues of social justice are not new. The struggles of marginalized humans are deeply rooted in 
beliefs and actions of our past that remain in our present and that have all the signs of carrying on 
into our future. One might think that we have evolved; that these deep roots have been upended 
and progress has been made. The conversations, discrimination, and violence that exist suggest 
that very little progress has been made. We are at a critical point in addressing the challenges that 
our fellow human beings not only experience but that will also become a part of the fabric of who 
they are and will be carried on into future relationships and generations only to repress the quality 
of their one life lived.

As we prepared to come together to celebrate 150 years of Dr. Maria Montessori’s life and 
legacy—she was born on August 31, 1870—we felt it was imperative that we honor her not only 
as the extraordinary educator and scientist that she was but also as a champion of humanitari-
an causes. This publication serves as a means for amplifying our voice and shines a spotlight on 
social justice, or rather injustice, for those within our community and beyond. We are grateful that 
we were joined in this effort by others who feel this same calling, and that we were led by David 
Kahn, as executive editor, through his inspiration, dedication to authenticity, and simply his ability 
to get things done.

Our hope is that this publication will not be one that merely sits on a shelf but rather lives on 
through inspired action.    

Debra L. Riordan     
Executive Director     
Association Montessori International/USA 
 

Dr. Timothy J. Purnell
Chief Executive Officer
American Montessori Society
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Introduction
Imagine the Montessori Future 

David Kahn

You may say I’m a dreamer 
But I’m not the only one 
I hope some day you’ll join us 
And the world will live as one 
(John Lennon and Yoko Ono,  
“Imagine,” 1971) 
 
I had a strange feeling that made me 
announce emphatically at the opening 
that here was a ‘grandiose’ undertaking 
of which the whole world would one day 
speak. (Montessori (1907), The Secret of 
Childhood, 1936)

Through the inspiration of her visionary San 
Lorenzo origins in 1907, Maria Montessori 
found a pathway to her declaration of her life-
time world mission in 1949 at the San Remo 
Montessori Congress: “Above all we must 
make the children understand how extraordi-
narily moving it is that humans are not united 
by their interests alone, but that a deeper bond 
exists” (at the very developing core of human-
ity) (Maria Montessori, Human Solidarity in 
Time and Space, 1949).

This collaborative Montessori publication 
“imagines” a unity emerging through disparate 
parts of society and the world—through time 
and space. Human development unfolds, aided 
by the laws of nature, in one psychological 
vision of human unity to reveal not only the 
stages of development but also the splendor of 
nature’s interdependent harmony. The ado-
lescent, the social newborn, is beginning the 
adult’s journey in the present and is united to 
the members of the adolescent community and 
to a global humanity.

We are in an era of realization, and evi-
dence of the Montessori flower in bloom is 
being witnessed through the natural manifes-
tations of Montessori adults. A connecting 
thread runs through Montessori education, 

adding meaning to the whole, weaving chal-
lenges for practice, and building hope for 
humankind: for the world to live as one. Side-
by-side, the gatherings on the following pages 
represent opposite ends of a spectrum. On one 
side we see local grassroots social justice in our 
everyday lives and communities. On the other, 
social justice is expressed philosophically, and 
a global, social, and universal activism emerges 
to be harvested from Montessori education.

This dedication of human work heals the 
bleeding heart and becomes a container of 
good history with a nurturing vision coming 
out of the Montessori associations that are col-
laborating on common ground: The Montes-
sori Roots of Social Justice. Montessori views 
itself as one home for the human celebration 
of a special social contribution: a wise, educa-
tional practice with an uplifting philosophy of 
human unity with moral and social purpose. 

Acknowledgments

Thanks to Aurora Bell who took on a lion’s 
share of the editing responsibility, and hats 
off to Maribel Casas-Cortés who authenticated 
the orientation to the social justice theme of 
this publication. To John McNamara and 
the NAMTA board, colleagues who gave me 
encouragement along the way; and my wife 
Barbara, whose support made this publication 
possible. Thanks also to Lynne Lawrence and 
Joke Verheul who gave me international access 
to excellent materials including their insight. 
And thank you to Great Work, Inc. and Brian 
Sense for the release time to dedicate to this 
project.

Return to contents
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On Thursday, June 20, the Montessori for 
Social Justice Conference held four sessions 
on the “Montessorian of the Global Majority” 
and four sessions on the topic of “De-Centering 
Whiteness.” 

On Friday, June 21, the sessions included a 
panel for school leaders and a screening of the 
film Inside Montessori. The afternoon included 
a choice of eleven breakouts: 

• Beyond the Add-On: Integrating Equity in 
Montessori Teacher Preparation

• Raising Equity: Institutional and Parent- 
Centered Approaches

• Adolescent Education as the Key to Lasting 
Social Change

• Montessori by Any Means Necessary
• Niniijaanis Discovery
• Trauma Informed Discipline in the Montessori 

Classroom
• Supporting LGBTQ+ People in the Montessori 

Community: Staff, Family, and Children
• Embracing Equity Leadership Residency
• Revisiting Language: Language Ideologies 

and Teaching Practices across the Develop-
mental Planes (presented in Spanish)

• Education for the Unexpected: Teaching Foster 
Children in a Montessori Environment

• Saving the Invisible Child

Saturday, June 22, included fifteen break-
out sessions:

• Guiding Principles for Effective Teaching 
about American Indians and Native Alaskans 

• La Educación Cósmica: Learning Practices 
from Elders and Children (presented in Spanish)

• Adolescent Education as the Key to Lasting 
Social Change

• Intentionally Diverse Montessori Schools: A 
Case Study of Zora Montessori 

• Building Critical Consciousness: Curating 
a Classroom Library to Uplift, Reflect, and 
Amplify

• De-Colonizing the Human Potential . . . Feeling 
and Noticing Our Way Through It 

• Hidden Figures: Pioneering Black Montessori 
Educators Past and Present

• White Work: Examining My White Identity 
and Its Impact on the Classroom

• Implementing Identity Affirmation Groups 
for Children in Intentionally Diverse Schools

• Building the Adult’s Critical Consciousness
• Twenty-One Years: Pathways to Liberation, 

Chronicles of Coral Reef Montessori
• Let’s Talk About Sex, Baby: Sex Ed in Mon-

tessori, from Respect and Reality to Freedom, 
Safety, and Joy

• Mental Health and Social Justice: Race and 
Equity

• The Montessori Classroom as a Healing 
Laboratory

• Reclaiming Our Time (Self Care as Resistance)
 

The five sessions on Sunday, June 23, were:

• Dealing with Trauma Through Conscious 
Discipline (presented in Spanish)

• Codifying Diversity and Inclusion Work at 
a Predominately White Montessori School: 
Successes, Ouches, and Remaining Questions

• Elm City Montessori ABAR Learning Project
• Reclaiming the Cosmic Tales 
• Music: a Window, a Mirror, a Bridge

Montessori Social Justice Conference, June 20–23, 2019
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Week 1: The Mind and the Hand  
Together

Arrival and Evening Reception  

Orientation and Introduction 
to EsF: “Working for Social 
Change: A Montessori Perspec-
tive” (Lynne Lawrence, AMI 
Executive Director) 

The History of Montessori in 
Mexico (Rosa Baca [Mexico] 
and Pilar Gomez de Ulibarri 
[Mexico])  

Movement and Brain Develop-
ment (Adele Diamond, Canada 
Research Chair Tier 1 Professor 
of Developmental Cognitive 
Neuroscience) 

Meaningful Engagement Through 
Activity (Anne Kelly [Australia], 
Montessori for Dementia and 
Ageing) 

Site Visit in the Region  
 

Understanding Family Processes 
in Poverty and Indigenous Con-
texts (Regina Lohndorf [Chile], 
Assistant Professor Cognitive 
Development)

Montessori in a Mayan Com-
munity, from Idea to Action 
(Gabriela Ortega [Mexico], 
Otoch Paal school)

Week 2: Community in Action

Adolescents as Agents of 
Change (Students from Chihua-
hua and Cuernavaca) 
 
Building Partnerships in Argentina 
(Connie Carballo [Argentina], 
Fundación Argentina Maria 
Montessori)

Arts and Creativity as Key to 
Learning (Linda Nathan [Unit-
ed States], Executive Director 
Center for Artistry)
 
Art and Education as Social 
Intervention (Luz Pro [Mexico], 
Arte Pro) 

An approach to Child-Friendly 
Schools (Carmen López-Flórez 
[Mexico], Education Officer 
UNICEF) 

Working Towards a Sustainable 
Future for All (Philip O’Brien 
[Ireland], AMI President)

Closing Address
Concluding Session
Farewell Evening Banquet

 

Sunday,  
July 21

Monday, 
July 22

Tuesday, 
July 23

Wednesday, 
July 24

Thursday, 
July 25

Friday,  
July 26
 
Saturday, 
July 27

Monday, 
July 29

Tuesday, 
July 30

 
Wednesday, 
July 31

 

Thursday, 
August 1

Friday,
August 2

Educateurs sans Frontières Conference, July 21–August 3, 2019





Part One  
Actualizing the Social Justice and 
Peace Foundations of Montessori  
Education
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Credit: Courtesy of MMUN

A. Roots of Montessori Reform
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The Montessori Collaborative World Review begins with three historic narratives about the origins 
of Montessori’s social justice thought. Maribel Casas-Cortés’ article The Forgotten Activist Hero doc-
uments Montessori’s thorough “commitment to promoting the rights of all children and women, 
based on a radical vision of diversity, peace, and internationalism,” showing “a woman actively in-
volved in the social movements of her time, while knocking on the doors of governments to ensure 
quality education for all children.”

David Kahn comments on the radical spirit of Montessori’s reform logic manifested in three 
contemporary initiatives: Erdkinder, Educateurs san Frontières, and the Montessori for Social 
Justice initiative. More than one hundred years after its conceptualization, Erdkinder thrives as an 
optimal environment for adolescents. Educateurs flourishes with a compelling mission: “to work 
with individuals, families, communities, organisations and governments to further the rights, education 
and welfare of children worldwide.” 

Judith Cunningham brings her peace activism to the third plane of Montessori education inte-
grating with the four planes of education, which make up the essentials of Montessori’s develop-
mental vision. Cunningham has incorporated the planes of development into her vision of actual-
izing peace in young children, which has raised the consciousness of the adolescent. 

Adolescent Educational Reform: 
Preparation for Educateurs sans  
Frontières 
David Kahn

The Forgotten Activist Hero: The  
Documented Social Mission of the 
Young Maria Montessori 
Maribel Casas-Cortés, PhD 

Toward a Developmental Application 
of Montessori Peace Education  
Judith Cunningham

Click on article titles for direct  
navigation.
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Adolescent Educational Reform
Preparation for Educateurs sans Frontières
 
David Kahn

Hershey Montessori School Adolescent  
Community, Huntsburg, Ohio, 2000.  
Credit: Courtesy David Kahn
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David Kahn was executive  
director of the North American 
Montessori Teachers’ Association 
(NAMTA) for over 40 years 
until 2018. Kahn was founding 
program director of the Hershey 
Montessori School’s Adolescent 
Farm Community in Huntsburg, 
Ohio, and is founding executive 
director emeritus of the Montes-
sori High School at University 
Circle in Cleveland, Ohio. During 
his time in Cleveland, he played 
a significant role in the genesis of 
Ruffing Montessori School’s ele-
mentary and adolescent programs 
and Stonebrook Montessori (an 
urban charter) while continuing 
to serve as a formative leader in 
establishing authentic Montessori 
programs throughout the United 
States. He is working on the lead-
ership committee for an adolescent 
study initiative under the auspices 
of Great Work Inc. (Colorado), 
AMI, and NAMTA, and is now 
founding executive editor for a 
new world Montessori review 
inspiring international visions of 
earth-wide Montessori cooperation 
and reform.

How does Montessori connect to diversity, find 
social cohesion, and hold up a vision capable 
of bringing us together, from childhood to 
adulthood, along an illuminated pathway to 
world peace? The answers to this question are 
more complex than one article, or the many 
articles collected here, can provide, but we can 
start with the final guideposts of Montessori: the 
education of the adult, as outlined by Renilde 
Montessori, and of the adolescent, as formal-
ized by Camillo Grazzini. To understand the 
relationship between these movements within 
Montessori, we open with an overture of prin-
ciples that inspired them.

We are all a single organism, one nation. 
Becoming a single nation we have finally 
realized the unconscious spiritual and religious 
aspiration of the human soul, and this we 
can proclaim to every corner of the earth. 
(Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, 
1949, p. 24)  
 
These would be the Educateurs sans Fron-
tières, the educators without boundaries, 
able and willing to go where their presence 
is required. Never to intrude, not to indoc-
trinate, but to help and encourage others 
to learn, to rediscover the wise and ancient 
plan for wholesome growth with which all 
humans are endowed. (Renilde Montessori, 
1999; emphasis added) 
 
This is the great task of education: to 
make the child conscious of the reality and 
depth of human unity. [. . .] Above all, we 
must make the children understand how 
extraordinarily moving it is that men are 
not united by their interests alone, but that 
a deeper bond exists at the very root of 
their humanity. [. . .] I have experienced the 
effectiveness of this teaching, especially in 
India. To Indian teachers who studied the 
Montessori method and applied it in their 
schools, I recommended that they link the 
subjects they taught (in the fields of geog-
raphy, chemistry, physics) to the history of 
the various discoveries and particularly the 
story of the lives of men who had contributed 
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to this conquest of progress. (Maria Mon-
tessori, “Human Solidarity in Time and 
Space,” 1949, pp. 17–18)  
 
A very important Montessori principle is the 
idea of true responsibility—not doing an 
assigned chore but responding to what is 
needed. The young adolescent needs to feel 
that something is needed from him or from 
her. 
Similarly we have a mandate to take  
responsibility. Because the world is in crisis, 
our mandate is to look after the future of 
humanity by responding to the needs of the 
child . . . a common vision is necessary to the 
work before us. (Renilde Montessori, 1996) 

Today, all aspects of Montessori, in all 
parts of the world, are expanding and evolving 
toward a critical mass to meet the comprehen-
sive needs of the planet, which are both social 
and educational. This synthesis is important 
to witness but not always easy to find. Mon-
tessori thought resides in a universal and mys-
terious associative relationship—in an entirely 
sacred, unknown space—between poetry and 
science, between rich and poor, between city 
and country, between countries where it is well 
established and communities in which it is just 
now developing. 

Montessori sets forth her theory of and 
principles for connecting developmental 
studies for the developing human, based on 
a universal orientation, in her book From 
Childhood to Adolescence. It gives rise to 
linked frameworks in interrelated educational 
theories even into adulthood. Facts are declas-
sified from the separate countries and specific 
disciplines—science, history, languages, and 
mathematics etc.—but retain their clarifying 
dynamics in relation to the needs of develop-
ment, a developmental continuum, and pro-
gram integration. This theory of connectivity 
is first posited for abstract learning within 
the classroom, but grows beyond four walls 
to a place-based closed community: the farm. 
Beyond the farm, the expanding learning of 
the older adolescent requires a global learning 
system that incorporates usefulness and mission 

and that connects the adolescent to global real-
ities. These provide opportunities for theories of 
knowledge and comparative perspectives that 
treat knowledge as a source of wonder and 
diffusion. The concept of diffusion is widely 
used in physics (particle diffusion), chemistry, 
biology, sociology, and economic geography. In 
each case, the object (the atom, idea, and so 
forth) that is undergoing diffusion is “spreading 
out” on its own. In the Montessori context, 
dissemination of ideas and books started within 
two years of the opening of the Casa dei 
Bambini in 1907 and led to the International 
Rome course in 1913.

Maria Montessori’s far-reaching life and 
work reveal an evolving personal vision and 
a deepening reform timeline regarding the 
so-called mission of man to reform education, 
society, and nature. The history of Montessori’s 
thought follows an inexorable diffusion process 
leading to “widening” social reform rising out 
of her philosophical vision. The “correlation- 
between-the-facts-philosophy” underlying all 

Renilde Montessori. Credit: 
Courtesy David Kahn
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of Montessori (From Childhood to Adoles-
cence, 1948) seems a likely starting point for 
a generalist-abstract position for Montessori’s 
early childhood, advanced elementary, early 
adolescent, and Educateurs sans Frontières 
(EsF), also to include the diffusion of Montessori 
education for the underprivileged. How does 
Montessori’s theory of knowledge get to the 
correlation of the facts? How does holistic 
learning about the natural world blend with 
the human social consciousness of the third 
plane and find its moorings in the sciences as 
well as the social sciences and history? How 
can this global education reform be facilitated 
across the obstacles of local culture and inequi-
table resources around the world?

Mario Montessori (1956) quoted Maria 
Montessori giving a clue about the scope of 
educational reform: “We must give the children 
not only the world, but also a clear picture of 
Mankind in the world. So, a) How the world 
functions, and b) how mankind functions are 
two basic factors. [. . .] To do this, base yourself 
upon fundamental facts that do not change no 
matter what the ideology is at any historical 
moment.”  

The root of reform is found in Appendix 
A of From Childhood to Adolescence, where 
Montessori (1948) states the focus of the ado-
lescent understanding: why are adolescents so 
important to world reform?

The need that is so keenly felt for a reform 
of secondary schools concerns not only an 
educational, but also a human and social 
problem. This can be summed up in one 
sentence: Schools as they are today, are 
adapted neither to the needs of adolescence 
nor to the times in which we live. Society 
has not only developed into a state of 
utmost complication and extreme contrasts, 
but it has now come to a crisis in which the 
peace of the world and civilization itself are 
threatened. (p. 59) 

This adolescent development takes place 
because the adolescent has been able to work 
in direct contact with reality and the earnest 
Montessori adults. We teach the child; it is a 

definite, constructive process, a natural phe-
nomenon that results when the child is given 
the chance to make their own efforts and do 
their own work as part of their refreshing 
developmental power side-by-side with adults. 
Adolescents see the future naturally through a 
lens of justice and dignity for all humans and 
their desire to make it right. Adversity brings 
out the resilience of adolescents and beckons 
them to take on the real challenges of the 
world.

We are undergoing a crisis, torn between 
an old world that is coming to an end and 
a new world that has already begun and 
already given proof of all the constructive 
elements it has to offer. This crisis we are 
experiencing is not the sort of upheaval 
that marks the passage from one historical 
period to another. It can be compared only 
to one of those biological or geological 
epochs in which new, higher, and more 
perfect forms of life appeared, as totally 
new conditions of existence on earth came 
about. (Maria Montessori, Education and 
Peace, 1949, pp. 22–23)

Peace is another Montessori focus that 
contributes to a special restructuring of society 
to achieve humanity’s mission, the full develop-
ment of the human potential for a better future 
for all, and the central tool for holistic reform 

of social evils. “Simply put, education is the 
central social question. What must this powerful 
moral imperative reform heed: the state and 
destiny of society depends on the normal devel-
opment of the child” (Feldman, 2015, p. 184).

The Century of the Child (a term coined by 
Ellen Key in her 1900 book of that name, and 

Today, all aspects of Montes-
sori, in all parts of the world, 
are expanding and evolving 
toward a critical mass to meet 
the comprehensive needs of 
the planet.
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adopted by Montessori; now considered to span 
1907–2007) shows a century of Montessori’s 
worldwide educational reforms as they are 
connected in unfolding time and space. It is 
easy to see the connections between the history 
of Montessori’s ideas and human progress and 
consciousness. This is the Montessori golden 
thread of reform, the great river of what makes 
up Montessori schools of thought up to the 
present and beyond.

• 1907: Italy, Casa dei Bambini: introduces 
the principle that children teach themselves

• 1913: Rome, first international training: 
the world diffusion of Montessori’s 
writings

• 1915: Spain, the Maternidad: shelter for 
unwed mothers

• 1920–38: Vienna, the prepared environment
• 1930: Spain, Catechesis of the Good 

Shepherd: the child and the church, the 
liturgy in the prepared environment

• 1933: Sèvres, France: La Maison des Enfants
• 1934: Psychodisciplines introduce the 

developmental impact of interdisciplinary 
knowledge using the disciplines

• 1936: Laren, Netherlands, Learning 
Center: children ages three to ten

• 1939–1946: Elementary Cosmic Education: 
a depiction of an interconnected evolving 
universe, Theosophy, Hinduism augment 
the pantheism of Cosmic Education

• 1947–67: Palazzo Taverna, Rome: the  
origin of the infant-toddler center in 
Rome (Adele Costa Gnocchi)

• 1949: San Remo: Ecology, the organic 
unity and the study of sustainable world 
systems; “Human Solidarity in Time 
and Space,” the interdependence of the 
human condition.

• 1980: Montessori Whole School Manage-
ment theory

• 1999: Educateurs sans Frontières by 
Renilde Montessori

• 2000: Ohio: the Hershey Erdkinder opens
• 2007: Montessori centenary celebrations
• 2008: Cleveland, Ohio: Montessori High 

School (IB Theory of Knowledge)
• 2020: Century of the Adolescent begins 

after the Century of the Child  

To understand the connection between 
the Erdkinder and Educateurs sans Frontières, 
Renilde Montessori’s organizing insight was 
to see social reform as the work of the adoles-
cent sensitive period for justice and the work 
of the éducateur at the same time. Renilde’s 
vision was one of sentiment. She expressed in 
talks and discussion the dynamic of Montes-
sori’s origins—harkening back to the street 
children of San Lorenzo (1907), attending to 
the single mothers at the Maternidad in Spain, 
breaking out of the four-walled classroom into 
the expansive outdoors and food gardens of 
the Haus der Kinder (1922), and La Maison 
des Enfants de Sèvres (1933–1938), France. 
Montessori was indefatigable in her work with 
the orphans of both world wars, advocating 
for the rights of children, veterans, and women, 
partnering with UNESCO (1948–52), and 
assisting the infant-toddler level (1947). Renilde’s 
understanding of the global impact of child 
development led her to nurture her vision of 
Educateurs san Frontières by incorporating 
the program into the Association Montessori 
Internationale (AMI). 

In America, in the latter part of the twen-
tieth century, Montessori adolescent education 
extended from the elementary through eighth 
grade. Montessori’s Erdkinder concept was 
thought of as a dream, a metaphor, a theoretical 
construct. Renilde spoke with authority as gen-
eral secretary of AMI in a colloquium in Ohio 
(1996) when a common vision, a starting frame-
work, and a lexicon of principles about the 
potential of the adolescent were formulated. 
This genesis of the Erdkinder within the AMI 
framework would not have found its place in 
the sun without her interest in the adolescent. 
In 2000 Renilde saw in the first Erdkinder 
the more radical side of Montessori. Camillo 
Grazzini asked her to read his seminal article 
on the adolescent community, and she came to 
a pause when she read the following lines: “I 
consider the setting up of an authentic Erd-
kinder program to be an initiative of enormous 
interest and importance to the Montessori 
community as a whole” (Grazzini & Grazzi-
ni-Krumins, 2004, p. 182).

Part of the team at the origin of Educateurs 
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was Renilde Montessori and Camillo Grazzini, 
as they were connected with the adolescent proj-
ect. They understood that the éducateur and 
the Montessori adolescent practitioner organ-
ically connected in the same ideological spaces, 
approaching the same direction—wanting to 
learn how to make oneself useful, how to help 
mankind in many ways, developing a con-
sciousness of social reality, building a feeling of 
responsibility toward society as a whole. These 
are all phrases derived from the Erdkinder 
essays. The child of the earth becomes a citizen 
of the world when transitioning to adulthood. 
The inclusion of the adolescent developmental 
question as part of the Educateurs sans Fron-
tières dialogue focuses Montessori principles in 
addressing the needs and crises of our planetary 
home. Renilde and Camillo knew these com-
parisons were very important to take Montessori 
to its next stage of maturity.

In 1995, Renilde, Camillo, and I created 
the following summary of the fundamental  
connections between adolescent work and 
Educateurs sans Frontières from Appendix A 
of From Childhood to Adolescence:

• The development of human mission built on 
the secret vocation of the young adult is at 
the root of Montessori activism (pp. 59–70).

• Montessori clearly stated that human 
work for the adolescent should be “an 
exercise of utilized virtues, of super values 
and skills acquired” (p. 67). The nobility 
of work as characterized by the Erdkind-
er framework can further help the EsF in 
its applications of Montessori principles 
to social reform (p. 65).

• The adolescent’s seeking of a higher service 
orientation in the world concretizes EsF’s 
real purpose which should demonstrate 
how enlightened service can be done as a 
series of projects and experiments based 
on community, engagement, and best use 
of the “secrets of nature,” with the adult 
working side by side the adolescent to 
contribute to the planet (p. 65).

• The adolescent, like the éducateur, must 
see personal growth as a practical method 
of becoming a member of society benefiting 
others only by reaching beyond the limits 
of one’s own specialization (p. 66).

The EsF orientation helps third-plane  
specialists to see the deeper revelations of the 
adolescent and social purpose in the widest 
context of world reform. In the same way 
adolescents can see a brighter future for devel-
oping parts of the world as “one nation.” This 
relationship between the adolescent and the 
adult éducateur mission was summarized in an 
interview with Camillo just before his death in 
2004. Camillo and Renilde once again combined 
visions to make a prepared environment without 
walls (the farm). Camillo Grazzini wrote:

EsF is an added dimension to Montessori 
principles, looking to some degree at the 
unification of human work and the solidarity 
between human beings as an integral part 
of an anthropological and sociological 
vision of the child. In this way, EsF rep-
resents both a renewed awareness of, and a 
practical initiative in harmony with Maria 
Montessori’s cosmic vision. EsF should 
be the living expression of Montessori’s 
cosmic thinking about the world, humanity, 
and human development; and therefore 
our educators without “borders” should be 

Camillo Grazzini and David Kahn. Credit: 
Courtesy David Kahn
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open to working with all ages and stages 
of development, under all circumstances 
and conditions. The concept of “help to life” 
becomes a living practical reality—without 
ever forgetting, however, that there are at 
least as many “Montessori methods” as 
there are planes of development. (Kahn & 
Grazzini, 2004, p. 11)

Renilde’s genius was to put Montessori 
education back on the pathway to true social 
reform; she was clear in her aims, and today 
we are bringing her Montessori vision into 
much clearer focus thanks to our understand-
ing of the mission of adolescent education. She 
laid down the foundations: “The Educateurs 
sans Frontières are to become a new corps  
of workers in the Montessori Movement, cattedra 
ambulante [itinerant teachers/preachers]  
of Maria Montessori’s educational reform with  
its vision of a deep ecology which, in evolu-
tionary terms, is suddenly and rapidly permeating 
human consciousness” (“AMI General  
Information”). 

Montessori (1938) writes, “He [the adoles-
cent] is truly a newborn ready to begin to live 
mysteriously, yet positively for other people 
i.e., to dedicate his life to others, to make 
sacrifices, to give his life to protect. That is the 
meaning and importance of this period i.e., the 
man who lives for others is fundamentally a 
social being.” The adolescent is reaching for the 
optimal potential of social justice and human 
dignity. The adolescent needs an accessible organi-
zation that strives for humanitarian goals. 

In her opening statement for the Second 
Adolescent Colloquium in 1998, Renilde said:

The prepared environment for the third 
plane is not a school. It is constantly pre-
sented as a setting and we are not talking 
about subjects. You are all teachers, and 
it is very difficult for you to think beyond 
school and class times. We must make a 
quantum leap. Again, the environment is 
artificially prepared. We are recreating the 
social environment for the adolescents in 
the same way we recreate the world for 
the three-to six-year-olds. And because our 

prepared environment is part of a period 
of metamorphoses, it must be a very subtle 
prepared environment. It is based in reality. 
The Montessori curriculum is always based 
on truth and reality. 

“When Montessori principles are applied 
in the wider context of society, their possi-
bilities are vast and all encompassing” (Edu-
cateurs sans Frontières, Montessori-esf.org). 
Camillo Grazzini was saying that Montessori 
adolescents (in their newborn metacognition) 
are aware of social structure, of world inter-
dependency, the potential for environmental 
and structural change, and the recognition of 
explicit patterns in society. Adolescent engagement 
within wider contexts becomes more explicit 
and can achieve a deeper social good. The 
adolescent transforms through cosmic tasks, 
farm-based experiences with reciprocity and ex-
change, community farms, or projects outside of 
school. The adolescent becomes an adult who 
makes society more responsive to the human life 
cycle within the cycles of nature and civilization. 
This is a conscious cultivation of human under-
standing embellished by worldwide Montessori 
diffusion. 

If one studies the unity, diversity, and scope 
of Montessori’s thinking and writing about 
the third plane, the Montessori adolescent 
movement finds roots in the same basic tenets 
as those of the éducateur: approaching the same 
fourth plane (finality)—knowing how to make 
oneself useful, how to help mankind in many 
ways, developing a clearer consciousness of 
social reality, building a feeling of responsibility 
towards society as a whole. A Montessori  
secondary teacher really establishes how the Edu-
cateurs sans Frontières (fourth plane) is shaped 
by the third plane.

[Adolescent] effort translates into practices 
that raise awareness and emphasizes the 
appreciation of what we already possess. 
There is goodness beneath the conflicts 
and selfish behaviors of people. People are 
united and “intimately one,” even if they 
appear at odds with each other. “Cosmic 
Education” (Education and Peace, 1992, 
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p. 117) aims to make students affectively 
aware of that disinterested goodness and 
self-sacrifice of fellow human beings. It 
will ready them to feel gratitude and con-
tribute to the good of all. Through the study 
of history, “mind-lonely adolescents” be-
come aware of this unity as something they 
already possess, a solidarity and “nobility . . . 
of altruism” that extends deep into the past. 
This sense of solidarity provides compan-
ionship and comfort, and, in turn, they are 
called to extend through their own great 
work into the future. (Feldman, 2015, p. 185) 

Post Script: AMI in South Africa and 
Closing Remarks

I was invited to a meeting with Renilde Mon-
tessori in 1995 to establish a funds develop-
ment plan for AMI with Orcillia “Strilli”  
Oppenheimer in South Africa. AMI was 
advised to dedicate some of the efforts of 
the MM75 foundation to schools in poverty 
around the world. I had the privilege of working 
with Mrs. Oppenheimer who had a working 
farm at her White Waltham London estate in 
the early nineties. Renilde knew her as well 
and in 1995 the Montessori Society of Southern 
Africa framed its mission statement: “To strive 
for: respect, growth and excellence towards the 
development of the normalized child through 
an integrated process of solidarity and coop-
eration among parents and community and 
education within the framework of Montessori 
pedagogy, philosophy and methodology.”

A new direction was forged through Strilli 
Oppenheimer’s leadership supporting under-
privileged schools in South Africa. In a 2019 
conversation with Strilli, I asked why she spent 
so much money and time organizing a move-
ment with her colleagues in South Africa to 
help townships of South Africa. She replied 
that it was an experiment to see if investment 
would change the state of early child develop-
ment in the settlements of a developing county. 
The community’s needs were extreme. Families 
were living in three-sided scrap shelters and 
standing in long lines waiting for water from 
standpipes. The initiatives that were begun 

created Montessori schools and trained women 
from the township to work in early childhood 
centers. Hers was a step toward dignity and edu-
cational justice— 
the optimal impact of the Montessori school 
was to challenge the Apartheid-originated 
settlements. 

What does the future hold for Educateurs 
sans Frontières? The “newborn adolescents” 
with their optimism for the future and spirit 
of conquest will solve the problems of pollution, 
deforestation, loss of biodiversity, climate 
change, and racism and diversity. Adolescents 
and adults can work internationally or locally. 
Montessorian collective idealism is evolving as 
worldwide unity; human solidarity will bring 
Montessori pedagogy into a new era of impact. 
Adolescents are luminous in their individual 
and unfolding generosity. Stepping into a com-
prehensive demonstration of the Montessori 
vision, both historic and contemporary, a team 
of adolescent éducateurs feels something vital 
and true as we examine our future through the 
Adolescent development, emerging in tireless 
fashion from the four corners of the Earth. 

Adolescent Development (Erdkinder) 
and Fourth Plane (Educateurs)

The Sustainability Institute of Stellenbosch 
University houses Montessori 0–3, 3–6, forth-
coming 6–12, and prototype Erdkinder com-
munities. This South African community near 
Cape Town is a uniquely progressive Montessori 
location combining a farm, a full expanse of 
Montessori education, and a university. In 2018 
the Educateur group visited this initiative.

Another time, the Educateurs will have 
traveled to Collegio Montessori de Tepoztlan 
in Cuernavaca, Mexico, to visit a Montessori 
High School dedicated to sustainable devel-
opment goals. Mexico offers an academic 
program of formal studies without silos (all 
interdisciplinary from the start). Students and 
teachers speak in a common philosophy with 
these familiar second-plane maxims. 

These progressive Montessori programs, 
and many others now in existence, put Mon-
tessori children, their rights, and sustainable 
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development goals at the center of Montessori 
theory into practice. Montessori’s vision of the 
first hundred years has made a quantum leap 
into twenty-first century global citizenship, 
contributing to the betterment of our planetary 
home.
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Maribel Casas-Cortés

Maria Montessori teaching in the pedagogical 
school at the University of Rome, 1906. Credit: 
Archive Opera Nazionale Montessori, Rome
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Maribel Casas-Cortés holds a 
PhD in anthropology from the 
University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill. Born in Spain, she is 
currently based in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, as an affiliate faculty 
member of the department of 
anthropology at UNCC. Together 
with her husband Sebastian Cobar-
rubias, also a professor at UNCC, 
she is raising a family of three 
children and engaging the challeng-
es and opportunities of the edu-
cation system in North Carolina. 
In the process, they have become 
advocates for complete implemen-
tation of the Montessori method 
in the public sector and active 
participants in building a strong 
parent education program at their 
current independent Montessori 
school. Casas-Cortés has trained 
in the Montessori-based faith 
formation program the Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd, leading a 
classroom (atrium) at a Catholic 
parish in downtown Charlotte. She 
is currently working on a book 
project titled Raising Revolutions: 
Montessori Education for Cultural 
Transformations.

For those outside the education community, Maria 
Montessori is usually portrayed in her older 
years, aged and sitting down with a kind and 
humble attitude toward the children surrounding 
her. While it depicts a very important part of 
her life, this iconography of Maria Montessori 
misses the early years of a determined and daring 
young educated woman forcefully speaking 
up on challenging issues to all kinds of audi-
ences in her home country and internationally. 
When reading her biography of professional 
appointments, public talks, writings, and trips, 
one sees Maria Montessori rise to the occasion 
to be next to other revolutionary icons of the 
twentieth century such as Martin Luther King, 
Jr.; Che Guevara; Bob Dylan; or Mahatma 
Gandhi. Maybe because she was a woman, 
maybe due to her focus on children, somehow 
the persona, actions, and works of Maria 
Montessori have been limited to a very specific 
constituency, that of educators, and some par-
ents, without reaching out to the broader public, 
including progressive communities. 

The well-known books on the Montessori 
method mostly speak from this educational 
point of view and are geared toward educators 
and/or parents. Yet, there is more to Montessori 
lying within its pedagogical contributions. 

When reading detailed historical accounts, 
the activist anthropologist in me identifies a 
radical pro-diversity agenda in Dr. Montes-
sori. Her activities questioned and challenged 
many of the uneven power relations accepted in 
her time. In particular, she dealt with dis-
criminatory practices and prejudices in the 
following scenarios of diversity understood as a 
social hierarchy, that is, when being “different” 
meant an excuse for dismissal and exclusion: 
mental and physical particularities, economic 
disparities, age difference, gender diversity, and 
national identity. All of these are of contem-
porary concern. 

This piece engages this largely forgotten 
trajectory of Maria Montessori as a way to 
further understand both her context and her 
contributions. The article is based on a detailed 
engagement with Paola Trabalzini’s book Maria 
Montessori through the Seasons of the “Method.” 
The first part, “Science Against Discrimination,” 
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situates Montessori in the historical contexts 
she found herself in and which inspired her to 
develop many of the approaches and positions 
she did. The second part of the article, “Engaging 
Difference,” is organized into five subsections 
following each of the diversities she addressed 
in her work.
 
I. Science Against Discrimination: 
Anti-Bias and Pro-Inclusion Agenda 
 
Historian Paola Trabalzini develops a rigorous 
account of Maria Montessori’s contributions 
through archival exploration of the geographical 
and political specificities of when Dr. Montessori 
was born, raised, and educated, eventually 
becoming a researcher, an activist, a teacher, a 
university professor, a political exile, an interna-
tional public speaker, and a prolific writer. The 
book, originally written in Italian, was trans-
lated into English for its publication in The 
NAMTA Journal. According to the foreword 
by Silvana Quattrocchi Montanaro (2011), 

“This book is a great opportunity to gain insights 
into lesser known aspects of Maria Montessori’s 
civil and political commitment—her experiencing 
[of] science [. . .] as a way to build an inclusive 
kind of society” (p. 2). 

The historian offers a detailed review of each 
edition of Dr. Montessori’s publications, showing 
how she adapts to each specific intellectual 
and political climate, reckoning with the social 
upheavals of her life span (1870–1952). This 
includes how she was raised during the consol-
idation of Italy as a unified country and how 
she got involved in advocacy on contemporary 
social concerns of her time, accepting lead-
ership positions in struggles for women and 
children’s rights and opportunities for public 
speaking, as well as demanding funding and 
public support for alternative teaching programs 
from Italy’s different governments. In her fifties, 
the turn to fascism in her home country and 
elsewhere, culminating in World War II, directly 
affected her life and work but did not stop her 
socially engaged scientific trajectory. The years 
of exile furthered her internationalist scope 
and commitment to peace at a time when  

violence and discrimination were the norm. 
In order to fully appreciate Montessori’s 

radical contributions and her brave actions, I 
needed to draw a timeline of her historical 
period myself. This exercise made clear that 
her persona and work for peace were quite 
countercultural. At the time, standing for peace 
meant being “too radical,” questioning the status 
quo, and engaging in determined struggles 
against multiple levels of violence, exploitation, 
and discrimination. The young Montessori 
lived at a time when the brutal use of violence 
was legitimate in the following scenarios and 
happening simultaneously: colonized territories 
and slavery; exploitation in industrial factories 
and mining; and a patriarchal social organization 
with open discrimination against women and 
children, especially those with mental disabilities. 
To embrace a “people’s history” approach (as 
advanced by Howard Zinn), this period was 
one of intense social turbulence, when large  
organized sectors of the population were  
taking concrete measures for change. This  
was also a period of technological discoveries 
with long-term impact. 

Worldwide, it was the height of European 
imperial expansion in Africa and Asia, with the 
iconic date of the Berlin Conference in 1884 
marking the beginning of the “scramble” for  
Africa. The world was experiencing the rise 
of the United States and Japan as international 
powers; the Russian Revolution; and the peak of 
the capitalist industrial revolution in Western 
Europe and North America with little regu-
lation, low living standards for many, and the 
resulting Great Depression, which also affected 
Italy after reunification as a country. Economic 
disparities rose acutely with high rates of ma-
laria, malnutrition, and illiteracy. Worldwide, 
social movements were large in number, using 
direct-action tactics and effectively achieving 
some of their demands toward the overall goal 
of stopping the spread of violence, exploita-
tion, and discrimination. This was the pattern 
of the early feminist movements, including the 
suffragists; the workers’ movements, including 
the socialist-communist and anarchist tradi-
tions; and the anti-colonial movements, such as 
the nonviolence organizing in India. Moreover, 
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important technological inventions, those that 
deeply influence many aspects of human life, 
emerged at the time. These included the plane, 
telephone, telegram, and atom bomb. 

When situated within this historical turmoil 
and the broader social movements of her time, 
a rather epic depiction emerges of Dr. Mon-
tessori. She stood up against discrimination 
toward women pursuing higher education; she 
was determined, facing her family’s misgiv-
ings and dismissive male peers, to continue a 
successful academic career. At a time of deeply 
rooted prejudices against women, she was an 
active member of the early feminist movements 
advocating for voting rights, equal pay, and a 
right to education. In the context of child labor 
and discrimination against those with differing 
mental abilities, she dedicated her profession-
al and personal efforts to advocating for all 
children’s rights through teacher training pro-
grams and the opening of children’s schools, as 
well as public talks and writings on children as 
the “missing citizen,” “agents of change,” and 

“hope for humanity.” Committed to advancing 
alternative ways of schooling, she reached 
out to public officials to support Montessori 
schools in Italy and later in Spain. While the 
authoritarian government in Italy initially 
offered conditional support to Montessori 
schools, she rejected pledging allegiance to 
Mussolini’s regime. As a result she and her son 
were placed under police surveillance at home 
and abroad. She later had to flee authoritarian 
regimes in Spain and Germany while continuing 
to develop her political and scientific mission 
in the Netherlands, the United States, and India. 
India was under British colonial rule, and 
thus during World War II, Maria and her son, 
Mario, were placed in internment camps. This 
added yet another layer to her trajectory.  
Finally, in the midst of a rising authoritarian and 
bellicose worldwide culture, she met with two 
open opponents to fascism and war, Mahatma 
Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore,1 during her 
many international trips. 

Indeed, Montessori’s work was so explicitly 

pacifist that she was nominated for the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 1949, 1950, and 1951. Like 
Gandhi, she was nominated several times but 
never awarded the prize. However, in contrast 
with Gandhi, whose work for nonviolence 
received worldwide recognition, Maria Mon-
tessori is grouped under the category of “nom-
inees not primarily known for their peace 
work” according to the Nobel Prize Institution 
(NobelPrize.org, 2009). This contrasts with the 
general assumption among many Montessori 
practitioners that theirs is an educational work 
for peace. Still, neither Maria Montessori nor 
her efforts for world peace are well-known 
among the broad public in the United States or 
internationally. Maria Montessori is not (yet) a 
pop icon for peace.

Trabalzini’s book helps to document Mon-
tessori’s thorough commitment to promoting the 
rights of all children and women, based on a 
radical vision of antiauthoritarianism, peace, 
and internationalism. It situates her contri-
butions to the field of education in a broader 
perspective. This historical account shows a 
woman actively involved in the social move-
ments of her time, while knocking on the doors 
of governments to ensure quality education for 
all children. (In 1922, Montessori was appointed 
a government inspector of schools in Italy, and 
in 1932, she was approved by local public offi-
cials in Catalonia to receive public funds.) 

Maria Montessori was participating in a 
variety of activist issues from early on, as this 
account exemplifies:

In September 1896, Montessori took part 
in the International Congress of Women, 
held in Berlin from [19 to 26] September, 
where she represented Italian women—she 
had been delegated by the Women’s Associ-
ation of Rome. [. . .] The topics under dis-
cussion in the Berlin conference were: peace, 
social reforms, women’s upbringing and 
education, and women’s presence in uni-
versities and in the professions. Montessori 
spoke twice and dealt with, amongst other 

1 In 1925, Montessori went to New York, on her fourth trip to the United States. On this occasion, she met the poet Rabindranath Tagore, who won the 
Nobel Prize for literature in 1913; Montessori was mentioned in the 1926 edition of his book because Montessori-Tagore schools had been set up in India. 
(Trabalzini, 2011, p. 132)
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things, the situation of women’s education 
in Italy, women’s commitment in eradicating 
illiteracy, and the unequal pay between men 
and women, where she advocated equal sal-
aries. Therefore, right from her first official 
speech, Montessori embraced two central 
issues of the emancipation struggle: equal 
pay and the fight against illiteracy, and she 
took part in the debate with flair, enthusi-
asm and determination. [. . .] In Berlin, for 
instance, she met the Socialist women who, 
in a street demonstration, called for the 
abolition of the proletariat and the founda-
tion of a Socialist society. (Trabalzini, p. 17)

These socialist women using Marxist terms 
(proletariat, new society) were not marginal at 
the time; socialist theories and communist- 
anarchist movements had been on the rise 
in Europe since the mid-nineteenth century 
denouncing the extreme inequalities in both 
rural and urban settings due to the arrival 
of modernization and the end of common 
lands and resources. This resulted in significant 
rural-to-urban migration, which fed growing 
urban factory production but was accompanied 
by deplorable living and working conditions. 
The young Maria Montessori, joining the social 
energies of her time, was seriously concerned 
about economic inequality, writing about it in 

“Social Miseries and New Scientific Discoveries” 
in 1889 (Trabalzini, p. 20). As is well-known 
among Montessorians, but not stressed enough, 
she founded her first school in the slums of 
Rome, for the most marginal families of under-
paid and overworked factory workers. Trabalzini 
documents how Montessori connects the  

question of class with other power disparities re-
lated to mental health, age, gender, and national 
background. Montessori realized how those 

intersecting structural problems gave rise to 
a series of self-perceptions, social biases, and 
cultural habits developed toward certain social 
groups. She engaged in awareness-raising 
activities against and beyond prejudices, which 
were deeply rooted in her time, and are unfor-
tunately still alive today. These biases act as 
social stigmas, which normalize certain behaviors 
toward whole groups of people, based on gen-
eralizing assumptions that negate the possi-
bility of individuality and personal worth. In 
Maria Montessori’s time and place, prejudices 
and consequent discrimination toward people 
with special needs and without economic  
resources were widely accepted, especially 
when those people were women and children.

One might well conclude from reading 
Trabalzini’s book that Maria Montessori dedi-
cated herself to women and children’s liberation 
efforts in a lifelong activist trajectory. However, 
her goals were broader, including fair redistri-
bution of resources, appreciation of diversity, 
and the need for peace. For those goals, she 

Maria Montessori when director of the  
Orthophrenic Institute, Rome, 1898. Credit: © AMI

Montessori advanced a strong 
pro-diversity agenda. Her  
activities questioned and  
challenged uneven power  
relations accepted at her time. 
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conducted research, published books, and en-
gaged in public speaking and radio broadcasts, 
as well as writing for newspapers, flyers, and wall 
posters. She also focused on designing, proposing, 
and creating alternative institutions. For most 
Montessorians, this social commitment is such 
an integral aspect of Maria Montessori and 
her method that “it goes without saying,” but 
some current initiatives are calling to re-engage 
this question more explicitly and deeply (Ayer, 
2016). Building on those efforts, this article is 
an attempt to highlight the historical figure of 
Maria Montessori as an activist herself, con-
tributing in many areas of current concern 
today. While these might be well-known by 
her followers, it is important to boldly state 
the avant-garde activist efforts undertaken by 
Maria Montessori. 

Paola Trabalzini traces the connection 
between her scientific passion and her social 
commitment in chapter 2, entitled “Science 
and Society,” particularly in its first section on 

“Civil Commitment and Scientific Research.” 
From this historical account, it is apparent that 
Maria Montessori devoted her life to developing 
a science-based pedagogy with the hope to 
build “a new social and cultural sensibility” (p. 
44). This pedagogy would allow people of any 
social class, national origin, gender, religious ori-
entation, etc. to grow at all levels. This pedagogy 
would teach people how to include, appreciate, 
and empathize among differences, laying the 
foundation for respectful interactions, prior-
itizing all humans’ needs, and ultimately, to 
prepare the conditions for peace to thrive: 

The young Montessori became an active 
member of Roman and Italian society which, 
at the turn of the twentieth century, was 
careful of the needs of a city and of a nation 
in which there were great economic and social 
inequalities. In these conditions, Montes-
sori felt that science had a specific role to 
play: as a tool of emancipation in order to 
help solve social problems. The scientist 
and the physician were called upon to be-
come directly involved in order to improve 
society so that civil progress did not come 
about to the detriment of one sector of the 

population, but could improve everybody’s 
quality of life through economic, social and 
cultural changes open to all—and especially 
children and women. (pp. 23–24)

Montessori advanced a strong pro-diversity 
agenda. Her activities questioned and chal-
lenged uneven power relations accepted at her 
time. 

II. Engaging Difference: Pro- 
Diversity Montessori
 
1. Disability Rights: Against “Gifted,” 
“Normal,” and “Retarded” Labeling
Facing one of the most basic forms of diversity, 
medical-based differences, Maria Montessori  
turns her research to observe and understand as 
well as offer social participation to a sector of 
the population deemed as failures: “the un-
teachable.” I start with this question because 
even many self-declared “progressive schools” 
are still figuring this out and often dealing 
poorly with this issue, falling into a similar kind 
of labeling (although not using the same terms, 
they are still practicing exclusionary activities 
toward both “special needs” and “gifted” students). 

In section 2 of chapter 2, “Protecting the 
Development of All Children,” Trabalzini points 
out that delinquency was a rising concern and 
explains how it was linked to those “impossible 
to educate”:

In 1897 Montessori took part in the 
National Congress of Medicine, held in 
Turin, and denounced the responsibilities of 
society with regard to juvenile delinquency. 
These responsibilities were found in the lack 
of care and assistance to retarded children 
who she identified as subjects potentially 
at risk. That is why she affirmed that the 
attention had to be focused on researching 
the causes of delinquency in order to take 
preventive measures. For Montessori, the 
issue of phrenasthenic children was moving 
from a purely psychiatric, [. . .] diagnostic 
level to an increasingly more important 
social and pedagogical level (pp. 18–19).
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Maria Montessori’s findings on the con-
nection between neurological development and 
environment were far ahead of her time, and 
have been scientifically supported today. Based 
on observation and data-driven analyses, Mon-
tessori pointed out that regardless of geneti-
cally inherited mental traits, all children were 
able to progressively learn if the appropriate 
environment and tailored materials were pro-
vided. Trabalzini writes, “Montessori’s agenda 
was approved by acclaim; it was based on the 
assumption that mentally retarded children 
could be educated by means of pedagogical 
methods tailored to their needs and through 
suitable living environments” (pp. 19–20). 
Rather than a single issue for specialists in a 
given field, or a private concern for particular 

families, “For Montessori, it was a matter of 
conducting actions of social prevention, treat-
ment, responsibility, safety and justice. To this 
end, [. . .] Montessori primarily thought it 
essential to have a school reform which would 
protect all children’s development and guar-
antee their education” (p. 20). The learning gap 
among children was not due only to mental 
health differences. From very early on, Maria 
Montessori demonstrated how socioeconomic 
inequalities deeply affect children’s abilities to 
learn. 

 

Maria Montessori teaching in the pedagogical school at the University of Rome, 1906. Credit: Archive 
Opera Nazionale Montessori, Rome
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2. Economic Rights: Against School-
ing as Normalizing the Unequal 
Distribution of Resources

Maria Montessori pointed out how success 
in learning, and then social recognition and 
financial retribution, was intrinsically con-
nected with issues of financial disparities and 
class-based inequalities: “Her research found 
that the child’s social, economic and cultural 
background significantly influenced his intel-
lectual development. And what did the school 
system do in the face of such biological and 
social inequalities which contributed to create 
different intellectual levels among children?”  
(Trabalzini, p. 42). Schools are not only blind 
to inequalities and diversities, but, more pain-
fully, further perpetuate them with competitive 
and homogenizing approaches to academic 
excellence:

The school system did not take this into 
account; indeed, it only aggravated the sit-
uation by establishing the same targets for 
everyone without considering the different 
starting points: “School prizes, even if they 
were appropriate and convenient, should in 
fairness be given, forgive my comparison, in 
the same way as those of the races, where 
all contestants must absolutely be in the 
same starting conditions. In this intellectual 
race of schools, instead, it is much like 
a race in which an agile runner is placed 
alongside a paralytic one, and both having 
to race to win the prize.” (Montessori in 
Trabalzini, p. 42)

This uneven race promising prizes for the 
few is still the dominant model today. This is 
promoted in the so-called traditional school 
model where broader social hierarchies and 
inequalities get legitimized and perpetuated. 
By making this unbearable race acceptable, 
the school system socializes children—future 
adults—into the indisputable equation of dif-
ference as inferiority and exclusion. 

Montessori was very aware of class-based 
inequalities and how they played a decisive 
role in unfair schooling: “In 1904 Montessori 

thus denounced the prejudices of the school 
system and the fact that schools were places 
of injustice where pupils were selected on 
the basis of their social class” (Trabalzini, p. 
42). Maria Montessori challenged generalized 
prejudices around the “stupid” and the “poor,” 
constituting two of the main “minorities” in 
her historical time and place. Then and now,  

“minorities” were considered not the norm but 
exceptions to the norm (despite being potential 
majorities in terms of numbers). Because of 
that, they were considered less, lacking respect 
to the point that labeling or “name-calling” 
was accepted. Ultimately, exclusion was experi-
enced on an everyday basis at many levels.

Being intellectually handicapped and 
having no financial resources were not isolated 
traits, but were crisscrossed by other power 
imbalances. Particularly, issues of functional 
diversity and poverty had a greater impact if 
you were part of two other minoritarian social 
groups: children and women. Maria Montessori 
dedicated her efforts to these two constituencies. 
Yet again, these were not taken as special-
ized groups or single issues. The questions of 
quality education for all children and women’s 
socioeconomic rights were understood as the 
starting point from which to address broader 
social and political problems. In her historical 
context, broader concerns were mainly authori-
tarianism with the rise of Mussolini, Franco, and 
Hitler; the culture of violence and imperialism 
with World War II; and the maintenance of 
European colonies. 

When I read Dr. Montessori and how 
she understood and questioned issues of in-
justice, I think of intersectionality—one of the 
cutting-edge conceptual developments within 
feminist and critical race studies. Intersectional 
analysis identifies different vectors of oppression 
as interwoven and overlaid with one another. 
Therefore, marks of stratification based on class, 
race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, creed, 
and so forth are not to be analyzed in isolation 
from one another in order to understand how 
diverse scenarios of injustice are produced. As 
a feminist, and ultimately as an anthropologist, 
Dr. Montessori was grappling with the question 
of “being different” and how particular historical 
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power relations determined social behaviors 
toward those considered different. Class-
consciousness was important to acknowledge 
how economic disparities affected self-perceptions 
and the ability to learn. Still, there were other 
axes of difference. One of those groups that 
seemed left out of the norm, and thus extremely 
problematic, was the children. 

3. Children’s Rights: Against Ageism 
and Authoritarian Adults

From her strictly medical research, Dr. Montessori 
expanded to broader anthropological and ped-
agogical concerns to address the question of 
underperformance at school among those chil-
dren considered “normal.” More than merely 
an educational concern, Montessori realized 
how the treatment of children was an imperative 
social problem calling for urgent action. Building 
on Montessori’s words, Trabalzini concludes: 

“‘Childhood is the most important element of 
the adult’s life: the building element,’ that is 
why it is the first and foremost social issue” (p. 
162).

Based on this visionary mission of social 
change from the ground up—in the literal sense 
of the first chronological phase of people as 
children—Montessori engaged in a struggle 
against generalized age-based prejudices. She 
pointed out how those prejudices were the basis 
for the generalization of dismissive and au-
thoritarian practices toward children at large. 
Her book, The Child in the Family, published 
in German in 1923 (the first Italian edition was 
published in 1936), captures this critical stance: 

“The book opens with an observation which is 
also a denunciation: in the family as in school, 
with the parents as with the teachers, the child 
is forced to undergo ‘a direct—and therefore 
violent—adaptation [. . .] to the adult world.’ 
All education is permeated with an authoritarian 
attitude that has denied children moral dignity 
and social value” (Trabalzini, pp. 124–25). 
Hence the importance of forming all adults, 
including parents, to help them to free them-
selves of prejudices and fears. Maria Montes-
sori’s broad vision of the child went beyond 
schools to embrace the child’s life in the family 

and society. For example, she explicitly spoke 
in terms of “the civil rights of children” in one 
of her early publications, Self-Education in 
Elementary School (1916; called The Advanced 
Montessori Method):

The book L’autoeducazione nelle scuole 
elementari devotes a section to a theme 
dear to Montessori, as the title itself shows: 

“The civil rights of the child in the twentieth 
century,” where she establishes a funda-
mental concept of her thinking: “The child 
is a [person],” [s/]he is so from birth and 
has his own rights: the right to his mother’s 
milk, to love, to care, to movement. [S/]he 
also has a right to slowness, since the child 
has a different perception of time com-
pared to adults: [s/]he lives in the present; 
[s/]he has a right to learn according to his 
own natural pace; a right to be respected 
in his physical and moral integrity; a right 
to his own space in which to express his 
need for doing; a right to see his forms of 
activity respected; a right to be appreciated 
and encouraged for what [s/]he manages 
to accomplish as [s/]he grows, but also for 
what [s/]he is still unable to do.  
(Trabalzini, p. 21)

This move implies a deep understanding of 
the specific needs of children as a group as well 
as an enduring trust in their possibilities to 
contribute to their own self-development and 
well-being. This is captured by her notion of 

“self-education,” in which there is a mandate 
for following organization and acquiring  
responsibilities, while ensuring the joy of free-
dom of choice and satisfaction of work being 
accomplished independently:

The term “self-education” is a synthesis of 
two aspects: work organization and free-
dom. To better understand this, it is worth 
recalling what Montessori had written two 
years earlier in the Manuale di Pedagogia 
Scientifica (Dr. Montessori’s Own Hand-
book) to show her continuous reflection 
on the theme. “It is the perfect organization 
of work, permitting the possibility of 
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self-development and giving outlet for the 
energies, which procures for each child the 
beneficial and calming satisfaction. [. . .] 
Freedom without organization of work 
would be useless. The child left free without 
means of work would go to waste [. . .] 
The organization of the work, therefore, 
is the corner-stone of this new structure 
of goodness; but even that organization 
would be in vain without the liberty to 
make use of it.” Self-education can thus be 
defined as “a system of liberty organized for 
the child’s spontaneous work”; work that 
gives satisfaction, calm and serenity: there is 
thus no need for any rewards or prizes—work 
itself is a reward (Trabalzini, pp. 120–21).

When grounded within this modus ope-
randi that embraces freedom and organization, 
children and adolescents are capable of much 
more, including carrying on meaningful con-
tributions to family and social life, as well as 
political participation. 

Maria Montessori even spoke of a “min-
istry for childhood” and a “social party of the 
child”:

In August 1937 there was the 6th interna-
tional Montessori congress, in Copenhagen, 
on the theme “Educate for Peace” [. . .]. At 
the end of the congress, Montessori pro-
posed the foundation of a “ministry for 
childhood.” The child was still not con-
sidered as a citizen, but only as a pupil in 
the institutions concerned, and not as an 
individual with rights which must be taken 
into account when drafting laws governing 
people’s lives in society. For Montessori, 
instead, it was clear that nothing could be 
built in the adult’s world if nothing is first 
built in the child’s one. Hence, her second 
proposal of setting up a “social party of 
the child,” that is, a movement drawing the 
international community’s attention to the 
question of children (Trabalzini, p. 162).

This is the very theme opening and closing 
The Secret of Childhood, published in Italian 
in 1938. Even today, children are excluded 

from political discussions and the voting age is 
eighteen in the United States. Maria Montessori 
saw the child as a citizen, fully capable of political 
participation back in the beginnings of the 
twentieth century.

Age-blindness in the world of charity was 
also very common. Maria Montessori envi-
sioned institutions tailored specifically for chil-
dren’s well-being when violence, displacement, 
and suffering spread under World War I. While 
Montessori schools in the United States were 
hosting refugee children, Maria Montessori, in 
her second trip to the United States in 1916, 
also proposed an international organization for 
children, a predecessor of current institutions 
such as UNICEF and parallel to developments 
such as the founding of Save the Children in 
1919: “War burst into Montessori’s life as it 
did to millions of other people, among them a 
great many children wounded physically and 
mentally. There is a ‘Red Cross’ for rescuing 
wounded soldiers, there should be a ‘White 
Cross’ for children” (Trabalzini, p. 119, para-
phrasing Montessori’s appeal during her third 
trip to the United States).

Dr. Montessori planted the seeds for a 
grounded anti-bias awareness through national 
and international public appeals, for alternative 
institutions focused on children’s needs, and 
through the implementation of publicly funded 
training programs. These pioneering efforts in 
children’s liberation movements also included 
opening alternative schools and participation 
in international conferences, including a world 
exposition in San Francisco.

4. Pro-Women Rights: Early Social 
Feminism 

For Maria Montessori, respect for children’s 
needs and upbringing was extremely connected 
to women’s conditions and roles. Chapter 3 in 
Trabalzini’s book, entitled “The Women Question,” 
focuses on how Maria Montessori took an 
active role in the feminist movements of her 
time. Her mission was “to break prejudice and 
contribute to women’s liberation” (p. 32), focusing 
on access to education, valorization of  
motherhood, and equal pay. She especially 
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worked to improve the conditions of female 
teachers, including those working in poor rural 
schools marginalized from the rest of society, 
whom she considered ‘pariahs of civilization’” 
(p. 29). 

At the time, lack of access to education 
for women was supported by claims about 
women’s genetic inferiority, to which Maria 
Montessori spoke up in the conference “The 
New Woman”: “In the conference entitled La 
donna nuova held in Milan in February 1899, 
Montessori dealt with the theme of women’s 
inferiority and said that science itself was not 
against women, but instead, male scientists 
were” (Trabalzini, p. 26).

Maria Montessori engaged in consciousness- 
raising activities against gender hierarchies and 
discriminations. If “male scientists, not science, 
are against woman” (Trabalzini, p. 26), then 
women have the right to pursue an education 

and to conduct scientific research, redefining 
the role of women and opening their possibili-
ties in the intellectual sphere. Thus, Trabalzini 
signals how negative understandings of fem-
inism were common at the time, deemed as 
violating natural laws, corrupting customs and 
the family:

For Montessori, her feminist commitment 
corresponded to a need to establish a new 
social and professional role for women, to 
give concreteness to a female identity that, 
through work, was abandoning old models 
and building its own future and that of 
the nation. Her speech in London in 1899 
was crystal clear, firm and incisive, stronger 
in tone compared to the official speeches 
made in the Congress of London, and ended 
by stressing how the changes underway 
called for a new social and cultural sensi-
bility, that is a coming together of “scientific 
and social genius” (pp. 27–28).

The “new woman” would have a revalorized 
sense of motherhood and be fully committed to 
science and totally engaged in the renovation 
of society. 

Appointed representative of Italy by one 
Italian minister and the Roman feminist as-
sociation, Montessori further developed the 
notion of the “the new woman” at the same 
International Congress of Women in London 
(1899). The decision to send Montessori as a 
representative of Italy was controversial among 
the different Italian women’s leagues, which, 
depending on the region, held more or less 
conservative or progressive stands. Knowing 
that the Congress of London did not give voice 
to revolutionary movements (the suffragettes, for 
example, were not represented there), socialist 
feminist Rabizza congratulated the choice 
because she knew Montessori would speak up 
about structural issues, pointing to the roots of 
women’s discrimination. In fact, she did, ad-
vancing three main radical critiques: women’s 
working conditions, the organization of labor/
care, and child labor. Trabalzini writes:

The first of Montessori’s three speeches 

Maria Montessori, 1915. Credit: AMI
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dealt with women’s labor and its condi-
tions. The speech itself had an excessively 
triumphant tone in describing the presence 
of women in Italian society and the possi-
bilities open to them. However, she also did 
not overlook the social and cultural condi-
tioning: “But however much Italian women 
may shine in work and in talent, they are 
still oppressed by the prejudice that feminine 
virtue consists only of never stepping out-
side the family circle.” Moreover, “the liberal 
professions still offer grave obstacles to 
women. [. . .] They confine their attention to 
criticizing the private life of the professional 
lady, driving her back to the numerous 
band of the intellectual proletariat.” There 
was, in short, a battle to be fought so that 
women could support one another and be 
aware that they could take on family, social 
and political responsibilities.  
 
It was in the direction of safeguarding 
motherhood, women’s health and also their 
children’s health, that the criticism made of 
women’s overwork should be viewed—an 
issue very dear to Montessori that also 
appeared to suggest legislative actions to 
protect women’s labor. She did not over-
look the contradictions in society with regard 
to labor organization, which focused on 
production and not on the human being, and 
to technological progress that lacked guidance.  
 
The denouncing of women’s working 
conditions was also present in Montessori’s 
second speech, in which she defined  
women teachers, especially those working 
in remote areas where no teacher wanted 
to go, as the “pariahs” of civilization, both 
financially—since they earned half the wages 
of their male colleagues—and intellectually, 
since their isolation condemned them to 
mental “starvation.”  
 
Montessori’s voice again strongly reverber-
ated in her third and last speech, when she 
underlined children’s inhumane working 
conditions in the sulfur mines—conditions 
which compromised their future as men 

healthy in body and spirit. She defended 
the law, under discussion in the Italian 
parliament, that prohibited the use of 
children under 14 years of age in the mines. 
For Montessori, it was a matter of giving 
concreteness to a new “social motherhood” 
that went over and beyond the boundaries 
of the family—the expression of the different 
sensibility of women in grasping and dealing 
with social problems. (pp. 29–30)

The struggle for women’s liberation was 
explicitly linked to other social problems:

Montessori’s feminism is the expression of 
what was then called “practical feminism” 
or “social feminism.” Together with the 
struggle for civil rights, such as the right to 
vote, it focused on the creation and admin-
istration of concrete humanitarian projects 
geared to the protection, care and education 
of abandoned children, prostitutes, poor 
women and women laborers, thereby con-
tributing to progress, to the common good 
and to the moral reformation of society. 
(Trabalzini, p. 30)

Montessori expressed interest in the question 
of peace not only at the end of her life, but 
from early on in her trajectory. This reflects 
the pro-peace values debated in early feminist 
movements, specifically against the colonial 
ventures of the time:

From her London speeches, it is possible to 
grasp the attention to the theme of peace 
in connection with women’s new social 
role and her experiencing the sentiment of 
motherhood with a new awareness. Indeed, 
the fight in defense of peace was some-
thing that late nineteenth century feminist 
movements also took up as their own, and 
the Society for Woman, which Montessori 
was the secretary of, carried out an intense 
campaign against Italy’s colonial adventure 
in Africa, and the Congress of London 
devoted its last day to the theme of peace. 
(Trabalzini, p. 30)
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Moreover, Maria Montessori also spoke 
up for women’s rights to political participation 
mainly joining the suffragist movement to 
achieve the possibility to vote:

In early 1906 Montessori signed a procla-
mation on behalf of the Società “Pensiero 
e Azione” (“Thought and Action” Society), 
whose aims included the building of women’s 
solidarity and the affirmation of the intel-
lectual woman. The proclamation was put 
up on the walls of Rome and published 
on 26 February in the newspaper La Vita, 
which read: “Women everywhere, arise! 
Your first duty at this social time is to de-
mand the political vote.” (Trabalzini, p. 33)

Thus, before the opening of the first Casa 
dei Bambini in 1907, Montessori was not only 
known for her scientific discoveries on intellectual 
disability, but also widely known as an advo-
cate for all children’s rights, and as an early 
feminist, speaking at national and international 
women’s conferences in 1896 (Berlin), 1899 
(London), and 1908 (Rome). The proclamation 
signed by Montessori of “Women everywhere, 
arise!” captures the broad international scope 
of her vision, which was countercultural in a 
historical moment when strong nationalist senti-
ments were on the rise.

 5. Anti-Nationalist Supremacy: Cele-
brating Internationalism 
 
In a time of visceral nationalist pride leading to 
fascist regimes, Maria Montessori at times had 
to adapt the language of Italian as an identity, 
but her work still carried an inclusive message 
celebrating internationalism, multicultural sensi-
bility, and religious diversity. 

Trabalzini points out how in different 
editions of Montessori’s main book on teaching 
methods, she adapts to the rapid changes 
taking place toward nationalistic sentiments, 
while keeping her loyalty to her internationalist 
principles: 

In the “Introduction” to the third edition of 
Il Metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica [The 

Montessori Method], she defined the Chil-
dren’s Houses as an “Italian school,” striking 
a nationalist chord which obviously did 
not displease the fascist government, and 
placed her within an international per-
spective. She listed the countries that had 
Montessori schools: from Australia to 
Colombia, from the Philippines to Syria, 
from Morocco to India, from Egypt to 
China, not to mention the United States 
and Canada, as well as Latin America. She 
also cited the words of Joffrey Godefroy: 

“When we try to find out to what social 
classes the followers of Mme. Montessori 
belong [. . .], it becomes clear that the most 
dissimilar currents of thought and the most 
diverse races have representatives among 
them. There are to be found Christians and 
Hindus, Catholics and Protestants, Radi-
cals, Socialists and Conservatives, Javanese, 
Chinese, Australians, Europeans [. . .]. The 
fact that each one finds in it what he seeks 
for his own soul proves that the ideas of 
Mme. Montessori make an appeal to the 
universal needs of the soul.” (p. 145)

Montessori’s writings speak of very pro-
gressive notions such as global citizenship or 
Earth citizens, marked by horizontal relation-
ships between peoples. This is noteworthy 
in a time of colonial empires, slavery, and 
international wars. She openly rejected hierar-
chical and competitive frameworks where false 
dichotomies are created between the self- 
proclaimed powerful and those perceived as 
lagging behind. Instead, through her emphasis 
on geography, worldwide history lessons, and 
other materials, she works toward broadening 
cultural and geographical horizons: “To a [tra-
ditional] education ‘which is a blind struggle 
between the strong and the weak,’ Montessori 
bravely countered—in a Europe which was 
speaking the language of nationalism—with an 
education that ‘enlarges’ and ‘dilates’ the powers 
of the mind and of the heart” (Trabalzini, p. 
157). Considering Montessori’s historical con-
text of imperial rivalry and nationalist pride 
consummated in two world wars, her interna-
tionalism constitutes a radical call for peace. 
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Finally, “Peace” in Montessori’s 
Time Did Not Imply What It Does 
Today 

For Montessori, embracing peace meant 
risking her personal well-being and scientific 
career and challenging the predominant violent 
cultures of colonialism, patriarchy, wild capi-
talism, and authoritarianism, which carried out 
practices of exploitation and discrimination. Her 
countercultural imperative led her to engage in 
multiple struggles, some of them active at her 
time (feminism, economic rights, internation-
alism), and others which she helped pioneer, 
foreseeing current activist fronts (struggles for 
disability justice and children’s liberation). 

It is ironic that Montessori, the explicit paci-
fist, was placed under constant police surveil-
lance in her home country. She started a sort 
of European pilgrimage in 1932 when she left 
Italy and found hospitality in other European 
countries, such as Spain and the Netherlands, 
and then India. During her exile, she devoted 
herself to the need to build a “science of peace.” 
Peace, not in its negative meaning as the ces-
sation of war, but as a “triumph of justice and 

love among [peoples]” (Montessori in Trabalzini, 
p. 160). Maria Montessori’s radical legacy, then, 
is the development of a truly pacifist pedagogy. 
The method was and is intended to educate in 
thought and action a pacifist culture aware of 
intersectional systems of domination. Peace, in 
this deep sense, implies the rejection of vio-
lence, exploitation, and discrimination, cre-
ating the conditions for justice and a radical 
respect for diversity to emerge among the inter-
connected forms of life.
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Judith Cunningham, MEd, is the 
founder and chief strategy offi-
cer of Montessori Model United 
Nations (MMUN). Judith founded 
MMUN to help students find 
their voices, take action, and 
build peace. MMUN is named 
after Dr. Maria Montessori, who 
said to UNESCO, “If the world 
would listen to the children, they 
would hear new, innovative 
solutions to the world’s problems.” 
As a Montessori educator and 
former head of school, Cunning-
ham’s experience enabled her to 
design MMUN to align with the 
developmental interests of students 
from nine to eighteen years of age, 
moving from awareness of the 
global-local nature of problems, 
to a sense of responsibility to take 
action, to the implementation of 
student action projects. She holds 
an AMI elementary diploma and 
a master’s of education and has 
conducted postgraduate work in 
alternative dispute and conflict 
management. She has worked 
with students and teachers from 
more than 30 countries since 
founding MMUN in 2006.

Maria Montessori is popularly known as 
a founder of peace education (Duckworth, 
2008), but what did Dr. Montessori mean by 
peace? That definition evolved as her work de-
veloped. This piece starts by briefly tracing the 
concept of peace in the intellectual and social tra-
jectory of Dr. Montessori. The second part en-
gages the particular curricular elements in the 
upper elementary and adolescent Montessori 
programs that actualize her constructive notion 
of peace based upon profound social change. 
The third part engages how Montessori was 
a supporter of UNESCO, a specialized agency 
of the United Nations, and its predecessor, the 
League of Nations. I will describe how the 
Montessori Model United Nations (MMUN) 
works for 9–18 education programs, digging 
into current developments and possibilities for 
a global movement of activist adolescents.

The theme of peace is implicit in her earliest 
work. She began to find greater expression in 
1917 and the foundation was fully completed 
in the thirties (Trabalzini, 1972). Stemming  
directly from this foundation, Montessori 
peace education has become a global movement.

Let us start at the beginning. Born during 
the time of the unification of Italy as a nation, 
Maria Montessori grew up believing in the social 
change promised in the early years of Italian 
unification. There was significant optimism 
that reforms would take place, and that they 
would especially benefit the poor. Given that 
her family was affluent, Montessori’s ambitions 
to help abet these changes could be supported. 
In medical school she was influenced by many 
of her lecturers to look closely at the social 
problems of Italy at that time. As a result, she 
became involved in social reform movements, 
focusing on those that had to do with women’s 
rights and the welfare of children (Trabalzini, 
2011).

Montessori was a social feminist. In 1896, 
the year she graduated from medical school, 
she represented Italy at the International Wom-
en’s Congress in Berlin, where she delivered an 
address on rights of working women, including 
equal pay for equal work. She spoke at con-
gresses in Italy and Europe, advocating for lib-
erty and social equality for women including equal 
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Peace is not the absence of 
war. Peace is the Montessori 
classroom.

pay and the right to vote and urged women 
to use their intellect to solve social problems. 
Montessori spoke out against the miserable 
working conditions for women and children in 
factories. She opposed child labor; she advocated 
for peace and social reform. She said social 
problems were the result of inadequate education 
(Trabalzini, 2011).

When Maria Montessori founded the first 
Children’s House in 1907 in San Lorenzo, 
Rome, she was already known throughout Italy. 
She was recognized for being one of the first 
women graduates in medicine in the country, 
for her feminist struggles, and for her social and 
scientific commitment to children with disabil-
ities. “She was a woman deeply involved in 
the problems and aspirations for change and 
improvement of her age; she was very much 
present in the scientific, political and social 
debate of her day” (Trabalzini, 2007).

The opportunity to take responsibility for 
the Children’s House of San Lorenzo was the 
pivotal moment that allowed her to blend her 
scientific and social beliefs. Never before had 
anyone effectively implemented, linked, and 
documented the evolution of social reform 
through education. Her theories were proven 
as she used the Children’s House as a labora-

tory which documented not only that children 
learned better, but also believed in helping 
one another, caring for the environment, and 
respecting “the self” . . . all components of 
creating peace. They were proof that children 
who were educated in an environment of af-
fection and respect evolved as talented, moral 
individuals who possessed a love of learning 
along with greater cognitive skills and moral 
advantages than their peers who were educated 
in a traditional classroom setting (Trabalzini, 
2011).

This is the emotionally and morally sup-
portive laboratory Montessori created that she 
described as “calm and peaceful.” She created a 

classroom that defied traditional methods. It 
was tranquil, with an atmosphere of support, 
where the child could express him- or herself 
without fear of oppression, a need for approval, 
or a need to compete. It was an environment 
that resisted conforming to the traditional 
model, where the will of the strong over the 
weak stifled free expression, fostered competition, 
and triggered fights for individual ownership 
and victories. The Montessori classroom paved 
the way for respect, interaction, and the fullest 
development of the child. As Trabalzini (2011) 
speculates, “We are still not at the declaration 
of pacifism of the 1930s, but it may be that 
Montessori came to this very idea also because 
the theme of peace, as a condition for developing 
a harmonious, balanced and collaborative 
personality, was present right from the San 
Lorenzo years.” 

In 1917, Montessori presented lectures 
on peace known as the San Diego Lectures 
in which she delineated how her educational 
methodology could create peace. Erica Moretti 
(2013) explains:

At the basis of this idea was the notion 
that her pedagogical approach would help 
the child form a sound psyche, and that 
this physically and mentally healthy child 
would consequently become an adult who 
could contribute to the creation of a world 
not plagued by violent conflict [. . .] and 
argues that her educational approach could 
form a person capable of living peacefully, 
someone that would respect others while 
protecting the free unfolding of his own 
spirit. By establishing meaningful and 
respectful relations with the people around 
him, he would transform humanity and 
bring peace.

In 1932 Montessori advocated for the “sci-
ence of peace.” She effectively said, “if peace 
were to become a special discipline, it would 
be the most noble one of all, for the very life of 
humanity depends on it. So also, perhaps, does 
the question of whether our entire civilization 
evolves or disappears” (1972, p. 5). Following 
this evocative pronouncement, Montessori 
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defined the true meaning of peace, by moving 
beyond the view that peace was simply the 
absence of war. She wrote in Education and 
Peace,

Peace is not the cessation of war: this is 
rather a negative concept. It is not even a 
truce between two countries at war or the 
forcible submission of the conquered to 
domination once the invader has consoli-
dated his victory, the loss of everything the 
vanquished hold dear, and the end of their 
enjoyment of the fruits of their labour and 
their conquest. (p. 6)

Peace instead implies a positive concept, 
the “triumph of justice and love among men, 
to the building of a better world where harmony 
reigns” (p. 8). War is a product of traditional 
classrooms where there are victories of the 
strong over the weak, where in place of support-
ive affection and freedom of choice there are 
blackboards and rules applied by politicians 
and archaic educators in a conflict for a sense 
of superiority of one group over another. To 
paraphrase Dr. Montessori: Peace is not the ab-
sence of war. Peace is the Montessori classroom.

Maria Montessori delivered a series of 
lectures (in 1949 at the 8th International 
Montessori Congress in San Remo) in which she 
emphasized,

This is the great task of education: to make 
the child conscious of the reality and depth 
of human unity. [. . .] Above all, we must 
make the children understand how extra- 
ordinarily moving it is that men are not 
united by their interests alone, but that a 
deeper bond exists at the very root of their 
brotherhood. [. . .] I cannot insist enough, 
therefore, on the importance of history, in 
any and all its details, if we are to educate 
the children to an awareness of universal 
solidarity.

In 1950, supported by the success of the 
implementation of Montessori schools on every 
continent, Dr. Montessori said, “Mankind can 
hope for a solution to its problems, the most 

urgent of which are those of peace and unity, 
only by directing its attention and energies to 
the discovery of the child and to the develop-
ment of human personality through education” 
(Trabalzini, 2007, p. 24).

As a member of UNESCO, 

she passionately argued [. . .] that edu-
cation was a means [. . .] of eliminating 
war once and for all. Without explicit and 
intentional moral and spiritual education, 
she believed, mankind would inevitably 
revert to its habit of war. Values such as 
global citizenship, personal responsibility, 
and respect for diversity, she argued, must 
be both an implicit and explicit part of every 
child’s (and adult’s) education. These values 
in Montessori education are every bit as 
crucial as the subjects of math, language or 
science. (Duckworth, 2008, p. 34)

Looking at peace from a developmental 
perspective, we can easily see how Montessori 
created a curriculum to match the developmental 
interests in the sweep from early childhood to 
adolescence in a Montessori school that actualizes 
profound social change. Montessori crafted her 
vision to create a new humanity and imple-
mented it in the Montessori pedagogy. Her 
legacy is the great work of inspiring children 
to become global citizens, utilizing their cog-
nitive, emotional, and spiritual potential to 
create a better world. As a contributor to the 
UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
Dr. Montessori stated to UNESCO, “If the 
world would listen to the children, they would 
hear new, innovative solutions to the world’s 
problems” (Barrès, 2004). She recognized and 
respected their empathy, thought processes, 
and critical thinking skills.

Curricular Elements for Peace  
Education

The focus of this article is how social justice is 
developed during the critical period of nine to 
eighteen years of age. Certainly, the foundation 
is laid from the children’s earliest experiences in 
the development of attachment, love, empathy, 
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and respect for others, for the environment, and 
for themselves.

For the elementary child, Montessori created 
Cosmic Education as a way to teach peace 
through understanding human needs, the inter-
dependency of life and the Earth, the interre-
latedness of all subjects, the unity of humanity, 
and the gratitude to all of the past peoples who 
have created the basis for our culture. These 
principles are embedded in the lessons and 
materials of Cosmic Education:

• The Fundamental Needs of People Chart de-
velops the paradigm that people all share the 
same needs, but that their needs are satisfied 
through their unique geography, time period, 
and socioeconomic status. People are therefore 
more alike than they are different.

• The Interdependency Chart reveals the inter-
relationships that exist between the living and 
nonliving aspects of the world. In Education 
for a New World, Montessori pointed out that 
“Animals do not eat merely to satisfy them-
selves, but to fulfill a mission prescribed to 
them by their behavior, in the interests of the 
harmony of creation, which is achieved by the 
collaboration of all beings, animate and inani-
mate” (1989).

• Every component of our world, Montessori 
noted, has a “cosmic task” to perform. This 
cosmic task is carried out as a result of the 
day-to-day actions of each component and 
contributes to the maintenance of balance and 
harmony for all.

• Montessori’s systematic approach to the Great 
Lessons provides moral guidance through the 
examination of history from the Big Bang to 
the present, combining numerous sciences and 
the humanities. The Great Lessons graphically 
demonstrate the interdependency of the studies 
of the cosmos, Earth, life, and humans.

• The Great River Chart reveals how different 
systems of the human body work together in 
harmony. By themselves the systems of the human 
body are weak, but united and in cooperation, 
they make the body very strong. This chart has 
been referred to as a metaphor for human unity. 
As David Kahn (2016) has pointed out, “Mon-
tessori’s famous quote, ‘humanity is an organic 

unity that is yet being born,’ refers to human 
organs as they specialize in order to do the unified 
work of the human body. The world, then, is the 
body at large, ready to become an effective unit 
wherein the individual organs work together to 
form ‘la nazione unica’” (p. 45).

According to Dr. Montessori, the Great 
Lessons and Cosmic Education “curriculum” 
guide children in an initial examination of the 
question Who am I? This profound metaphysical 
question requires that we examine the nature 
of life and of self. However, this question 
requires that children analyze their past by an-
swering the question Where did I come from? 
This leads to a third question, Where am I going? 
With harmony and peace as the ultimate goal, 
Maria Montessori focused her attention on 
helping children find answers to these ques-
tions in Cosmic Education and an understanding 
of their cosmic task, their contribution to the 
preservation and betterment of the world.

Science of Peace and Global Insti-
tutions for Adolescent Activism 

Following Montessori’s precepts for developing 
a “science of peace,” Montessori Model Unit-
ed Nations (MMUN) was created in 2006. 
MMUN provides the platform for students 
nine to fifteen years of age to experience 
peacemaking and peace-building firsthand. 
MMUN brings together students from 20 to 
30 countries at a conference, creating a truly 
international experience; the conferences takes 
place at the UN General Assembly Hall in 
New York City and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization in Rome as well as government 
organizations in China and cultural centers in 
Chicago. Taking on the role of an ambassador 
of a country other than their own, students 
research the countries’ positions, government 
issues, cultural traditions, historic background, 
industries, geopolitics, geography, economics, 
and much more. In the process of doing so, 
students search for sources, classify them, 
cross-check them, and evaluate their suitability 
and reliability. Students representing different 
countries then come together at a conference, 
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where they learn that other countries have 
different positions on the UN topics they are 
studying, and the goal becomes to understand 
the interests behind those positions and then 
to negotiate a resolution that will consider all 
countries’ needs.

MMUN fosters and emphasizes the use 
of critical and creative thinking. In the age of 
fake news, MMUN encourages students and 
teachers to continuously engage these skills 
to the best of their abilities. From the moment 
students use their acquired knowledge to 
devise new solutions to the issues at hand, to 
the moment they realize how valuable their 
knowledge is for both themselves and the other 
delegations, they begin to understand that a 
comprehensive resolution based on consensus 
is the format for peace.

Delegates must be able to express their 
ideas in a clear, engaging, and creative manner. 
Interacting in a truly international setting, 
MMUN participants are exchanging ideas, 
debating and negotiating with students from all 
over the world who come with different lan-
guage backgrounds and with varying abilities 
and mind-sets. They experience international 
awareness and develop strong communication 
skills when they have the chance to deliver 
their opening speeches, debate with other 
students representing different countries, and, 
finally, negotiate as they assemble their ideas 
into a draft resolution together. Participants 
who are recognized by their peers as the natural 
spokespeople for the committee are selected by 
the committee to speak about their work at the 
General Assembly Hall of the United Nations.

Credit: Courtesy of MMUN

Another fundamental pillar of MMUN is 
acting with honesty, respect, and fairness. Del-
egates are encouraged from the first contact 
with MMUN through their teachers, conference 
volunteers and staff, and committee chairs to 
be principled. Teaching through example, the 
MMUN environment fosters and encourag-
es students to act with empathy, fairness, and 
integrity.

Through these experiences, MMUN partici-
pants connect with students from many different 
backgrounds with many different stories and 
talents, making them appreciate “diversity” as 
strength for our world. This can only happen 
when students engage in problem-solving with 
others from different countries. As a delegate 
said in a 2018 MMUN video, “I came to 
MMUN to see the world. What do people look 
like? What do they eat? How do they speak?” 
(Montessori Model UN, 2018). 

Preparing for a MMUN conference, stu-
dents research issues affecting human beings, 
using their creativity to find solutions to these 
issues; at an age naturally inclined for social 
justice and peace, students develop a real caring 
for others. Montessori emphasizes,

When we speak of peace, we do not mean a 
partial truce between separate nations, but 
a permanent way of life for all mankind. 
This goal cannot be attained through the 
signing of treaties by individual nations. 
The problem for us does not lie in political 
action to save one nation or another; our 
efforts must be devoted, rather, to solving a 
psychological problem involving all man-
kind, and as a consequence acquiring a 
clear conception of the kind of morality 
necessary to defend humanity as a whole. 
(1972, p. 8)

Montessori promoted the work of the  
United Nations and its predecessor, the League 
of Nations. In fact, Maria Montessori was on 
the board of governors of UNESCO. She is  
believed to have contributed to the UN’s 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In 
fact, she told UNESCO, “If one day UNESCO 
resolved to involve children in building peace, 
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if it chose to call on them to discuss with them, 
and to recognize the value of all the revelations 
they have for us, it would find them of immense 
help in infusing new life into this society” (Barrès, 
2004, p. 1).

Moving into adolescence, students develop 
new emotional, social, and continuing cognitive 
tasks. The Montessori adolescent community 
continues and expands the work of the elementary, 
as the adolescents refine core values and their 
unique contribution to the world. Adolescents 
are in search of a mission that will help them 
understand their vocation and develop winning 
strategies. According to Elizabeth Henke, 

The developmental needs of the adolescent, 
particularly as they relate to the academic 
disciplines, revolve around deeply under-
standing the times in which they live and 
discovering how they are capable of posi-
tive action within the world. I have come 
to believe the older adolescent in search of 
a role to play in society, seeks, at an even 
deeper level, to understand the universe 
and his place within it. Adolescents are 
constantly asking the internal questions, 
“Who am I in relation to human society? 
Where do I fit into this society? and How 
can I serve others within society?” (Davis, 
2008, in Henke, 2013, p. 149)

Adolescents are in a critical sensitivity 
period for making an impact on the world, 
which requires both knowledge and collabora-
tion. What is also interesting about this 12–18 
period is the adolescent’s social need for rela-
tionships around a meaningful point of engage-
ment for humanity and the environment. “The 
adolescent becomes de facto a Montessori 
agent of change or of peace—knowing how to 
be useful, how to help mankind, developing a 
social reality through building a responsibility 
to his or her own farm community, and then 
the village, and on to the world” (Kahn, 2013, p. 10).

In alignment with the third plane, MMUN 
created Youth Impact! Forum (YIF) in 2018. 
YIF inspires and empowers adolescents as 
leaders to develop sustainable environmental 
and social action plans that are dedicated to 

improving their community locally, regionally, 
or globally for the benefit of their own and 
future generations. The goal is to foster the de-
velopment of social and environmental young 
leaders who will be the agents of social change.

Montessori high schools have reported that 
the occupations of the older adolescent tend 
toward social activism. The goal now is to link 
up the skills and expertise the younger ado-
lescent gains in micro-economy with creating 
more complex projects as older students who 
have real impact in their larger local commu-
nity (not just in their school). David Kahn has 
likened this to creating a golden thread, con-
necting adolescents with one another through 
deep meaningful and purposeful work that has 
real impact, binding them together as agents 
of social change and building a network that 
is larger than any one individual project. The 
Youth Impact! Forum is designed to provide 
older adolescents the expertise they need to  
successfully create, manage, and succeed at 
building their own social action projects by 
working with their teachers and other experts 
to learn the skills needed for project identification 
and development.

In previous Adolescent Summits such as 
the iYES Summit in 2016 and the AMI Prague 
Congress in 2017, the YIF team learned that 
students require ongoing mentorship and support 
to move from a community service activity to a 
social impact project. They realized that if they 
worked directly with teachers of adolescents, 
they could create the scaffolding for their stu-
dents to become successful. They also learned 
that by linking projects to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, students would be a part 
of the unifying agenda for a long-term vision of 
bringing the world together. They would see 
their local efforts become an integral component 
of improving the world as positive agents of 
social change. In 2018 United Nations Secretary 
-General António Guterres emphasized the 
vital role of youth when he remarked, “All our 
hopes for a better world rest on young people. 
The world is home to the largest generation of 
young people ever—1.8 billion. Sustainable de-
velopment, human rights, peace and security can 
only be achieved if we empower these young 
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people as leaders and enable them to unleash 
their full potential.”

With this understanding, YIF was developed 
as a three-stage process: 

1. The Teacher Workshop: Teachers learn 
how to engage students to identify a problem 
that deeply concerns them and are provided 
with the tools to fully implement their projects.

Objectives:
• Learn to develop critical insight into the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
objectives, and current UN community 
activities as a context and resource for 
student projects ideas and development

• Cover all curriculum building blocks for 
project development from the definition 
of project objectives to the development 
of the plan for the project and communi-
cating to stakeholders on the project

• Obtain the details on how to prepare 
students for their project presentation at 
the Youth Impact! Project Showcase

2. YIF Showcase: Students present their 
projects to potential partners, investors, mentors, 
and members of the United Nations community.  
Student objectives:

• To link their projects to potential investors, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
and foundations for seed funding or 
partnership

• To obtain live feedback on their ideas as 
they present them to other students and 
successful young social entrepreneurs

• To learn how to network to create  
potential synergies with peers, NGOs, 
and foundations

3. Mentor Program: Pairs students with 
young professionals working in the same field 
as the student project. Student objectives:

• To receive support, encouragement, and 
guidance from young  
professionals in the field

• To enable projects to be successful
• To experience the valorization of their 

work by a young professional in the field
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Building an International Youth 
Movement

The long-term impact of YIF will be to create a 
youth movement inspired by students in Mon-
tessori’s 22,000 schools all over the world. The 
students will have access to a growing network 
of young social makers of change, connecting 
them with peer-to-peer resources that will con-
tinue to inspire them long after the event is com-
plete. The networking aspect of the YIF will take 
place through its SDG Bridge app, launched 
in May 2019, which provides students access 
to project support tools; peers; and potential 
mentors, partners, and investors. The app will 
provide more ways for students to share with 
one another beyond just posting about their 
projects; it will help them become engaged in 
one another’s work.

On March 20–23, 2019, the Youth Impact! 
Forum was launched within the larger MMUN 
Conference to demonstrate the continuum 
of the development of creating and building 

peace. MMUN and YIF create an educational 
platform for a youth movement to create a 
better world. As Montessorians, we believe 
that globally conscious, active students are the 
key to constructing greener communities and 
a more sustainable, equitable planet. Utilizing 
the 5 Levels of Effective Youth Organization 
developed by Global Youth Action Network, 
MMUN and YIF create different experiences to 
connect their participants with increasing levels 
of engagement for civic participation:

Level 1. Awareness: Through awareness, 
students develop critical thinking and a sense 
of responsibility. As youth understand how 
global problems also exist in their community, 
they develop a sense of social responsibility and 
realize that community problems are equal-
ly their own problems. MMUN conferences 
develop global, as well as local, awareness of 
problems. Such awareness promotes a sense of 
empowerment and responsibility that leads to 
action.
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Level 2. Action and Recognition: YIF sup-
ports youth in developing and managing local 
projects to “lift up” communities. The YIF pro-
vides the tools for young people to take action, 
facilitating their efforts to make an immediate 
difference today. It transforms students into 
young leaders demonstrating lifetimes of social 
responsibility.

Level 3. Networking: As young people 
become aware and take social action, they 
also become aware of the larger community of 
young people with similar commitments. YIF’s 
app facilitates the creation of networks by 
sharing information and building relationships.

Technology is a helpful tool for networking 
through databases, websites, blogs, and various 
internet platforms. The app will be launched at 
the MMUN 2019 Conference and will enable 
participants to build projects and connect with 
other students globally to build a community of 
social and environmental entrepreneurs. More 
than simply an online group or forum, the app 
will provide access to additional mentors,  
potential collaborators, and funders and establish 
a unique platform for success stories.

Level 4. Collaboration and Trust: To build 
collaboration, different groups come together in 
an effort to accomplish common goals while 
also avoiding redundancy and competition. YIF 
and the app create partnerships and collabora-
tive projects to leverage resources and experi-
ence for the benefit of all.

Level 5. Participation in Decision-Making: 
Youth engage in formal decision-making at 
governmental and global levels through the 
United Nations itself, and with NGOs. Exam-
ples of this level of youth participation are the 
UN Youth Envoy and National Youth Councils.

Dr. Montessori would be proud of Greta 
Thunberg, who at fifteen protested the lack 
of action about climate change by her country, 
Sweden. Beginning in August 2018 she skipped 
school every Friday to protest outside of her 
parliament. Her idea was taken up by students 
from France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and 
the United Kingdom, where groups of 10,000 
students marched in front of their government 
houses. Subsequently, teachers in the UK united 
to protest the lack of climate change education 

provided to students. The movement has now 
spread internationally. On March 15, 2019, 
students went on strike from schools around 
the world to demand action on climate change 
after having published an open letter stating: 
“We are going to change the fate of humanity, 
whether you like it or not.” The letter, pub-
lished by The Guardian, continues: “United 
we will rise on 15 March and many times until 
we see climate justice. We demand the world’s 
decision-makers take responsibility and solve 
this crisis. You have failed us in the past. [But] 
the youth of this world has started to move, 
and we will not rest again.”

Perhaps this is the beginning of “The Social 
Party of the Child” developed by Montessori in 
1937 because she saw children as the world’s 
forgotten citizens, who therefore should:

be considered as a Nation, the Nation of 
Humanity; that, since its population is the 
most numerous and its importance para-
mount, its authority outweighs that of any 
other nation, as its members form part of 
all nations and represent their most sacred 
interest, the interest of Life and Existence. 
That, therefore, when a League of Nations 

Credit: Courtesy of MMUN
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---. Education for a new world. (1989). The Clio 
Montessori Series.
---. To educate the human potential. (1989). The 
Clio Montessori Series.
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Schocken Books.
---. Human solidarity in time and space. (1949. 

2003).Trans. Renilde Montessori, in The San 
Remo lectures. AMI Communications 4.

---. Lectures 19, 20, 21, and 22 from the San Diego 
Course. (1917). Unpublished lectures from 
the Maria Montessori Archives at Association 
Montessori Internationale.

---. The aims of the social party of the child. (2013). 
AMI Journal.
Montessori Model UN. (2018). The future of 

the World: Memories from MMUN Rome 
conference 2018. Retrieved from youtube.com/
watch?v=gw6HzAJr3mk

Moretti, E. Teaching peace in a time of war: Maria 
Montessori’s 1917 lectures. (2013). AMI 
Journal.

Sherrod, L. R. (2005). Five levels of effective 
youth organization. In Youth Activism: 
An International Encyclopedia, vol. 1. 
Greenwood.

Trabalzini, P. (2011). Maria Montessori through the 
seasons of the method. NAMTA 36(2).

---. (2007, January 6). Maria Montessori between 
science and society. Presentation delivered at 
the Montessori Centenary Congress, Rome.

---. Education and peace, Montessori educational 
differentiation. Notes from a presentation 
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is formed with the aim of organizing a 
peaceful society, the Nation of Childhood 
be legally represented. (Montessori, 2013)
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B. Erdkinder as Change Agent
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The Montessori Collaborative World Review follows with four descriptive narratives about ongoing 
Erdkinder programs intentionally conceived as sites of social justice pedagogy. 

Maria Angelica (Ann) Paez-Barrameda announces her research for a new Montessori era, the 
evolving Century of the Adolescent. She uses contemporary research methods to measure success, 
and her empirical study is in itself a demonstration that Erdkinders are growing worldwide with 
different applications, rural and urban. We are coming to the optimal synthesis of the Montessori 
third-plane developmental process as part of an integrated connected whole school.

Nati Beltrán describes an Erdkinder-inspired model for “vulnerable” adolescents both in the 
United Kingdom and Spain under the auspices of the Diagramma Foundation. Elements of the 
Erdkinder are applied for the social reform of the prison system and work because of their devel-
opmental richness.

Catherine Nehring Massie’s “plan of work and study” is specifically and proactively designed 
and implemented for the inclusion of adolescents with diverse needs. This Erdkinder model presents 
a whole-school approach to implementing a Montessori adolescent program. An inclusive Montes-
sori farm school will offer a comprehensive and unified medical-educational approach to supporting 
the developmental potential of all of its students. This has many implications for site developments 
for the future inclusion of adolescents.

St. Catherine’s Montessori School searched for years for an Erdkinder environment near Houston. 
It was twenty years after beginning the adolescent community that they discovered Japhet Creek,  
a tiny enclave northeast of downtown Houston. With the help of Louise Chawla, international  
coordinator for Growing Up in Cities and an advocate for urban children, they studied urban 
environments to understand the relationships between youth, their lives in the constructed world, 
and their future environment. Louise states, “There are good reasons to give cities special attention. 
Not only are urban areas the home of more and more of the world’s children, but for a number of 
social, economic, and environmental reasons they form a particularly viable type of settlement that 
must be a key part of nations’ planning for sustainable development.” Surprisingly, the school had 
more real farming options than they had imagined.

The international success of Erdkinder provides further proof of the universality of an authentic 
Montessori reform model. The farm environment can be made useful in many kinds of settings, 
bringing about the ascent of Montessori education to a higher level of engagement and importance 
to society because Montessori secondary education is addressing “human and social problems.” 
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Maria Angelica (Ann) Paez- 
Barrameda, PhD, together with 
husband Chris, founded the Abba’s 
Orchard, a twenty-year-old school 
system that offers high-fidelity Mon-
tessori education to more than 1,300 
children across all planes of devel-
opment in thirteen locations in the 
Philippines, four of which include 
Erdkinder farm environments. She 
is presently the school’s director of 
the Instructional Quality Center, 
tasked to ensure high-fidelity 
Montessori program implemen-
tation. Barrameda shifted from a 
career as a human resources exec-
utive to becoming a Montessori 
guide to address the educational 
needs of her own children and is 
AMI certified in assistants to in-
fancy, primary, and elementary. She 
completed the NAMTA/AMI 
Orientation to Adolescent Studies 
in 2015. She received a master’s of 
education from Loyola University 
in Maryland and a doctorate in 
education from the Xavier Univer-
sity/Ateneo de Cagayan.

Adapted from a talk given at the AMI Annual 
General Meeting, Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 
April 8, 2019

My study is inspiring, at least for me and my 
fellow Montessori teachers at the Abba’s 
Orchard School in the Philippines. We can 
confidently tell the parents that when they 
choose Montessori for their children, they will 
not just be independent, reasonable, caring, and 
confident individuals but that they will be able 
to conquer the challenges of high school and 
pass the stringent qualifying examinations of 
top Philippine universities.

My Montessori Journey

First, allow me to share my journey as a Mon-
tessori guide. . .

This research journey began in the early 
1990s, in Manila, when I sent my first two 
children to a bona fide Montessori school. I 
saw how my boys loved going to school, how 
they eagerly rose from bed to prepare for 
school, and how excited they were for a brand-
new day of learning. As a mother, trained in 
psychology, that mattered to me. I didn’t know 
the Montessori program; what was important 
to me was that my children enjoyed learning.

A few years later, my engineer husband got 
a very attractive job offer to spearhead setting 
up a tomato paste processing plant in the 
southernmost part of the Philippines. I left my 
job as a professional headhunter. We uprooted 
the family from the concrete jungle of Manila 
to the mountain plateaus of cool and green 
Bukidnon. Being the busy bee that I am, and 
accustomed to the frenzied life of a corporate 
front-liner, I knew I needed to do something 
productive. I needed to do something that 
would help me keep my sanity in a very isolated 
place, a place where I hear the crickets chirp 
and roosters crow when I did not talk. 

I continued my postgraduate studies in 
school management at the Jesuit-run Xavier 
University–Ateneo de Cagayan. Here, I saw a 
glimpse of what makes a good school: a low 
adult-student ratio, child-centered learning, 
higher-order proficiencies, critical thinking, 
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visual aids, working with the hands, and so 
forth. These were concepts that stuck in my 
mind. Unfortunately, the school had no program 
that focused on these concepts. I could just 
imagine what a good school was like.

Bukidnon is paradise, but it did not have 
a good school for my boys that was to our 
liking. We settled for what was available: 
traditional schools. But after a couple of years, 
I shifted to homeschooling. Homeschooling is 
good but lacked the social training that I want-
ed for my children. My first two boys, now 
elementary-age, wanted classmates. So we sent 
them back to attend a traditional school.

A few years later, our two younger children 
were ready to go to school. We wanted to offer 
them something better than homeschooling, 
and we were reminded of Montessori when an 
Irish friend spoke about what she had learned 
from an online Montessori course. We longed 
for the time when our older children were en-
rolled in a Montessori school in Manila. This 
was when my husband and I thought about 
bringing the Montessori program to Bukidnon.

First, I looked at the different Montessori 

programs available, then decided on the AMI. 
My husband and I thought it best for me to 
leave the country and study the Montessori 
primary program. In 1997, I trained with 
Nimal Vaz in Phoenix, Arizona. Nimal is a 
highly inspirational person. Her dedication to 
her craft was infectious. It made me desire to 
look deeper into Montessori. While training, I 
found myself not just learning the Montessori 
program. Armed with a caliper and a camera, I 
took dimensions of the materials that I knew I 
had to take back home. I became an architect, 
an engineer, a craftsperson, and an artist in my 
desire to bring to Bukidnon all that I learned 
abroad. 

Back in Bukidnon, my husband built a 
bungalow where I immediately started a small 
backyard school for my two preschool-aged 
kids and ten other children. I also employed 
a local craftsman, Odon, who is still with the 
school now, to help me make the Montessori 
materials. I shared what I learned with Ms. 
Toni and Ms. Aleli. They helped me with the 
twelve children. Today, twenty years later, they 
are still helping me care for more than 1,300 

Credit: Courtesy Ann Barrameda and the  
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children spread across thirteen campuses in 
major cities in the Philippines. 

The school that once existed in my imag-
ination has become a reality. I am witness to 
how the theories of Montessori came alive in 
these schoolchildren. I saw how they inched 
their way toward normalization. I saw how 
they loved to learn. Parents were happy with 
their children’s progress. 

However, being loving parents who desired 
only the best for their children, they couldn’t 
help but become anxious about how their 
little ones would fare later on when they transi-
tioned to conventional education. It was not a 
few times that I was faced with the questions, 
“How will my child do in university? Will 
they make it to the good universities?” It was 
also not a few times that I had to assure these 
parents that their children would do well given 
their confidence and academic achievement. 
They read early. They initiated work. They 
could lead discussions. They were focused, 
good team players and team leaders, they made 
reasonable choices. And more importantly, they 
loved learning. 

Yet I found myself asking, “Where is the 
empirical proof?” I found no answers to these 
gnawing questions as I shared the same anxiety 
for my own children. There was a dearth of 
empirical studies in the Philippines about the 
effectiveness of the Montessori method. I felt 
conflicted by the expressions of parental anxiety 
and the joy that I witnessed in the children. I 
wanted to make sure that I was doing the right 
thing for these children. I wanted an assurance 
that I was not shortchanging these learners. I 
wanted proof that this educational method was 
effective, not just anecdotally, but scientifically. 
This was the reason I chose this as the topic for 
my postgraduate thesis. 

My understanding of Montessori has been 
largely influenced by these practitioners: Nimal 
Vaz, Phyllis Pottish Lewis, Judi Orion, Jenny 
Hoglund, and David Kahn. I would like to 
acknowledge and thank them. 

The Research
 
Many of us have experienced losing children 
who transfer to traditional schools because 
their parents fear that Montessori will not be 
able to prepare them adequately for the bigger 
schools. This study endeavors to answer two 
main questions:

1. How will a Montessori student 
cognitively perform at the end of a 
whole-spectrum Montessori education?

2. How will they perform cognitively 
after or outside Montessori?

We all know that it is not only cognitive ability 
that defines the whole person. Montessori is 
holistically strong but my study is limited to 
measuring only cognition.

Studies on Cognition of Montessori 
Students

I reviewed studies that compared the perfor-
mance of Montessori and non-Montessori  
children. The common thread that these 
studies exhibited is that Montessori children 
performed better than those who went to 
traditional schools. (See Clifford & Takacs, 
1991; Miller & Dyer, 1975; Lillard & Else-
Quest, 2006; Diamond & Lee, 2011; Csiksz-
entmihalyi, 1990; Rathunde & Csikszentmi-
halyi, 2005.)  Other studies focused on the 
latent learning attributes of the Montessori 
method of education. Here are some of them: 
Dohrmann et al., 2007; Miller & Bizell, 1983; 
Boehnlein, 1988; Karnes et al., 1983. This type 
of learning is not apparent in the learner’s  
behavior at the time of learning. But this learning 
manifests later when suitable motivation and 
circumstances appear. 

Significance of the Study

This paper will be valuable to those involved in 
educating young hearts and minds, especially 
to the advocates of the Montessori method of 
education in several areas: 

Comprehensive, empirical basis. Montes-
sori movers can use the findings of this study 
to provide comprehensive and empirical support 
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to affirm the effectiveness of the Montessori 
method in addressing the basic education needs 
of children, particularly in cognitive achievement. 

Montessori public schools. The research can 
provide useful information to educational spe-
cialists of countries who are seriously looking 
at or have adopted Montessori for their public 
education offerings. 

Parent education. The research can help 
educate parents on the reliability of the Mon-
tessori program in aiding children in their 
cognitive development. It will provide the neces-
sary information on the benefits of starting the 
children early in the Montessori program. 

Good scholastic performance. It is common 
knowledge that Montessori children exude con-
fidence in articulating their thoughts and ideas. 
They are independent and capable workers. 
This study can give parents the needed security 
that the method equips children to hurdle tra-
ditional academic standards.

 Whole-spectrum Montessori attendance. 
School administrators can also cite the study 
to show that attending the whole Montessori 
spectrum program significantly impacts chil-
dren’s cognitive development. Parents can be 
assured that sticking to Montessori is beneficial.

Stringent program implementation. The 
study demonstrates the need for high-fidelity 
implementation of the Montessori program. 
This can encourage Montessori guides to im-
plement the Montessori method according to its 
design so that it can be effective in guiding the 
child toward optimum cognitive health.

Peace of mind. For parents, this study can 
dissipate their anxiety knowing that there is 
empirical data supporting their choice of a 
Montessori education for their children. For 
Montessori guides, the study can also dissipate 
anxiety by providing empirical proof that children 
will do well cognitively if they go through 
Montessori education. 

Enhanced confidence. The study can give 
Montessori guides the necessary inspiration in 
their work, knowing that the sacrifices they make 
on a daily basis for the good of children under 
their care contribute to the children’s optimal de-
velopment. Indeed, this can provide a boost to their 
morale and enhance confidence in their work.

Template for further studies. The study can 
be used as a template for future studies on the 
effectiveness of the Montessori method in aiding 
affective and physiological development. 

Replicating the study. The study can be 
replicated to test for the universality of its findings 
in other environments that offer the whole 
spectrum of the Montessori program.

Anchoring the Study

This study is anchored on four Montessori 
theories: the planes of development, human 
tendencies, sensitive periods, and the resulting 
Montessori prepared environments. We know 
that Dr. Montessori designed her prepared 
environments according to the tendencies and 
propensities each human being developmentally 
goes through. We know that for the individual 
to optimally develop, our educational method 
should revolve around these characteristics and 
tendencies. 

Conducting the Study

This research was conducted in Mindanao, the 
southernmost island of the Philippines. The 
study used a descriptive research design. Data 
was gathered from seventeen years of academic 
records, from 1999 to 2015. The ratings for 
the primary and elementary levels were  
descriptive in nature, so these had to be coded 
for statistical purposes. The number ratings in 
Erdkinder were already quantitative or numerical 
in nature. (See table 1.)

The respondents were the 105 graduates of 
the La Granja campus of the Abba’s Orchard 
School. The school runs Montessori prima-
ry, elementary, and Erdkinder programs. The 
assistants to infancy program was not existent 
yet at the time of the study, so it was not includ-
ed. Presently, the school operates in thirteen 
campus locations in eleven major cities in the 
country. Four of these campuses include the 
farm environment for the adolescent program. 
The school provides Montessori education to 
1,337 students aged fourteen months to eigh-
teen years. 

In order to ensure adherence to high- 
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quality Montessori delivery, the Abba’s Orchard 
School strategically focuses on four major areas: 
teacher education, parent education, Montes-
sori facility, and program implementation. It is 
also guided by the specifications given during 
the AMI teacher training courses.

Since I am not a statistician, I asked my 
doctoral adviser, Dr. Ester Raagas, to design 
the statistical treatment for the study. She is 
Dean of Research of Xavier University–Ateneo 
de Cagayan. 

This research also went through the scrutiny 
of a panel of six doctors in education, three of 
whom are deans of departments and one vice 
president for academic affairs. This research has 
been approved and submitted to the Philippine 
Commission for Higher Education. 

Research Questions and Findings 

Let us look at the first question:
1.  How will a Montessori student perform 

at the end of a full-spectrum Montessori 
education?

And the constituent questions:
• Is it important for the learner to go 

through the full Montessori program?
• Will the primary experience impact per-

formance in the elementary?
• Will the primary and elementary experience 

impact performance in Erdkinder?
• What if the child starts only in elementary?
• What if they start only in Erdkinder?

We will start with the question of whether 
the primary experience impacts performance 
in elementary. To answer this, 85 students were 
grouped according to the Montessori programs 
they attended. Group A had 37 students who 
had primary and elementary experiences. 
Group B had 48 students who went through 
elementary only. Table 1 shows the results of 
the tests for differences between Group A and 
Group B on the different elementary learning 
areas: math, geometry, geography, biology, 
history, and language.

Finding 1: There is a significant difference 
in the performance of Groups A and B in 
math. Group A performed better than Group 
B. These findings imply the effectiveness of the 

primary math program. 
• The program provides a strong scaffolding 

that helps students develop keener math-
ematical abilities. 

• This is due to the strength of “materialized 
abstractions” that allow the learner to 
sensorially experience abstract mathematical 
concepts. 

• In using this teaching concept, students 
develop what Bloom (1956) defined 
as higher-order thinking skills (HOTS) 
which go beyond the lower-order thinking 
skills of knowledge, comprehension, and 
application. HOTS are: evaluation, analysis, 
synthesis, and creation.

• Also, learners identified mathematics 
as their preferred learning area because 
working on Montessori math materials 
becomes a pleasurable experience. They 
even found working on complex math-
ematical problems inspiring and non-
threatening. They get into “flow.”

This finding is also suggested in other 
studies. In the UK, a government-sponsored 
research project in an inner-city primary school 
in Manchester showed that children who at-
tended the Montessori program achieved more 
than two levels of progress results in English 
and mathematics. This finding surpassed the 
national average. This Manchester school is 
found in the top 10% of the most deprived 
areas in the country (Powell, 2010).

Donabella and Rule’s 2008 research fo-
cused on multiple-digit multiplication. They 
described the effectiveness of using Montessori 
math materials in helping children in increasing 
their understanding of math concepts. They 
regarded the method and the materials as pow-
erful tools in teaching mathematics because 
of their “materialized abstractions” features. 
Brown’s 2016 study yielded similar results. 

Finding 2: There is no significant difference in 
the performance of Groups A and B in geo- 
metry, geography, biology, history, and lan-
guage. What does this tell us? Students will be 
able to absorb presented concepts in the above 
learning areas even when coming from a different 
learning background. 
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 Similarly, Dorhmann’s 2007 study found 
insignificant results in language arts and social 
studies. This researcher believes that the impact 
of the primary years’ experience may not be 
evident immediately after attending the pro-
gram; rather, it manifests much later. The overall 
“highly significant” results recorded at the Erd-
kinder level indicate probable cognitive impact 
in the Montessori academic learning areas (see 
table 2). This is corroborated by Miller and 

Bizzell (1983), who concluded that the impact 
of the Montessori preschool experience is not 
observed at the end of the primary program; 
rather, it emerges during the second grade and 
persists up to the sixth grade. Boehnlein (1990) 
and Karnes (1979) emphasized the significant 
role that the primary years play in cognitive 
development by stating that impact is observed 
even when the experience is less than three 
years. 
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I believe this second finding is largely 
attributable to the way we use “key lessons” 
in these learning areas. Montessori created the 
“key lesson” principle to guide us. She empha-
sized the need to present only what is needed 
to fuel children’s imagination so that they 
themselves will seek more information related 
to the concept. By doing so, the doors for limit-
less exploration and discovery of new information 
open. It must be noted that Dr. Montessori 
identified the emergence of the inquisitive and 
imaginative mind as a sensitivity of the second- 
plane child in elementary.

According to Mario Montessori, 

Key Lesson[s] take up the details, item by 
item. Each gives some new information, 
presents new material, shows another 
exercise in a progression which allows the 
mind to build up knowledge and to continue 
searching on its own for what it does not 
know. Key Lessons are limited to essential 
presentations, to giving only information 
without which the mind of the child would 
find it difficult to understand a new concept. 
Other exercises may be interesting and 
offer variations, but if not absolutely essential 
to understanding, can be an obstacle to the 
mind’s own investigation.

Hendron (2012) quotes Mario Montessori 
quoting his mother as saying, “they give what 
is sufficient and are limited to what is necessary.”

 In summary, here is the answer to our first 
question, Will the primary experience impact 
performance in the elementary? Two findings:

1. In mathematics, yes. 
2. In geometry, geography, biology, history, 

and language, no. 
Now, let us look at the next question.

3. Will the primary and elementary 
experience impact performance in 
Erdkinder? What if the child starts only 
in elementary? What if they start only 
in Erdkinder?

To answer this question, we have the 
same students for Groups A and B. Group C 
is composed of twenty students who attended 

only the Erdkinder program. Table 2 shows 
the statistical analysis done to compare their 
performances. The selected learning areas are 
opportunities for self-expression (OSE), char-
acter development (CD), general education 
(GE), and physical development (PD). 

Finding 1: The results showed that the 
three student groups differ significantly in their 
overall performance in the learning areas. The 
probability value (p-value) of 0.001 tells us 
that there is only one out of a thousand that 
the result is due to chance. 

Finding 2: The same significant differences 
were noted among the three groups in the areas 
of Character Development (CD) and General 
Education (GE). In fact, Group A adolescents 
exhibited the highest learning in CD and GE 
compared to Groups B and C. These learning 
areas present more direct indications of cog-
nitive abilities and are used as measures of 
intelligence in schools in general. 

Where are the academic subjects here? Dr. 
Montessori placed the academic subjects under 
two of the three components of the Montessori 
adolescent syllabus: Psychic or Character  
Development (CD) and the Preparation for 
Adult Life or General Education (GE) (1994, 
pp. 75–79). She emphasized math and language 
as necessary for character development. Ac-
cording to her, a keen mathematical ability is 
needed for the individual to take part in human 
progress as they collaborate and cooperate 
with others through language. Preparation 
for adult life or general education covers the 
sciences and human history.

Finding 3: The analysis also showed no  
significant statistical differences among the 
three groups in the learning areas of Oppor-
tunities of Self-Expression (OSE) and Physical 
Development (PD). 

With the above findings, we can now answer 
these questions:

• Will the primary experience impact per-
formance in the elementary? Yes, significantly.

• Will the child perform well at the end of 
the Erdkinder program? Yes, significantly.

• What if they start only in elementary? 
Yes, but not as much as when the child 
starts in primary.
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• What if he starts only in Erdkinder? Yes, 
but not as much as when the child starts 
in primary.

Now we know that our children will do well 
at the end of the program. In summary, we can 
confidently say that attending the three Mon-
tessori programs from preschool to high school 
significantly impacts the cognitive development 
of the individual. 

Montessori (1994) emphasized the significant 
role of the child in constructing the adult when 
she said, “The adult is the result of the child. 
Every adult is the achievement of a grown-up 
child; the causes of good or evil in the adult 
must all be sought in the very short period of 
the child’s growth” (p. 89).

The next concern that faces us is “How 
will the children do after Montessori?” We are 
all aware that our students thrive in whatever 
environment they are placed in. So we ask:

• Will the learner be able to hurdle stringent 
qualifying examinations given by top 
universities? 

• Will it matter if they start in primary? Or 
in elementary? Or in Erdkinder?

In the Philippines, the top-tiered universities 
are the University of the Philippines (or the 
UP, a state university founded in 1908), the 
Ateneo de Manila (run by the Jesuits, founded 
in 1859), and the De La Salle University (run 
by the Christian Brothers, founded in 1911). 
These three universities produce the majority of 
the leaders in all sectors of Philippine society: 
in government, in business, in the professional 
fields, and in civic and religious movements. 
Admission is very competitive. In 2019, the 
UP alone received over 90,000 applications yet 
took in only 11,821 freshmen qualifiers, a 13% 
acceptance rate. 

Using the pass-fail ratings in the university 
entrance tests, two variables were considered: 
the number of Montessori Programs Attended 
(MPA) by the students and their Erdkinder 
Academic Rating (EAR). We can view the EAR 
as similar to a student’s grade point average 
(GPA) in traditional high school.

The statistics in table 3 tell us that the number 
of Montessori programs attended (MPA) and 
the Erdkinder Academic Rating (EAR) contrib-

uted highly significantly to the likelihood of 
passing the entrance test of at least one of the 
top three universities. There are two specific 
findings we can see here:

Finding 1: The results indicated that attending 
an additional Montessori program increased the 
chance of passing any one of the three university 
entrance tests when the Erdkinder Academic 
Rating (EAR) was held constant. The statistics 
reveal a learner is 3.5 times as likely to pass 
any one of the university entrance tests with an 
increase in the number of Montessori Programs 
Attended (MPA).

Allow me to illustrate this with an example. 
Steve and Julia went to the Abba’s Orchard 
Erdkinder at the same time and had the same 
GPA. Steve had attended more Montessori 
programs: he started attending the school in 
primary, while Julia started attending only 
in elementary. Steve and Julia took the same 
university entrance test. Based on the statistical 
data, the chance of Steve passing at least one 
of the three entrance exams would be 3.5 times 
better.

Finding 2: Considering now the MPA as 
constant and the EAR as variable, the statistics 
signify that with every unit increase in EAR, 
the odds that a learner can be predicted to pass 
any one of the university entrance tests increases 
by a factor of around 28 times. 

To illustrate this with an example: Ela and 
Abram went to the Abba’s Orchard Erdkinder 
at the same time, where both attended primary 
and elementary. Ela is more studious (and/or is 
simply academically gifted), so she got one unit 
higher EAR (say, 3.5 where the highest rating 
is 4.0) than Abram (who scored 2.5) did. They 
took the same university entrance test. Based 
on the above statistical results, Ela’s chances of 
qualifying and being accepted to at least one of the 
top three universities would be 28 times better. 

Table 4 summarizes the pass-fail results in 
the competitive university entrance tests (UETs). 
The table shows that 89% of those who went 
through the whole Montessori spectrum passed 
at least one of the UETs compared to 54% of 
those who attended only elementary and Erd-
kinder and 35% of those who attended only 
the Erdkinder.
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The End of My Research Journey

This study led to several conclusions and im-
plications. In this study, cognitive performance 
is attributable to two factors: 1) successive 
and self-regulated learning environments and 2) 
holistically prepared learning environments. 

We see the value of attending the whole 
Montessori spectrum from the primary to the 
elementary and the Erdkinder. In fact, Mon-
tessori emphasized that for education to be an 
effective tool in aiding the optimal develop-
ment of the individual, the learning levels must 
not be treated independently from one another. 
Rather, it should be viewed as an integrated whole 
where one level is scaffolded on the previous 
one. She says, 

If ‘the formation of man’ becomes the basis 
of education, then the coordination of all 
schools from infancy to maturity, from 
nursery to university, arises as a first ne-
cessity: for man is a unity, an individuality 
that passes through interdependent phases 
of development. Each preceding phase pre-
pares the one that follows, forms its base, 
nurtures the energies that urge towards the 
succeeding period of life. (1994, p. 84)

This study saw two scholars graduate. Re-
member the craftsman, who for the past twenty 
years has helped me make materials for the 
classrooms? Odon’s daughter, Shanice, was an 
Abba’s Orchard scholar. She is one whose family 
would not otherwise be able to afford education 
in a private school, much less a bona fide Mon-
tessori school. Shanice passed the university 
entrance test for the University of the Philippines; 
her course: BS mathematics. Odon has three 
more children at the Abba’s Orchard.

 Concon comes from a non-tuition family. 
Her father worked in the tomato paste plant 
where my husband worked. She started in 
primary as one of the first ten students in 
Bukidnon. She went through the whole Mon-
tessori program and made it to the UP, where 
she also played varsity soccer. Concon graduated 
cum laude; her parents only found out on 
graduation day. She never mentioned it to 

them because it really didn’t matter to Concon 
that she was receiving an award for excellent 
performance. After university, she worked for a 
public relations company where she became a 
manager. The job paid well but she did not find 
fulfillment in the work, so she quit the job and 
joined the pool of Abba’s Orchard guides. She 
chose to fulfill her cosmic task—to influence 
young hearts and minds.

Today, the Abba’s Orchard has about 50 
non-tuition scholars in preschool, elementary, 
and high school. Many of these children come 
from low socioeconomic status (SES) families 
and would not have had access to good Mon-
tessori education. Even now, we are excited for 
them, for who they can become in the world 
that is being opened to them—one where they 
will assume their cosmic tasks of being change 
agents, of becoming children of peace.  

Here is a short video of what some of these 
children have to say about how Montessori 
impacted their lives. It is worth noting the 
key words mentioned by the students: respon-
sibility, empathy, love of learning, adaptability, 
excellence. These are traits that this study did 
not measure. How do we really measure them 
to begin with? How does one ace empathy 
or adaptability? The only metric available is 
their life. Three children featured in this video 
started in primary. All hurdled the top univer-
sities. Three finished with honors. One is going 
to medical school. One ranked high in the very 
competitive certified public accountant licensure 
test and thus was invited to work for a premier 
accounting firm, where she is presently. One set 
up his own IT company. One quit a lucrative 
PR/marketing job and came back to the school 
as a Montessori guide.

Let me end with a quote from Dr. Montessori: 
“The vision of the teacher should be at once 
precise like that of a scientist, and spiritual 
like that of the saint” (2007, p. 170). To all of 
you, to all of us, the vision we give our work 
as Montessori guides is spiritual, as likened to 
that of the saint. I pray that sharing this study 
with you contributed to and affirmed our vision 
to being as precise as that of a scientist. 

https://vimeo.com/140605686


Montessori Collaborative World Review | Volume 1, Number 1 | Autumn 2019 67

References

Bloom, B. (1956). Taxonomy of educational 
objectives. New York: David McKay 
Company.

Boehnlein, M. M. (1988). Montessori research: 
Analysis in retrospect. The NAMTA Journal, 
13(3).

---. (1990). Research and evaluation summary 
of montessori programs. In D. Kahn, 
Implementing Montessori education in 
the public sector (pp. 476–83). Cleveland: 
NAMTA.

Brown, K. E. (2016). Evaluating the effectiveness of 
Montessori reading and math instruction for 
third grade African-American students in urban 
elementary schools (Doctoral dissertation). 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte.

Clifford, A., & Takacs, C. (1991). Marotta 
Montessori Schools of Cleveland follow-up 
study of urban center pupils (unpublished 
paper). Cleveland State University. Retreived 
August 2016 from montessori-namta.org/
Montessori-Research-Summary

Csikszentmihayli, M. (1990). Flow: The 
psychology of optimal experience. New York: 
HarperCollins.

Diamond, A., & Lee, K. (2011). Interventions 
shown to aid executive function development in 
children 4 to 12 years old. Science, 333(6045), 
p. 961.

Dohrmann, K. R., Nishida, T., Gartner, A., Lipsky, 
D. K., & Grimm, K. (2007). High school 
outcomes for students in a public Montessori 
program. Journal of Research in Childhood 
Education, 22(2), pp. 205–17.

Donabella, M. A., & Rule, A. C. (2008). Four 
seventh grade students who qualify for 
academic intervention services in mathematics 
learning multi-digit multiplication with 
the Montessori checkerboard. Teaching 
Exceptional Children Plus, 4(3).

Hendron, R. (2012). Cosmic stories and key 
lessons in the elementary class. Montessori 
Commons. Retrieved September 10, 2017, from 
montessoricommons.cc/cosmic-stories-and-key-
lessons-in-the-elementary-class/

Karnes, M. (1979). Immediate, short-term and long-
range effects of five preschool programs for 
disadvantaged children. American Educational 
Research Association. Toronto, Canada.

Karnes, M., Schwedel, A., & Williams, M. (1983). 
A comparison of five approaches for educating 
young children from low-income homes. In 
Consortium for Longitudinal Studies, As 
the twig is bent: Lasting effects of preschool 
programs (pp. 133–70). Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum.

Lillard, A., & Else-Quest, N. (2006). Evaluating 
Montessori education. Science, 313(5795), 
1893–94. 

Miller, L., & Bizell, R. (1983). Long-term effects of 
four preschool programs: Sixth, seventh and 
eight grades. Child Development, p. 54.

Miller, L., & Dyer, J. L. (1975). Four preschool 
programs: Their dimensions and effects. 
Monographs of the Society for Research in 
Child Development, 40(162), 5–6.

Montessori, Maria. (1994). From childhood to 
adolescence. Oxford, England: ABC-Clio 
Ltd. 

---. (2007). The advanced Montessori Method-I. 
Clio Press LTD.

Montessori, Mario. Key Lessons. Retrieved 
from mariamontessori.b-cdn.net/wpcontent/
uploads/2014/09/Key-Lessons-by-Mario-
Montessori.pdf

Powell, Carol. (2010) Gorton Mount Primary 
School Montessori case study.  Retrieved March 
12, 2016 from montessori.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2016/08/Gorton-Mount-Case-Study.
pdf

Rathunde, K. & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2005). 
Middle school students’ motivation and quality 
of experience: a comparison of Montessori 
and traditional school environments. American 
Journal of Education, 111(3), 341–71. 

University of the Philippines College Admission 
Test. Retrieved from en.m.wikipedia.org.

Return to contents



Montessori for Social Justice: Notes From a Pilot Program Applying Montessori to Vulnerable Individuals68

Montessori for Social Justice
Notes from a Pilot Program Applying Montessori to  
Vulnerable Individuals 
 
Nati Beltrán

Courtesy Diagrama Foundation



Montessori Collaborative World Review | Volume 1, Number 1 | Autumn 2019 69

Nati Beltrán, MEd, is a 3–6 Mon-
tessori guide working at The 
Montessori Place in the south of 
England.She has more than a decade 
of experience in Montessori-based 
education, having worked as 
pedagogical director at two dem-
ocratic schools in Barcelona after 
several years of homeschooling 
her three children. She has a keen 
interest in the extension of Montes-
sori approaches to nontraditional 
contexts and recently collaborated 
with the Spanish nonprofit Dia-
grama Foundation to incorporate 
Montessori principles into its 
youth detention centers and a 
residential center for adults with 
mental disabilities. Beltrán is also 
a trainer in Nonviolent Commu-
nication and provides workshops 
and mediation sessions for indi-
viduals, couples, and organiza-
tions. She has a bachelor’s degree 
in physics from Mount Holyoke 
College and a MEd in Montessori 
integrative education specializ-
ing in leadership from Endicott 
College.

Maria Montessori left us a legacy that holds 
a great vision for social reconstruction. In her 
own familiar words, “An extremely important 
social task lies before us: actuating man’s value, 
allowing him to attain the maximum devel-
opment of his energies, truly preparing him to 
bring about a different form of human society  
. . . ” (Montessori, 2015, p. xiii).

What is striking about this vision is its 
ambition. Montessori does not limit herself to 
the traditional areas of childhood and adoles-
cent pedagogy in which her work is generally 
perceived, or to any specific area of human 
endeavor. Rather, her ambition is nothing less 
than reshaping the whole of humankind such 
that society reflects the true scale of what we, 
as a society, a civilization, and a human race, 
are capable of achieving. In addition to our 
focus on reshaping future generations through 
our work with children, we can venture into 
other social arenas to enhance the reach of our 
collective work. 

What follows is the story of one small 
initiative that seeks to implement Maria Mon-
tessori’s vision within a very different context 
from where we are accustomed to seeing her 
work. It takes the form of a collaboration 
between me, as an educator and Montessori 
guide supported by AMI, and Diagrama Foun-
dation, a socially focused nonprofit organization 
with more than 30 years of experience in social 
work and criminal justice. It is the story of 
a small project that has only just begun, but 
whose results suggest the enormous potential 
that the application of Montessori principles 
has to improve the quality of life for many of 
society’s most vulnerable members.

Background: Origins of the Project 

This research project is the product of a confluence 
of the values and visions of two individuals and 
two organizations. The seed for this project 
began with my personal connection with David 
McGuire, the CEO of Diagrama Foundation’s 
UK branch. 

Diagrama is a Spanish nonprofit founda-
tion whose corporate vision is to “take care of 
the needs of vulnerable people who are experi-
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encing social difficulties.” It provides support to 
more than 3,000 individuals through a range 
of facilities with a primary focus on youth 
criminal reform but with significant presence in 
other sectors, such as foster care, drug addiction 
rehabilitation, and care homes for the elderly 
and mentally disabled. They are primarily 
based in Spain but are expanding their work in 
other European countries, including the United 
Kingdom, where I live. 

David has a background as a teacher, 
educator, and social worker in youth custodial 
centers, first in Spain; more recently, he was 
asked to open Diagrama’s UK branch about 
eleven years ago. Our long-standing family 
friendship was initially formed through the ca-
maraderie that naturally arises when one meets 
fellow countrymen while living in a foreign 
country and grew as we explored our shared 
interest in human development and education. 
The project detailed here is therefore preceded 
by a decade-long dialogue on person-centered 
educational approaches, the teachings of Mon-
tessori, and methods for managing interpersonal 
relations and deepening compassion through 
the practice of nonviolent communication. 
Though we came to this conversation with dif-
ferent perspectives and experiences, over time 
our respective areas of interest—childhood 
pedagogy and youth criminal justice—began to 
expand and intersect. 

Diagrama is an incredibly dynamic orga-
nization and vigorously embraces a culture of 
ongoing change and improvement. Over many 
years, through a natural evolution driven by 
experience, observation, and a desire to pro-
vide the best possible service, its vision, ideals, 
and practice have, in many aspects, come to 
very closely align with those of AMI. Many 
of the core concepts of Diagrama’s ethos—an 
integrated and holistic model for working with 
young people, a focus on fostering autonomy 
and responsibility, a personalized plan for each 
individual, providing opportunities for mean-
ingful and purposeful activity, and so forth—
will be perfectly familiar to any Montessorian. 

David had attempted to convince me to bring 
the Montessori methods to Diagrama, but I had 
been doubtful and reticent, concerned about 

maintaining Montessori’s purity. My reserva-
tions persisted until 2018, when two events 
triggered a change in my perspective that led 
me to finally become involved.

The first was the presentation of AMI’s 
five-year strategic plan at the 2018 Annual 
General Meeting (AGM) in Amsterdam. At 
this AGM, Lynne Lawrence made a powerful 
call to join our efforts toward creating more 
social impact and reaching more people with 
our Montessori work. The request was broad 
and clear: “Our eyes are set on global social 
impact.” The board of directors backed up this 
invitation with a commitment to supporting 
outreach programs with a greater capacity of 
trained persons who could undertake them.

The second event came four months later 
when I participated in the 2018 Educateurs 
sans Frontières (EsF) assembly in South Africa. 
From this event emerged another clear message: 
that we must be prepared to hear the appeal 
for Montessori at any time, to take it seriously, 
and to respond in the spirit of service. I was 
greatly inspired by the EsF work of Helen Mohan 
Elias and others in India, who were part of a 
group that proactively prepared themselves 
and were able to respond to an opportunity to 
have large social impact, later to be joined by 
3–6 trainer Uma Ramani. The beautiful words 
of Renilde Montessori and the vision and 
mission of EsF had deeply resonated with me 
for years, and now I felt more ready to engage 
with opportunities: 

The educators without boundaries, able 
and willing to go where their presence is 
required . . . ambassadors for the child, 
minstrels who come when called upon and 
leave when the wisdom of their song has 
been heard. . . . Never to intrude, not to 
indoctrinate, but to help and encourage 
others to learn, to rediscover the wise and 
ancient plan for wholesome growth with 
which all humans are endowed. (Montessori, 
R., 2005, p. 11) 

The message for me was clear: my fear 
of not being “up to the task” was preventing 
me from making the positive contribution of 
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which I was capable. After the EsF assembly I 
knew that all I needed to do was to humbly begin 
with small steps and the intention to serve. 
Returning to the UK, I made a commitment 
to myself that I would share the best of my 
abilities, my experience, and my understanding 
of the ways of thinking and acting that Mon-
tessori passed on, all in the spirit of serving 
human beings in need—whenever the calling 
came.

Within a month of my new perspective, 
I received a call from David McGuire, who 
asked me to seriously consider his offer to 
bring Montessori to Diagrama centers. There 
was a desperation in this voice, a new kind of 
insistence that I interpreted as a new readiness 
on his part. I felt that we were both ready to 
start the exploration. We engaged in more se-
rious and detailed conversations and began to 
brainstorm and start planning. 

Diagrama’s Ambitions for the  
Collaboration
 
My initial conversations with David centered 
around the opportunity to incorporate Mon-
tessori methods and practice into Diagrama’s 
UK centers, with the hope to expand it to 
Diagrama’s core service area of youth justice 
in Spain. Diagrama currently manages 70% of 
Spanish juvenile detention centers with ap-
proximately 2,800 young people yearly under 
their care. These young people are serving an 
average sentence of nine to twelve months, with 
longer periods of incarceration for more serious 
offenses. Diagrama has already had significant 
social impact, as their reoffending rate is 18%, 
compared to the much higher European rate of 
about 60–70%. They have over the years con-
tributed to changing the judicial system laws 
and now they manage to keep youth in their 
centers for the duration of their sentence (pre-
viously they were transferred to an adult jail at 

Courtesy Diagrama Foundation
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eighteen years, truncating Diagrama’s interventions). 
The desire to incorporate Montessori con-

cepts into the educational provision and daily 
operation of these facilities arose from Dia-
grama’s recognition of two key observations. 
First, that education—in terms of both specific 
areas of understanding and the development 
of the ability to acquire new knowledge and 
skills—is a key component of social reinte-
gration and breaking the cycle of criminality 
and incarceration. They felt happy with their 
progress in this area but were open for Mon-
tessori to support them in improving their multi-
disciplinary approaches. Second, Diagrama has 
long recognized that for a large percentage of 
the young people in their care, the experience 
of formal education has been extremely negative. 
In the context of a facility whose goal is to 
help young people rebuild their lives in prepa-
ration for reentering society, the repetition of 
a traditional classroom experience that has 
been associated with feelings of frustration, 
inadequacy, failure, and rejection proves to be 
difficult. Diagrama seeks to move away from 
traditional classroom experiences, but despite 
their more personalized approach, they have 
not managed to find a way. In keeping with 
their corporate values and practices, Diagrama 
sees great potential in restructuring the educa-
tional provision to be individually focused.

From our conversations and initial planning 
sessions, a promising picture arose for Dia-
grama to improve its academic provision in the 
youth centers as well as to improve its quality 
of care for other types of centers, always with 
the aim of fostering social integration and per-
sonal development of the individuals it serves. 
In the UK, Diagrama was in the process of 
applying to gain access to its first UK youth  
detention center near London, a “secure 
school.” David McGuire hoped to design the 
pedagogical aspects of the center through a col-
laboration with Montessori from its inception. 

The Strategic Plan

As David and I began to think more con-
cretely about the project, the enormous scale 
of what it was capable of becoming quickly 

emerged. There was an urgent need to set out 
a simple, clear strategic plan and to identify 
and focus our attention on concrete short- to 
medium-term objectives, so that the Montes-
sori collaboration project could have a more 
human scale and be viable. 

While David and I shared a conviction that 
the methods, views, and ethos of Diagrama 
and the Montessori community were highly 
compatible, we agreed that the first step in the 
project should be to confirm this. Before under-
taking concrete work, we wanted to make sure 
the two organizations had an opportunity to 
really get to know each other and to compare 
our respective ethos, focus, values, and practices 
toward ascertaining the viability of the collab-
orative project—especially before beginning 
a large-scale collaboration of such an experi-
mental sort as the application of Montessori 
principles and pedagogic methods to a facility 
where youth were serving sentences of variable 
lengths.

This began with a full day visit—from 
seven a.m. to ten p.m.—by Diagrama’s UK 
senior management team to the adolescent Erd-
kinder at the Montessori Place school (where I 
currently work), located in Southern England 
and directed by Paul Pillai (adolescence), Rob 
Gueterbock, and Karen Pearce. This “sunup 
to sundown” experience of a day in the lives 
of the adolescents (many of whom board at 
the school) provided an opportunity to gather 
concrete impressions about the lives of adoles-
cents in Montessori programs and to compare 
them with Diagrama’s work with adolescents 
in Spain. This visit provided a rich ground for 
finding similarities and for imagining possibilities. 

A few months later, Fay Hendriksen (rep-
resenting AMI’s EsF branch), Jenny Hoglund 
(bringing her expertise about adolescent pro-
grams), and I visited two of Diagrama’s centers 
in Spain over a three-day period. This was an 
amazing opportunity to get both a firsthand 
look at the facilities and an in-depth explanation 
of Diagrama’s methods and beliefs from the 
individuals running the centers. 

It was striking to see how many of the 
principles and practices so dear to us in the 
Montessori community had been discovered 
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independently by Diagrama through its own 
practice and commitment to serving the lives 
of vulnerable young people. While the specific 
contexts were radically different—a private 
boarding farm-type school and a youth correc-
tional facility—the approaches were remarkably 
similar because they catered to the universal 
nature of adolescents. 

At Diagrama’s facilities, a personalized 
care and support plan is created by a team of 
professionals in conjunction with the young 
person, always with a focus on freedom and 
clear boundaries, and the gradual process of 
achieving greater autonomy by increasing their 
ability to effectively take on more responsibili-
ty. Diagrama takes a holistic view of the individ-
ual, who is not judged or questioned, but for 
whom there is a clear set of expectations, great 
support, and a focus on the importance of 
engaging in purposeful activity and contributing 
to the community. Surely there were details that 
to the eyes of a Montessorian were surprising 
(tables screwed to the floor?), but Diagrama 
had both reasons for each choice and openness 
to dialogue and to trying a different approach. 
The trust in those of us representing Montes-
sori was evident, as was the fact that Diagrama 
is, at all levels, open to learning and evolving.

It rapidly became apparent that there was 
a huge overlap between the objectives of the 
two organizations, as well as the methods and 
underlying theories and practices for how best 
to obtain them. The great potential in a col-
laboration between Diagrama and Montessori 
was clear. The question that remained was how 
best to unleash it.

Focusing the Effort Around a  
Tangible Project

David and I decided that the best way to test 
a collaboration between the two organizations 
would be through working on a concrete 
project which would serve as a pilot for future 
efforts. Through working together, we hoped to 
explore our core values and the compatibility 
of our approaches. We believed that this first 
pilot would provide us with clearer results 
about how Montessori could be implemented 

in Diagrama’s centers and feed back concrete 
information about synergies and difficulties. 
In this way, we were hoping to lay the founda-
tions for the longer-term objective: the applica-
tion of Montessori in youth detention centers. 

It was important that the Montessori work 
within Diagrama should be somehow “con-
tained” so that its efficacy and impact could 
be assessed. In an organization of such scale, 
a broad-reaching implementation across the 
organization risked being disruptive to existing 
processes that have been carefully built up 
over decades, or alternatively so disperse as to 
be diluted into meaninglessness and have no 
discernible impact at all.

Despite the obvious similarities in our 
approaches and beliefs, David and I both 
recognized that this first encounter would be 
very experimental—there was no guarantee it 
would work. We therefore sought the “safest” 
and most forgiving possible context in which 
to initiate our pilot program.

While the long-term focus of the project 
is youth justice, we recognized that the young 
people in these facilities would be a demanding 
audience for any form of change. Whatever 
the specific reasons for their incarceration, the 
combination of the educational, social, and 
familial structures in which they had grown up 
had somehow failed to support their healthy 
growth and development in society. We felt 
we owed it to these young people to further 
prepare ourselves before doing something that 
could be disruptive. 

We therefore decided that we would run 
our pilot program for the Diagrama-Montes-
sori collaboration at another of Diagrama’s 
facilities in the UK—a residential care facility 
for adults with mental disabilities called Cabrini 
House. This would provide a lower-intensity 
context in which to explore the relationship 
between the two organizations, while at the 
same time giving us an opportunity to explore 
how Montessori’s methods could benefit this 
group of individuals who are, for their own 
very different reasons, frequently subject to 
social exclusion. Given that there was a lack 
of stimulus and focus on independence in this 
particular center, David felt that “anything you 
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do will be beneficial to Cabrini residents,” and 
gave me great trust and autonomy to begin the 
pilot program. 

Montessori Pilot Program at Cabrini 
House

Cabrini House is a full-time living facility 
for 21 adults with a wide range of learning 
and physical disabilities. It provides care and 
enrichment activities in a warm, caring “home” 
setting where some residents have lived for de-
cades. It was acquired by Diagrama four years 
ago as part of their expansion in the UK.

Cabrini House Aims

Like Diagrama, Cabrini House has very high 
objectives for the service it provides to its 
residents. At its core, it seeks to 1) promote 
healthy living, 2) provide a warm home for its 
residents, and 3) help stimulate their develop-
ment. Their standards for these objectives are 
already well above the customary care expecta-
tions for adults with learning disabilities in the UK. 

On the surface, these commitments suggest 
that Cabrini would be an ideal context for the 
incorporation of a pedagogical, person-focused 
approach such as Montessori. The reality, 
however, is more complex. Investigation into 
the history and current operation of Cabrini 
showed me that there were limitations in their 
ability to achieve their ambitious goals. The 
legacy staff at Cabrini, which was retained 
through the acquisition, has been slow to 
adopt the ethos and practices of the new parent 
company, Diagrama. Considerable tensions exist 
between management and some staff members 
in relation to their willingness and ability to 
change and adapt. 

So, while the primary catalyst for the 
Montessori intervention at Cabrini was the 
view—shared by Diagrama and Cabrini’s man-
agement—that the facility was not delivering 
sufficiently on its aim of stimulating residents’ 
development, the need to resolve staff tensions 
and improve their degree of collaboration and 
engagement was another key objective where 
they believed Montessori approaches could be 

of benefit. With this background, Diagrama 
and Cabrini management engaged in this Mon-
tessori intervention pilot project with three 
objectives, two specific to the center and one 
regarding the larger Diagrama organization. 

The first goal was to increase both the 
quality and quantity of mentally stimulating 
activities for the residents, as well as integrating 
approaches that foster independence in all its 
aspects. This would be based on individually 
tailored development plans and supported by 
regular sessions using Montessori materials 
specifically chosen for the particular develop-
ment needs of each individual.

The second goal was an overall improve-
ment of the interaction between the staff and 
the residents. Cabrini House had a strong focus 
on ensuring residents were well cared for and 
comfortable. As a result, they did many things 
for the residents that, with time, practice, and 
different methods, the residents could have 
done for themselves. The natural struggles and 
frustrations of learning were often mistakenly per-
ceived as negative and to be avoided. Diagrama 
and Cabrini Management desired a shift in 
staff members’ engagement with the residents 
toward a mind-set of personalized care focused 
on helping residents achieve the maximum 
degree of personal autonomy and fulfilment of 
which they were capable. 

Third, as a result of these changes, we 
hoped to see Cabrini integrate more of Dia-
grama’s corporate culture and ethos, which pri-
oritizes a person-centered approach that prizes 
autonomy in its provision of care, and which 
is the core of their success in other facilities 
(particularly in Spain), but which has proven 
difficult to achieve in the four years since the 
acquisition of the Cabrini facility. 

This desire drove another key component 
of the implementation: the Montessori principles 
that guided the new way we wanted to see the 
staff interacting with the residents would also 
guide the way in which management and the 
implementation team with which I was col-
laborating would interact with the staff. There 
needed to be consistency; it would be absurd 
to take a highly directive, top-down, man-
date-based approach if what we wanted to  
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encourage among staff members was non-di-
rectivity, autonomy, and personalization in 
their interactions with the residents. The 
Montessori engagement therefore took place 
at two levels—between staff and residents, and 
between management and staff. 

Implementation

This project served as my thesis topic for a 
master’s degree in education. I was given great 
autonomy to design and carry out this pilot 
program, and I am incredibly grateful to the 
leadership team at Diagrama and Cabrini for 
their trust in me. While the work with the 
residents provided the primary context for the 
intervention, my thesis focused on the applica-
tion of Montessori concepts to the leadership 
aspect of the project, and therefore focused 
primarily on the work with the staff and  
management. While the potential impact on 
the residents was exciting, the timeline for the 
project was short and I thought it would be 
insufficient for the results of any work with 
residents to manifest themselves.

In initiating the project, it was clear to me 
that I needed to balance two separate needs for 
authenticity. Initiating, as it did, from the dual 
catalysts of the AMI AGM and the EsF Annual 
Assembly, it was essential to me that I remain 
authentic to Montessori’s ideas and to apply 
them with purity to the best of my ability and 
knowledge. At the same time, it was also clear 
that at no point did Diagrama wish to “become 
Montessori.” Diagrama is justifiably proud 
of what they have accomplished and have a 
strong identity that permeates the organization. 
They very clearly wanted to maintain this while 
incorporating Montessori’s ideas to improve 
their methods, and to help the organization 
progress and evolve to better serve the needs of 
their clients. They were happy to incorporate 
“all of Montessori,” so long as it didn’t clash 
with their own values, methods, and identity. 

This balancing of mutual respect for both 
Montessori and Diagrama’s accomplishments 
and approaches was one of the challenging 
aspects of applying Montessori outside of 
the more controlled context of a Montessori 

classroom or project. For many of us, there 
is a desire to keep the precious work of Maria 
Montessori “pure” in its implementation. In this 
situation I was working with individuals with 
very different developmental processes, had 
only limited access to materials, and needed 
to balance the Montessori approach with the 
established procedures and practices of the facility. 
This required a laser-like focus on the core 
principles of Maria Montessori’s work, which 
then guided my judgments about where I could 
be flexible in implementation and what aspects 
were fundamental and I needed to insist on.

Mindful of the sensitivities of my task 
and aware that my objective was to support 
Diagrama in absorbing Montessori principles 
steadily and solidly for the long term, I chose 
to structure my engagement as a process of in-
tegrating Montessori methods into those already 
customary for Diagrama. What emerged was a 
blended approach anchored in procedures and 
processes already familiar to them. In doing so, 
I collaborated closely with Diagrama UK’s inter-
vention manager, a newly appointed role with 
the mandate to increase the quality of care of all 
of Diagrama’s UK centers. 

In engaging with the staff and management, 
the goal was to assist them in the acquisition 
of not only a new range of competencies, but 
also new ways of thinking about individuals 
and their development. The approach was to 
model the desired behavior continuously with 
them, applying Montessori’s principles and 
methods both to the act of teaching those same 
principles and methods, and in the work with 
the residents. 

After my initial period of observation in 
the center, where I came to understand the 
staff’s work patterns, habits, and attitudes, I 
scheduled confidential one-on-one interviews 
with the staff to build connection, trust, and 
understanding and to support a sense of 
co-creation of the project. Following this, I 
provided trainings (more theoretical for man-
agement, more practical for staff) and engaged 
in the development of procedures and protocols 
to support the staff’s work.

The application of Montessori methods 
and materials to adults with learning disabilities 
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was a highly exploratory undertaking. Although 
this is by no means the first such effort, and 
others have started similar projects, I chose to 
base my work on Montessori’s original books, 
in particular her early writings and thoughts, 
and to embrace the scientific aspect of her 
method. 

In the first round of implementation, we 
tested a Montessori-based pedagogic offering 
with a selected group of seven residents. The 
offering consisted of three to four sessions per 
week of two hours’ duration each; the sessions 
occurred over a period of four months (and 
currently continue). The candidates selected 
were the youngest third of the residents at 
Cabrini, on our assumption that any progress 
or change would be perceived more easily with 
them based on the likely greater plasticity of 
their brains. Their assigned “key support workers” 
were also among the newest at Cabrini, and we 
suspected they would be more open to trying 
new approaches.

This work involved the initial preparation 
of the environments, development of the inter-
ventions (which materials for which individu-
als), the training of all relevant staff members, 
and an ongoing process of mentoring with the 
implementation manager. I chose this approach 
with a view toward the long-term sustainability 
of the project: Diagrama staff needed to own 
and co-create the project in order to make the 
project “theirs.”

The core Montessori principles of obser-
vation, analysis, planning, implementation, 
and reassessment guided this entire process. 
The approach I took is based on a model of 
systematic observations that Maria Montessori 
presents in her book The Advanced Montessori 
Method I (chapter 3). In the implementation of 
the model, we focused on observing the following 
aspects of each individual’s activity: the level of 
engagement, how the work was initiated (was 
it chosen independently?), the interaction with 
the guide, the ability to complete the cycle of 
activity, and the length of work. 

In terms of content and materials, the 
Montessori offerings started focusing heavily 
on the practical life activities of a Children’s 
House. We followed each resident’s interests 

and prepared a simple and inexpensive initial 
environment, which some residents were able 
to help prepare. But while the pedagogical 
content was primarily derived from the 3–6 
curriculum, one of the most fascinating aspects 
of the work was the need to also incorporate 
aspects of elementary and adolescent Montessori 
practice in supporting the residents. These 
individuals demonstrated developmental pro-
files—cognitive, social, moral, and motor—that 
corresponded to a mix of all three age groups. 
As opposed to simply placing each resident at a 
certain point along various developmental trajec-
tories, as one might with a child, the construction 
of the individual enrichment plans was a far 
more complex, multidimensional issue.

The intervention manager and I collaborat-
ed on the initial redesign and implementation of 
the assessment process that was used to establish 
an initial understanding of each resident and 
their particular interests, challenges, and devel-
opment needs. This document, in turn, guided 
the development of bespoke enrichment plans 
with activities and materials to be used with 
each resident in order to meet the identified de-
velopmental needs. In keeping with the desired 
approach to not impose Montessori from the 
outside but rather build organically on top of 
existing Diagrama processes, this initial assess-
ment was based on Diagrama’s own well- 
established assessment methodology. In adapting 
their approach to the reality of the residents 
at Cabrini House, I took the opportunity to 
incorporate the key assessment criteria that 
would be needed for a Montessori-based analysis 
of the individual. This not only enhanced the 
initial assessment of the residents, but also 
provided me with a great opportunity to start 
to embed Montessori approaches and thinking 
into the workings of Cabrini House. 

The Results of the Cabrini Pilot  
Project

The Cabrini Pilot Project proved to be a very 
practical way for Diagrama to meet and learn 
about Montessori and vice versa. Deliber-
ately limiting the project to something that 
was manageable in scope proved to be a wise 
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decision as the challenges were, as usual, more 
complex and multitudinous than anticipated.

Overall, we found that Diagrama’s ethos 
and approach are highly compatible with 
Montessori’s and that the incorporation of 
Montessori theory and practice into the running 
of the Cabrini facility greatly enhanced the 
quality of the provision and supported the 
company in moving toward its objectives. We 
also discovered that each center would have its 
idiosyncrasies and challenges and that taking 
the time to adapt the approach to each particular 
population and setting would be key to the 
success of the program. 

Focusing my master’s thesis on the applica-
tion of Montessori to leadership approaches, I 
found that Montessori core principles can be 
successfully applied to support staff and man-
agement involved in the creation of a Montessori- 
type project. I also observed how amazingly 
well people respond to person-centered approaches, 
to being given autonomy backed by appropriate 
support, to training concrete and experiential 
training, to finding their own passion and  
motivations, and to being supported to grow 
and learn. 

As a Montessori educator, I was struck 
by Diagrama’s great capacity to adapt and to 
learn and continue developing. As an organi-
zation, their openness to experimentation and 
analyzing new methods was striking and made 
working within with them joyful, fluid, and 
effective. While there were numerous chal-
lenges working with individual staff members, 
the management of Cabrini and the whole of 
Diagrama were enormously supportive and we 
were able to overcome all obstacles we encoun-
tered by working together. 

For the Montessori community, I believe 
that collaboration with outside organizations 
that share our ethos can greatly enhance our 
capacity to stay nimble and keep an experi-
mental focus, which for me is at the core of 
what Montessori stands for. While we continue 
to apply our tried and proven methods, we 
should never close the door to the benefits of 
ongoing research. Partnerships can also greatly 
expand the scope of the potential influence we 
can have as a community of practitioners.

Looking at the pedagogical development of 
the residents, the results were startling. As a first 
step, we found that a lot of “undoing” of previ-
ous educational methods was required. Some 
residents appeared very apprehensive at the 
prospect of anything that smelled of a learning 
setting. It took time to build their trust that 
this was something different, that they could 
make choices and be respected. However, once 
gained, it didn’t take long for the experience of 
freedom of choice in a prepared environment 
to begin to work its magic. 

These residents had, in general, been  
subjected to a lifetime of well-meaning micro- 
directivity from caretakers, often with lots of 
words, which at times they seemed unable to 
process. However, as residents began to un-
derstand that in this context, they were free 
to engage with whatever materials interested 
them, they found outlets for the strong internal 
tendencies toward free choice, activity, perfection, 
and all the other human tendencies that are so 
fundamental to our Montessori work. I believe 
that the indirect preparation of our work was 
also foundational to the transformation we 
saw in many individuals.

The changes observed in just five months 
were incredibly moving. We saw individuals 
deeply engaged in work whose attention span 
had expanded from less than a minute to the 
full two-hour engagement (this seemed like a 
huge accomplishment in the short months the 
experimentation phase lasted). We saw residents 
being able to choose work freely and persevere, 
taking responsibility for completing a cycle 
of work and returning the environment to its 
original state to the best of their ability. Residents 
who were previously highly introverted and 
disengaged from one another collaborated, 
engaging in a deeper and more meaningful way 
than either the intervention manager or I had 
seen of them before, with spontaneous ideas 
emerging and the ensuing work being carried 
out. Residents requested more time in the 
“Montessori” room anytime they saw me or the 
intervention manager. At the end of every single 
session all residents appeared calmer, happier, 
and more socially engaged. Walking on the line 
was a sight to be cherished.
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Montessori materials and activities were 
found to meet the needs of adults with learning 
disabilities and to greatly support changes in 
personality, behavior, and skill levels. They 
were also demonstrated to be excellent  
diagnostic tools with which to investigate and 
understand the complex developmental profiles 
of these individuals. This project is a small be-
ginning, but the results were so overwhelmingly 
positive in so many areas of development that 
I feel much further research and work with 
adults with learning disabilities must be undertaken. 

Personally, I learned profound lessons 
about un-labeling individuals and seeing them 
in the present moment, striving to divine the 
workings of the hidden brain through the 
outer manifestations of behavior, and making 
educated guesses, based on Montessori theory, 
for how best to meet the needs and interests of 
each person.

As would be predicted by any Montessorian, 
there was a marked change in many individ-
uals’ behaviors as the environment and the 
treatment from the staff members who support 
them changed. Many previous adaptations such 
as self-stimulating behaviors or clinginess were 
seen to disappear and were replaced by a desire 
to fend for oneself and to keep developing. 
Most importantly, joy, generosity, and love all 
increased. 

The Future at Cabrini

We are currently revising the project at Cabrini 
and integrating the Montessori aspect with a 
new set of offerings, which Diagrama is modeling 
after other centers in Spain (mosaics, music and 
dance, gardening, and so forth). Many projects 
are starting, and we hope that we can bring the 
broader society (such as elderly people or parents 
and children) to those residents who are unable 
to leave the home; we are finding ways for the 
residents to make contributions to society and 
brainstorming projects such as running a café 
or selling or donating their mosaics and other 
types of creations. 

The continuous work and questioning we 
are undertaking is about how to imbed, to 
integrate Montessori ways in the daily opera-

tions of staff more and more. We need to find 
a Montessori trained guide to continue the 
Montessori-specialized cognitive aspect of the 
project and to keep supporting Cabrini to learn 
Montessori approaches. This is partly happening 
as a result of the trainings and mentoring, but 
more support is required before staff can truly 
understand the principles of supporting inde-
pendence, preparing contained and adapted 
activities that foster autonomy, and so forth. 

Further Directions for Diagrama

After this groundwork, Diagrama is ready and 
eager to undertake the overhaul of the academic 
aspect of its Spanish youth detention centers. 
It is also waiting to hear from the UK govern-
ment as to whether they will be able to manage 
its first UK youth “secure school” (which I 
prefer to call “safe school”). The challenges 
are incredibly interesting: How do we provide 
a Montessori education when we do not have 
the youth for a prolonged period of time? Is it 
still not worthwhile to apply Montessori’s core 
principles to support rehabilitation and to help 
reduce recidivism rates and increase the likeli-
hood of social adaptation? Can Montessori and 
Diagrama create a strong coalition to trans-
form the judicial system further than Diagrama 
has already achieved? 

In their own words: “Diagrama seeks to 
end the cycle of crime by providing young people 
with an alternative path in life—of benefit to 
both the individual and society.” It is a privi-
lege to me that they have chosen Montessori 
to help them achieve this admirable goal. In 
Montessori’s words, “If society wishes to help 
delinquents, it must first change their souls 
and bring about this conversion [development 
through concentration]. Otherwise all society 
will do is to form a society of delinquents; it 
[will] organize delinquency” (2012, p. 224). We 
will need many Montessori-trained individuals 
to make this dream possible. AMI and EsF 
continue to be great supporters in connecting 
us with Montessori experts who can collabo-
rate in the creation of the program.
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Conclusions
 
In my assessment, with this pilot project, Di-
agrama and Montessori have proven to each 
other that they indeed share a vision and many 
values that guide them in the achievement of 
that vision. Core to both approaches are con-
cepts such as truly person-tailored approaches, 
the valorization of all persons, humanistic 
and life-supporting practices, methods geared 
toward autonomy, and adaptation and contri-
bution to society. 

It would be easy to fall into the trap of 
viewing the residents at Cabrini House as 
incapable of developing further. Their physical 
and mental limitations prohibit them from 
living independently (at least for the moment) 
or making more than a marginal contribution 
in areas valued by society (and even that with 
great support). Equally, we might think that 
most or some of the youth who have commit-
ted crimes cannot fully transform themselves. 
Surely, we can only keep an open mind and 
keep trying to support each individual to reach 
their highest potential and stay strong in our 
humanistic beliefs. All individuals have great 
things to add to society.

I feel that the investment of time, energy, 
and resources into vulnerable individuals is 
essential to our understanding of who we are as a 
society and as individual human beings, and to 
our humanistic evolution. The recognition of 
the intrinsic value in each human life, deriving 
from nothing more than its existence, imposes 
upon us a moral obligation to ensure that each 
individual is offered the basic provisions nec-
essary for a happy and fulfilling life. Diagrama 
has pioneered the great work of indiscriminately 
supporting all those at risk in society, with 
a compassionate and nonjudgmental stance. 
Montessori’s work shows us that the opportunity 
to grow and develop to one’s full potential—
whatever that may be—is as fundamental to 
human happiness as sustenance, safety, ac-
ceptance, connection, and love. Whatever the 
“deviations”—which I have come to see as 
adequate adaptations to inadequate or at times 
cruel environments—there is hope when the 
environment and the support change to provide 

opportunities for purposeful activity and for 
the realization of the human tendencies, for 
being valued and accepted as a person, and for 
meaningfully engaging with the world. 

Montessori’s most basic core principles 
continue to be a guiding light to incur into the 
dark places of unexplored territory. A focus on 
a scientific methodology, together with these 
principles and knowledge of development and 
how to support it, arms us with the capability 
to create great social change in many different 
social contexts. She gave us a rich legacy of 
tools for social change, and I believe it is our 
collective responsibility to share them with 
those who seek them. 

I started my work with Diagrama with 
expectation, curiosity, and awe at the work 
that Diagrama and Cabrini have already under-
taken and the social impact they already have, and 
with the humility of knowing that I could offer 
mostly questions, perhaps sprinkled with a bit 
of knowledge and experience; with humbleness 
I started the investigation. I continue to feel this 
way, and as this collaboration continues to prog-
ress and evolve, I continue to consider many 
questions. Which core principles are so essential 
that without them we could no longer call an 
initiative “Montessori”? How do we maintain 
the purity of Montessori when we apply its 
philosophy and methods to new contexts? 

I encourage all of us to engage in a lively 
and honest dialogue about these sorts of ques-
tions, to allow the richness of many voices and 
experiences to define those “core principles” 
that define us and provide cohesion, unity, and 
coherence to our collective efforts. 
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Goals

This plan outlines the implementation of a 
whole school systems approach to implementing 
a Montessori adolescent program that is spe-
cifically and proactively designed and prepared 
for the inclusion of individuals with diverse 
needs.

This plan will outline the rationale for 
scientific and medical pedagogy, a medically 
enhanced Montessori approach. Inclusion 
that is an aid to life requires a reconnection 
of Montessori education with medical science 
in order to ensure accurate identification and 
treatment of the challenges each child is facing 
in their development and health and to reveal 
what kind of support is needed to aid their 
development. 

This plan is intended to reach further than 
just inclusion of adolescents. The goal is aid to 
life and aid for life: to strengthen and support 
the development of the adolescents in every 
dimension of their personality and health, 
creating a stronger foundation for the rest of 
their lives. In 2007, the United Nations took 
a bold step in the advancement of the rights 
of all children to have their needs met, no 
matter how diverse these needs might be. This 
plan will demonstrate that this vision is most 
easily accomplished within the Montessori 
educational approach when it is reconnected to 
medical science. The UN affirmed:

States Parties recognize the right of persons 
with disabilities to education. With a view 
to realizing this right without discrimina-
tion and on the basis of equal opportunity, 
States Parties shall ensure an inclusive 
education system at all levels and lifelong 
learning directed to: a. The full development 
of human potential and sense of dignity 
and self-worth, and the strengthening of 
respect for human rights, fundamental free-
doms and human diversity; b. The develop-
ment by persons with disabilities of their 
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personality, talents and creativity, as well 
as their mental and physical abilities, to their 
fullest potential [. . .] (Article 24: Education; 
emphasis added) 
 
States Parties shall take effective and 
appropriate measures, including through 
peer support, to enable persons with dis-
abilities to attain and maintain maximum 
independence, full physical, mental, social 
and vocational ability, and full inclusion 
and participation in all aspects of life. 
To that end, States Parties shall organize, 
strengthen and extend comprehensive 
habilitation and rehabilitation services and 
programmes, particularly in the areas of 
health, employment, education and social 
services, in such a way that these services 
and programmes: a. Begin at the earliest 
possible stage, and are based on the multi-
disciplinary assessment of individual needs 
and strengths [. . .] (Article 26: Habilitation 
and Rehabilitation)

This plan will provide general guidelines 
for Montessori adolescent programs to proac-
tively prepare for inclusion in three areas:

Prepared Environments: Inclusion requires 
the preparation of the school environments 
for adolescents with diverse needs, including 
preparations of indoor and outdoor environ-
ments, inside and outside the classroom, and 
a variety of supportive prepared environments 
in the school and on the farm school campus, 
such as sensory rooms, therapy rooms, and 
academic resource rooms. 

Prepared Adults: Inclusion requires spe-
cialized preparation of the school’s Montessori 
teachers/guides and support staff, medical 
professionals with an orientation to Montessori 
education, additional special education support 
staff with an orientation to Montessori school 
culture, and a system of partnering and collab-
oration among all the adults working with a 
particular child in order to implement a truly 
interdisciplinary approach.

Prepared Materials of Development: Inclusion 
requires additional materials for development, 
instructional tools, assistive technology, sup-

port equipment, therapy materials, and individ-
ualized supports for communication, self- 
regulation, and executive functioning. This can 
also include therapy animals, therapeutic horse-
back riding, exercise equipment (including bicycles 
and stationary bikes), and other therapeutic 
or regulatory aids beneficial to the particular 
student’s needs.

Inclusive Erdkinder Site  
Development

The inclusive Montessori farm school will im-
plement a comprehensive and unified medical- 
educational approach to supporting the devel-
opmental potential of all of its students. This 
has many implications for site development. 
With increased diversity of the abilities of the 
students, it is even more important that there 
be a variety of activities and occupations. Also, 
when students with a variety of significant 
challenges are included, extra attention must 
be paid to building capacity for medical services 
and opportunities to promote neurophysiological 
development. This will mean having medical 
clinic spaces, medical offices, and therapy 
rooms on the campus and integrated into the 
daily life at school to the greatest extent possible. 

Furthermore, there are a myriad of benefits 
of joint utilization of farm school facilities by 
medical and educational professionals, leading 
to a more integrated inclusive practice; for ex-
ample, the woodworking shop, weaving room, 
garden, equine center, canine center, and an 
atelier for the development of art skills focused 
on the depiction of the natural world should 
be used as catalysts for all students to develop 
occupations with potential for micro- 
economies, while at the same being utilized 
by medical therapists in their individual work 
with students, thus creating a more inclusive 
therapeutic framework.

Farm Center of Study: The center for aca-
demic study, research, and medical clinics. The 
academic rooms will have the feel of a historical 
library, and there will be comfortable meeting 
rooms that accommodate small groups and 
a large meeting room that accommodates the 
whole community. The academic rooms will be 
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outfitted with abundant chalkboards, white-
boards, interactive whiteboards, and audiovisual 
presentation technology. The medical clinic will 
be integrated into this building in such a way 
as to maximize the medical community exposure 
to and interaction with the students in the 
Montessori adolescent program. 

Farm: A working farm with corrals, fields, 
and barns to house animals and store animal 
feed, bedding, and farm or garden produce. 
The particular animal and agronomic occupations 
will be left up to the students to decide and 
develop, with the exception of horses and dogs, 
which have a therapeutic role and will have a 
permanent presence. Additional prepared envi-
ronments on the Montessori Centre for Study 
and Work campus would include a therapeutic 
riding barn, a service animal barn, a service 
machines barn, and a hand and heart barn, as 
described below. 

Equine-assisted therapy barn: Horse stables, 
and indoor and outdoor riding arenas, as well 
as dedicated pastures. Equine-assisted therapies, 
such as therapeutic riding and hippotherapy, 
provide multiple benefits for children and 
adolescents with developmental differences, 
social skill deficits, trauma, and other mental 
health conditions. Hippotherapy involves work 
with horses guided by an occupational therapist, 
physical therapist, or speech and language 
pathologist. Horses can stimulate a wealth of 
occupations for the adolescent at a Montessori 
farm school. Diverse exploration and research 
that can be inspired by horses, their evolution, 
their connection with humans since the dawn 
of civilization, their anatomy and physiology, horse 
health, horse breeds, horse rescue, equine-as-

sisted therapy, and their historical and modern 
roles in athletics, horse shows, hunting, agricul-
ture and industry, literature and film, and war. 
A therapeutic riding program that can also 
be organized as a community service project 
where adolescents can contribute volunteer 
work. Most adolescents love working with and 
riding horses. 

Service animal barn: A therapy barn for 
housing, care, and training of therapy animals. 
There is evidence that humans have lived and 
bonded with a variety of animals since at least 
16,000 years ago. Today it is well documented 
that therapy dogs and other therapy pets are 
important mental health supports for a variety of 
stress, anxiety, and trauma conditions: 

Researchers measured what happens physi-
ologically to a person who interacts with a 
friendly and familiar dog. They found that 
“blood pressure lowered, heart rate slowed, 
breathing became more regular. . . .” These 
are all signs of reduced stress. 
 
In a study published in the Journal of 
Psychosomatic Medicine, researchers found 
changes to blood chemistry that showed 
lower amounts of stress-related hormones. 
These positive psychological effects, says 
Coren [of the University of British Columbia], 
“work a lot faster than many drugs taken 
for stress, since all of these effects occurred 
after only 5 to 24 minutes of pleasantly 
interacting with the dog.” (BP Magazine, 
2017)

Dogs, like horses, have evolved with their 
human companions. It is believed that humans 
began domestication of dogs more than 30,000 
years ago. Today, dogs serve humans in countless 
ways, including many types of health service 
roles: guide dogs for the visually impaired, 
hearing assistance dogs, mobility assistance 
dogs, diabetic alert dogs, seizure alert and 
response dogs, PTSD service dogs, autism support 
dogs, fetal alcohol (FASD) assistance dogs, and 
allergy detection dogs. Raising and training 
service dogs can itself be an occupation and 
possibly a future micro-economy. Much explo-

The inclusive Montessori farm 
school will implement a  
comprehensive and unified 
medical-educational approach 
to supporting the develop-
mental potential of all of its 
students.
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ration and research can be inspired by canines, 
their evolution, their connection with humans 
back to the paleolithic age, their anatomy 
and physiology, dog shows and competitions, 
hunting dogs, herding dogs, sled dogs, guard 
dogs, rescue dogs, crime-fighting dogs, dogs in 
literature and film, dog breeding and genetics, 
dog health and hygiene, dog grooming, and 
responsible pet ownership.

Service machines barn: A machinery barn 
containing a variety of machines, tools, and 
technologies—historical and modern—that 
have contributed to the progress of human 
civilization and building of supra-nature. Some 
of these machines/tools will have immediate 
uses in the maintenance of the farm school 
facilities—such as those for general facility 
maintenance and repair, plumbing and electri-
cal work, fencing, and maintenance and repair 
of automotive and farm vehicles. There will 
also be shops for creative work and projects by 
the school community—such as a fully outfitted 
woodworking shop and plenty of room for ad-
ditional projects and occupations that the stu-
dents will want to explore. This also provides an 
environment in which students may be inspired 
to design, engineer, and build assistive technology 
that could be an aid to their own functioning 
and development or the functioning of their 
friends in the adolescent community. Addi-
tionally, spaces will be prepared for use by 
physical therapists and occupational therapists 
for individual therapies, such as woodworking 
therapy. 

Hand and heart manual skills barn: A barn 
offering activities for self-expression and en-
joyment of handcraftsmanship projects which 
lead to the development of manual skills. This 
handcrafts barn will have large spaces where 
multiple students can learn and practice a wide 
variety of crafts, weaving, and sewing skills 
in a social setting. Occupational and physical 
therapists can work here with students either 
in the large rooms or one-on-one in smaller 
private rooms utilizing a variety of crafts to 
develop fine and gross motor skills, hand-eye 
coordination, and more. 

Garden: The garden occupation is the ideal 
head-hand work—purposeful work with the 

hands, guided by the mind and engaging the 
entire personality. The garden would eventually 
become part of the micro-economy, but ini-
tially it would be designed with a therapeutic 
focus in mind and to contribute products for 
meal preparation at the student residence hall. 
Gardening is a very therapeutic occupation. 
It has both physiological and psychological 
benefits, which are well-documented in the field 
of horticulture therapy. Here are some of the 
findings:

A three year study conducted by Lough-
borough University found that gardening 
can have a positive effect on physical and 
mental health, social skills and well-being 
of vulnerable adults. The study found that 
‘growing things,’ being outside in the fresh 
air and the physical toil helped improve 
health, well-being and mood. There were 
improvements in the social skills of partici-
pants and the opportunity to extend social 
networks between groups often margin-
alized in our society. The report concluded 
that: “horticulture and gardening can no 
longer be treated as a trivial activity; it is 
comparable to any other physical therapy.” 
(The Therapy Garden) 
 
Horticultural therapy techniques are em-
ployed to assist participants to learn new 
skills or regain those that are lost. Horti-
cultural therapy helps improve memory, 
cognitive abilities, task initiation, language 
skills, and socialization. In physical reha-
bilitation, horticultural therapy can help 
strengthen muscles and improve coordination, 
balance, and endurance. In vocational 
horticultural therapy settings, people learn 
to work independently, problem solve, and 
follow directions. (American Horticultural 
Therapy Association)

A New York Times article from 2013, “Seeking 
Serenity in a Patch of California Land,” reports 
on gardening as a source of healing trauma. 
Bridging diverse cultures not accustomed to 
traditional therapy, the California Mental 
Health Services Act of 2004 funds the creation 
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The woodworking therapy room at Theodore Hellbruegge’s Kinderzentrum and Montessori  
inclusion school, Aktion Sonnenschein, in Munich, Germany. Credit: Courtesy Aktion Sonnenschein,  
Munich, Germany
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The weaving therapy room at Theodore Hellbruegge’s Kinderzentrum and Montessori inclusion school, 
Aktion Sonnenschein, in Munich, Germany. Credit: Courtesy Aktion Sonnenschein, Munich, Germany
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and maintenance of these gardens to address the 
depression, suicidal thinking, and post-traumatic 
stress of immigrants and refugees isolated by  
language, poverty, and memories of war, rape, 
and starvation (Brown, 2013).

In the garden, the physical exertion of 
gardening allows the body an opportunity 
to re-direct hyperarousal, to experience 
movement, heavy breathing, even perspi-
ration for good reason. The stimulation of 
the senses by the fragrances, visual beauty 
and physical touch inherent in gardening 
are powerful antidotes to the negative sen-
sations that re-terrify and fuel avoidance of 
life after trauma. (Phillips, 2019) 
 
A 2011 study at a juvenile rehabilitation 
center in southwestern Ohio with a gar-
dening program showed that horticulture 
therapy helped the kids see themselves in a 
more positive light and helped them better 
manage their emotional and behavioral 
problems. And most of the kids said they 
would continue gardening after the program, 
according to the findings in the Journal of 
Therapeutic Horticulture. (Husted, 2012)

Nature: The powerful health and healing 
impacts of spending time in nature are well-
known and well-documented. Adolescents 
need access to natural land that is not farmed: 
forests, meadows, prairies, wetlands, deserts, 
lakes/oceans/rivers/streams, and any other type 
of natural habitat that is accessible. As part of 
their studies in ecology, the students will learn 
more about the health and preservation of the 
natural parts of the farm. They may choose 
occupations related to the control of invasive 
species of plants and animals or protecting/ 
regenerating native or endangered species. 

According to proponents of environmental 
psychology, spending time in nature rather than 
human-made environments has three positive 
effects:

1. Reduced stress
2. Improved mood
3. Improved cognitive performance
According to recent research, physically 

being in a natural environment promotes cognitive 
performance and offers higher resistance to 
stress, because of exposure to a bacterium called 
Mycobacterium vaccae in the soil (Chowd-
hury, 2019). This bacterium acts as a natural 
antidepressant. In the brains of mice, and thus 
likely in humans, this bacterium leads to a 
higher release of the neurotransmitter serotonin 
(Chowdhury, 2019). Serotonin plays a role in 
maintaining a positive mood and protecting 
against depression. The mice, which received 
exposure to the bacterium in a laboratory en-
vironment, learned mazes faster and exhibited 
fewer anxiety behaviors than mice that hadn’t 
had any mycobacterium exposure (Chowdhury, 
2019). These findings constitute a physical fact: 
being in nature alters your brain in a way that 
makes you feel better.

Psychologists’ research explains the mental 
and physical restoration we get from na-
ture—and has important implications for 
how we build our homes, work environ-
ments, and cities. [. . .] 
 
[Rachel Kaplan, PhD, and Stephen Kaplan, 
PhD] are at the forefront of research on 
what they call “restorative environments.” 
They and other psychologists are explor-
ing nature’s impact on people’s mental 
functioning, social relationships and even 
physical well-being. Others are putting 
that research into practice by working 
with interior designers, architects and city 
planners to create psychologically healthy 
buildings and cities. (Clay, 2001)

There is evidence that time in nature can 
improve the symptoms of attention deficit  
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Cosby). Nature 
promotes meditation and mindfulness and 
can be a calming space when adolescents are 
feeling dysregulated or agitated. There should 
be prepared areas in the natural environment 
for use by all of the students for nature yoga, 
nature journaling, mindfulness, and medita-
tion; and students will need training on how 
to utilize these activities for their own benefit. 
There should also be planning for nature trails, 
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horse riding, biking trails, and hiking/running 
trails. The nature trails can be developed by the 
students for educational purposes as well—for 
example, through observation, research, identi-
fication, and labeling, trail areas can be des-
ignated for learning about particular flora and 
fauna, historical relevance, geographic features, 
or artistic expression.

Farm health and recreation facility: There 
must be a variety of indoor and outdoor spaces 
for exercise and athletics. This is important for 
all adolescents, but even more important for 
adolescents with attentional, behavioral, or 
emotional struggles or with dysregulation. The 
minimum daily exercise needed by adolescents 
is one hour every day (American Academy of 
Pediatrics, 2017). Adolescents with ADHD 
may need double this amount during the day 
for self-regulation. One study found that free 
access to intense exercise on bikes during the 
school day enhanced the educational achieve-
ment of adolescents with ADHD and learning 
differences, and one student reported being able to 
replace taking medication with use of the exercise 
bike (Pickering, Hughes, McBride, & Weather-
ford, 2015). There should be individual options as 
well as group options for exercise and oppor-
tunities for skill instruction in a variety of sports. 
Indeed, adolescents with autism benefit more 
from individual exercise than exercise in a 
group (Sowa & Meulenbroek, 2012). Oppor-
tunities for trail hiking, trail running, mountain/
trail biking, swimming, and other forms of 
individual exercise must be available. 

There should also be a farm health and rec-
reation building where adolescents can do indi-
vidual workouts and strength training; play a 
variety of group sports like racquetball, basket-
ball, and ping-pong; and participate in training 
and practice of martial arts and dance. There 
will also be fields designated for outdoor sports 
like soccer or field hockey. (Football should not 
be allowed, because it causes brain damage.) 
All students will receive formal instruction in 
a variety of group sports and activities (like 
dance) as part of socialization and social skills 
development.

Atelier for the natural arts: A place for the 
practice and development of skills in the realistic 

arts for multisensory learning, self-expression, 
and therapy. The focus of all the arts will be 
nature and the realistic/stylistic reproduction of 
the natural world—including drawing, paint-
ing, and sculpture of plants, animals (including 
humans), and landscapes (including the universe 
and biomes). The study of realistic art includes 
scientific illustration, drawing from nature, na-
ture journaling, plein air painting, cartography, 
and drawing from the imagination of parts of 
nature that are too small or too large to see. Art 
is integrated in the learning about every aspect 
of the natural surroundings, horse occupations, 
dog occupations, farming (including still life 
using garden produce), science, history, and 
mathematics, as well as portraits of students 
and adults at the farm school.

There should be a specially designed building 
with very large prepared spaces with high ceilings 
and tall windows letting in natural light for 
drawing and painting. There should be a large 
sculpture room with a two-story vaulted ceiling 
for large works. There should be many sturdy 
wooden easels for student use with a variety of 
standing or sitting options—some portable for 
outdoors. There should be a storage area for art 
supplies and racks to store drawings, paintings, 
and pottery. There should be a student art 
gallery and hallways where student works are 
displayed. There should be an art library. There 
should be a suitable room for a pottery wheel 
and a kiln, and a room for painting murals 
and creating mosaics and stained glass. There 
should be studios for graphic arts, photog-
raphy, and filmmaking and for bookmaking, 
bookbinding, and calligraphy. 

Therapeutic art experiences and formal art 
therapy will be integrated into the atelier facility. 
Art therapists, occupational therapists, and 
physical therapists can work with students in 
the large open studios, and smaller studios will 
also be available for one-on-one therapy.

Student residence hall: Living quarters 
where students reside full-time or weekdays 
only. There will be double rooms and single 
rooms, or quads with four private rooms 
joined together. Residential housing assign-
ments should be carefully planned to avoid 
additional stress on the part of students who 
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are facing challenges and to avoid placing a 
burden of responsibility on other students. Also 
in the residence hall will be special living quarters 
for house parents and residential teachers. In 
general, bathrooms will be shared (single-sex), 
as they are in many college residence halls, so 
that typical students can model proper hy-
giene routines to students who have hygiene 
aversion. Several private unisex bathrooms 
must also be available for students who are 
not comfortable sharing bathrooms (including 
LGBTQIA students) or are not ready to par-
ticipate in group personal care routines (for 
example, adolescents with autism).

Guesthouse: Comfortable living quarters for 
visitors, families of students, experts, medical 
community members, professors and Montessori 
trainers, teachers in professional development, 
and donors. There will be single, double, and 
family rooms with private bathrooms. The 
operation of the guesthouse will be one of the 
occupations for the students. 

Amphitheater: Built into the side of a hill, 
preferably near a forested area. This will be a 
special place for outdoor theater and musical  
performances. The space for this should be 
planned, but it is a great adolescent project 
to actually design and build it. This will also 
provide a prepared outdoor space of retreat, 
solitude, mindfulness, or self-expression. 

Auditorium/concert hall: Space for indoor 
theater and dramatic arts presentations, formal 
public speaking, group musical and dance 
practices and performances, concerts, special 
guest lectures, medical or educational confer-
ences, films, graduations, and more.

Student museum of natural history and 
human progress: A museum whose exhibits 
will be created by the students, and which will 
be open to the public (for periodic events ini-
tially; when enough exhibits are present, every 
weekend). This museum will provide a rich array 
of opportunities for occupations and eventually 
become a micro-economy to support the school 
through revenue from entrance fees and sales in 
the student museum and art shop. Students can 
submit proposals for ideas for exhibits they 
would like to create based on their academic 
work and research. They will be assisted in 

their proposal through consultation with museum 
curators in producing a museum-quality exhibit. 
The student museum will feature hands-on 
activities for children of elementary age to 
coordinate with their research topics, and 
students will be trained in the variety of roles 
in a museum, including leading tours, publicity, 
bookkeeping, cataloging, storage of exhibit 
materials, shop management, and general man-
agement.

Social Organization and  
Community Life

Knowing each individual student thoroughly: 
The adults must work to establish a culture of 
openness and acceptance of individual diver-
sity, in addition to human solidarity. Montes-
sori saw the link between social and moral 
development. When children and adolescents 
are included and their needs are identified and 
accommodated and they are supported to do 
the very best that they can, this communicates 
a strong message of acceptance, nurturing, and 
community bonds. On the other hand, it is all 
too common that children whose needs are 
ignored or misunderstood become frustrated, 
anxious, or depressed when they cannot live up 
to adult expectations. As a result, some turn to 
antisocial or self-destructive behaviors or drop 
out of school. The stark—and widely unknown—
reality is that every day in the United States, 
more than 3,000 high-school age students at-
tempt to commit suicide (The Jason Foundation).

An admissions requirement will be parental 
agreement to educational and/or psychological 
screening and, if indicated, a multidisciplinary 
evaluation of their adolescent upon acceptance 
and at any time recommended by school staff. 
Through sharing of spaces on the farm school 
campus, the medical professionals, teaching 
staff, and students will have a growing famil-
iarity with one another—slowly dissolving the 
institutional walls, the “absolute separation” 
that Dr. Montessori wrote about between med-
icine and education.

Physical and mental hygiene: Full consider-
ation will be given to Dr. Montessori’s recom-
mendations with respect to physical and mental 
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hygiene for all of the students. All students will 
have a complete physical examination, including 
blood work, at the time of entrance to the farm 
school and at least annually before the start of 
each school year. 

A rigorous program of physical and mental 
hygiene will be implemented so that the growing 
adolescents will develop positive habits of 
personal health, self-care, and physical and 
mental hygiene. This means the development of 
healthy daily habits with respect to diet, sleep, 
exercise, executive functioning, and stress 
management. In the area of exercise, except 
where health or other conditions may indicate 
otherwise, every student would be expected to 
complete at least one hour of exercise per day, 
seven days a week.  

Educational Syllabus

Language arts support: In any population, 20-
30% of the students will have specific learning 
disabilities. The International Dyslexia Associ-
ation reports that 15-20% of the population 
has dyslexia, which is just one of the specific 
learning disabilities that will be supported by 
the school. With a differential diagnosis and 
the appropriate interventions, adolescents with 
dyslexia who are not yet reading and writing 
can and must be taught to read and write. Every 
school will have students with dyslexia, so there 
must be a strong dyslexia services program with 
a trained Orton-Gillingham tutor. Much less 
common are children who are hearing im-
paired, deaf, or have developmental aphasia; 
these students will need a different language 
approach, such as the DuBard Association 
Method, where they learn spoken language 
through learning to read and write. 

Language arts resource rooms should be 
prepared for independent student practice, one-
on-one tutoring, peer tutoring, and a writer’s 
workshop to provide support in writing. There 
are curriculum materials and other supplies 
that are needed for language arts tutoring and 
practice, which must be available in the language 
arts support areas, including as large chalk- 
and/or whiteboards. There should be multiple 
chalk- and/or whiteboards in each classroom, 

as well as in other student work spaces. It is 
essential that all students who are able master 
cursive handwriting and ten-finger keyboarding. 
All students who are able should master all 
standard communication technologies—word 
processing, presentation tools, spreadsheets, 
desktop publishing, videoconferencing, pho-
tography, and filmmaking. All students who 
are able should study three foreign languages, 
at least two years of each: a romance language 
(Spanish, French, Italian, or Portuguese), an 
Asian language (Chinese, Japanese, Korean), 
and one other language using a different alphabet 
(Russian, Arabic, or Hindi).

Math support: Some students may need 
math intervention. The Montessori elementary 
mathematics materials can make all the difference 
for learning and mastery for these students. 
Receiving lessons using these materials from 
another student is a win-win opportunity—the 
students who are teaching are getting a thorough 
review and deeper understanding, and the 
students who are getting lessons from peers are 
building knowledge in the most effective mo-
dality (individualized direct instruction) and 
at the same time building peer relationships. 
Additional peer tutoring or one-on-one tutoring 
may also be needed. Access to large chalk/
whiteboards is critical for some students with 
dyscalculia. 

Occupations support: This is tailored to 
the individual needs of a student; it may be as 
simple as facilitating peer support (the buddy 
system) or therapy dog support, or may require 
a specialist to assist the student for some occu-
pation experiences. Additionally, each three-period 
occupation lesson should have individualized 
student accommodations or modifications 
identified for each of the periods.

Music/arts support: Self-expression is a 
vital need of the adolescent, and therefore it 
is essential that students with challenges have 
ample opportunity to develop, in addition to 
language abilities, abilities for creative self- 
expression through music, arts, and drama. 
These skills can then be utilized in learning 
and assessment, examination, and mastery of 
content in every academic discipline.

Technology: Screen time will be strictly 
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monitored and controlled. Screen time will 
only be allowed for academic, research, scientific 
experimentation, or accommodation purposes. 
Computers and personal screens (including cell 
phones) will not be used for entertainment or per-
sonal communication (unless there are person-
al health, safety, or accommodation reasons for 
this technology use). Old-fashioned letter writing 
will be encouraged for communication with 
families and friends outside the farm school. 

All students who are able will achieve a 
high level of proficiency with computer tech-
nology including desktop systems, laptops, 
tablets, interactive whiteboard (such as the 
Promethean board), cell phones, printers, 
digital cameras (photos and video), GPS devices, 
calculators, cash registers, digital billboards, 
digital artist sketch boards, drones, and other 
technologies relevant to the students’ academic 
studies, occupations, and micro-economies. 
Students will achieve a high level of proficiency 
with software tools and apps—such as Word, 
PowerPoint, Excel spreadsheets, movie editing 
programs, graphic design programs, advanced 
mathematics graphing and modeling software, 
landscape and architectural design software, 
and other programs and apps relevant to the 
student’s education, research, occupations, 
and micro-economies. Students will have the 
opportunity to do university-level research on 
the internet, including searching university and 
library databases. Students will use interactive 
software and internet-based foreign language 
instruction and communication to support their 
studies of foreign languages. The farm school 
will build a large library of important video 
courses, documentaries, and films to support 
academic learning, research, and occupations—
including podcasts of college lecture courses, 
the Great Courses DVDs, and TED talks.

There should be a variety of assistive 
technology, as needed by students with learning 
differences. There should be voice recording 
devices and voice-to-print capability. There 
should also be devices and computers that are 
set up to read print aloud. 

Composition of the Student Group

The ideal composition of students is 70-75% 
adolescents who have typical needs and 25-
30% adolescents with special needs. It is also 
preferred that the special needs population in 
each class is diverse. When the number of students 
with challenges rises above 30%, a more sig-
nificant medical/support presence at the school 
to support them will be required. There is also 
a need for Montessori-based approaches in 
special education programs, children’s hospitals 
and clinics, and residential settings for adolescents 
who cannot be included—yet.

The ideal composition of students is also 
approximately half boys and half girls, with 
accommodations/provisions for gender diversity 
(LGBTQIA). 

Staffing/Role of Each Adult

Head of school/principal: The school leader 
must have a strong commitment to inclusion 
and a thorough understanding of the medical- 
Montessori partnership. The school leader 
must be committed to Montessori education 
and to ensuring that the educational and medical 
therapy needs of children with special needs are 
met to optimize development and learning.

Director of pedagogy/assistant director/
vice principal: Montessori training is required 
for this position. This person must be an ex-
cellent people person, with a talent for helping 
adults work through conflicts of opinion and 
stressful situations. This person must be able to 
mediate differences in the philosophical and 
practical approaches between the goals of the 
Montessori teachers and the goals of the medical 
professionals with the students’ interests at the 
center. 

Administrative assistant: This person must 
have strong administrative skills and be able to 
maintain a medical standard of confidentiality. This 
person should be familiar with both educational 
institution office management and medical 
clinic office management. This person must be 
able to maintain both educational and medical re-
cords, and work with health insurance compa-
nies and government programs such as Medicaid.
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Montessori teachers: The Montessori 
teachers have a primary responsibility to the 
whole class. They need to work collaboratively 
with the medical specialists on the resource 
teams (see below) of their students to deter-
mine the optimal supports and schedule of 
therapeutic interventions. The teachers also 
need to conference monthly with the parents 
of their students with challenges, together with 
the resource team, to share successes and chal-
lenges and provide an opportunity for discussions 
from multiple perspectives. The Montessori 
teachers will be supported by the medical 
specialists, inclusion assistants, and (ideally) a 
special educator or resource teacher.

Classroom assistants (for large classes): The 
classroom assistants, if Montessori teachers have 
them, will support the Montessori teacher’s 
work with all the students, as well as providing 
extra assistance to the students who need it 
and allowing the teacher to focus more indi-
vidually on some students, if necessary. This 
position may have a dual role as an inclusion 
assistant (see below), resource teacher, or special 
educator.

Special education teacher: The special edu-
cator’s role is to support the teachers in getting 
the resources they need to help their adoles-
cents with challenges. This can be managing 
student support plans, collecting data and 
tracking progress, Orton tutoring, creating visual 
schedules, and providing executive function 
(EF) coaching.

Resource teacher: This is a teacher, some-
times a retired or part-time Montessori or special 
education teacher, who works on a flexible 
schedule to support the students with special 
needs in multiple ways: one-on-one tutoring, 
transitions between activities, EF support, social 
skills instruction, self-regulation training, and 
more.

Inclusion assistants: These are school 
support personnel (not usually teachers) who 
help facilitate inclusion through assisting the 
classrooms or individual students, as needed. 
They can help with making visual supports, EF 
coaching, social skills practice, and more. They 
can assist with trips outside the school campus 
by accompanying students with challenges. 

They can support students in participating in 
occupations. They can help students learn to 
regulate their internal states through the day 
and communicate their needs. Inclusion assis-
tants will need training and monitoring on how 
to fade their support of students when their 
help is no longer needed; this can be challenging 
for some adults and the tendency is to over-help. 

Medical resource team: The medical 
resource team is comprised of the medical 
specialists required to support the optimal 
development and habilitation of the adolescents 
in the community, as well as a psychologist to 
provide parent and staff support and guidance 
in the care of the adolescents with challenges. 
These medical specialists must be chosen 
carefully, and time must be taken to orientate 
them to “Montessori community culture” and 
Montessori developmental theory. Ideally, these 
medical experts will become an integral part 
of the Erdkinder community and be welcomed 
by staff and students. These are the medical 
resource team members the Montessori school 
should try to develop:

• Developmental pediatrician
• Child psychiatrist/psychologist/pediatric 

neuropsychologist
• Developmental occupational therapist/

physical therapist
• Behavior therapist/BCBA
• Speech and language pathologist
• Language therapist/Orton-Gillingham 

tutor
• Art/music therapists

Parent Relationships

Families are a vital force in the development 
of the school, both in terms of volunteer resources 
and financial support. Families are also the best 
source of publicity for the school to support 
growth. And there is no more vocal advocate 
than the parent of an adolescent with challenges 
who is able to find a supportive and developmen-
tal program for their child. Actively involved 
parents can help support the teachers in realizing 
their vision of educational and developmental 
opportunities for their students at the farm 
school and traveling outside of the school. 



Montessori Collaborative World Review | Volume 1, Number 1 | Autumn 2019 93

Parents of adolescents with disabilities and 
diverse needs are essential partners in devel-
opmental habilitation and essential members 
of the resource team. Parents must be willing 
to provide full disclosure of their child’s edu-
cational and medical history. The best success 
will come from a strong parent-teacher-student 
partnership. Sometimes the parents will need 
support from a clinical psychologist or social 
worker to cope with the stress of parenting a 
teenager with special needs. Parents attending 
monthly meetings with the resource team build 
a supportive relationship that benefits their 
child.

It is hard enough to parent a typical ado-
lescent, let alone an adolescent with a disability 
or other challenges. Because of this, the school 
psychologist should organize parent support 
groups that meet monthly and are focused on 
the particular needs of the families in the com-
munity. I expect that parents of adolescents 
with significant challenges to be more open to 
the residential option, but the level of full-time 
supervision required and the qualifications of 
the supervising adults must be carefully considered.

Other valuable roles for parents:
• Parent liaisons with disability organizations
• Parent fundraising committee
• Parent volunteers

Administrative Considerations

Funding: Inclusion is absolutely more expensive 
up front, but over the life span of the individuals 
it saves money exponentially. The richness that 
it adds to the life and development of every 
member of the community cannot be overval-
ued. Inclusion will require extra resources—
human and material—however, it is usually not 
as costly as supporting a student in a specialized 
non-inclusive setting (these can cost $50,000 
to $100,000 per student per year). More staff 
will be required, as well as specialized support 
equipment, curriculums, and technology. There 
will be a continuous need for professional 
development regarding inclusion, student ser-
vices, and resource team partnering. The most 
expensive part of a quality inclusion program 
is the medical services. Schools have to be 

creative about how to bring all of the necessary 
medical professionals into the school to provide 
the services needed to support the students 
with special needs. “Braiding funding streams” 
is the term used to gather the resources together 
from medical insurance, public education funding, 
disability foundations, and families.

Community partnerships: Inclusive schools 
find it easy to partner with community orga-
nizations, businesses, and foundations. Com-
munity partnerships can contribute significant 
resources to the school funding stream. Finding 
a professional fundraiser within the school 
community would be especially beneficial.

Public relations: At this time, inclusive 
educational programs are so rare that the 
school will be “news.” It will be beneficial to 
have a strong public relations program to keep 
the public up-to-date on the positive outcomes 
of educational inclusion. Open events at the 
student museum of natural history and human 
progress will also be a fabulous opportunity for 
publicity and public education.
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Japhet Creek
A Model for the Urban Erdkinder and Adolescent Work Toward  
Sustainable Development That Integrates Environmental and  
Social Justice
 
Susan Tracy and Kathy Hijazi

The Houston, skyline from the perspective of 
Japhet Creek. Credit: Courtesy St. Catherine’s 
Montessori, Houston, Texas
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Susan Tracy has been head of school 
at St. Catherine’s Montessori for the 
last nine years. She has been a guide 
in Montessori classrooms for 27 
years, holds an AMI diploma at the 
A to I level, and is a consultant for 
AMI-USA. Tracy holds a bachelor 
of arts in elementary education and 
special education from the University 
of Texas at Austin and a masters 
in educational leadership and has 
completed graduate work in pre- and 
perinatal psychology.

Kathy Hijazi is currently the program 
coordinator for St. Catherine’s adoles-
cent and high school programs. She 
has been an adolescent guide for the 
past 24 years. She holds a bachelor of 
science in chemistry and biology and 
worked at Baylor College of Medicine 
researching biochemistry and at MD 
Anderson Cancer Center researching 
molecular genetics for seventeen 
years.  Hijazi has attended four summer 
adolescent orientations between 1996 
and 2017. She also earned a perma-
culture design certificate from Urban 
Harvest.

We urgently need a humanism capable of 
bringing together the different fields of 
knowledge, including economics, in the 
service of a more integral and integrating 
vision. Today, the analysis of environmental 
problems cannot be separated from the 
analysis of human, family, work-related 
and urban contexts, nor from how indi-
viduals relate to themselves, which leads in 
turn to how they relate to others and to the 
environment. (Pope Francis, 2015)

Montessori guides of adolescents are called to 
assiduous care in creating an environment with 
dynamic opportunities for the adolescent to 
integrate their knowledge of humanity and the 
natural world. A holistic approach is required. 
Society and the environment do not exist in 
isolated realms, and the problems man has 
created in the environment cannot be solved 
without considering man himself in relation 
to others and to the natural world whose 
resources he requires. Creating the optimal 
environment for the adolescent is a work of 
constant evolution. St. Catherine’s Montessori, 
in Houston, Texas, offers a model for those 
seeking authentic adolescent work in an urban 
setting. Our journey is ongoing as we continue 
seeking the best we can offer our students. 

St. Catherine’s Montessori, founded in 
1966, started an adolescent community with 
seventh- and eighth-year students in 1996 and 
added the first ninth-year class in 2002. The 
high school was added in the fall of 2017. 
In response to Montessori’s call for a rural 
Erdkinder for adolescents, for many years 
adolescent community students traveled to a 
land institute one hour away from their urban 
Houston campus to experience residential life 
and work on the land for brief stints ranging 
from five to twelve days. These trips gave the 
guides opportunities to observe the adolescents 
in a community of their own, and the adoles-
cents made it clear that a residential experience 
is key in the prepared environment. The stu-
dents enjoyed the work on the organic farm and 
surrounding land and thrived in the home en-
vironment they created in the residence. These 
experiences were valuable but lacked two key 
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components. The first was that the students 
had no true sense of ownership of their work 
at the institute. While they were valorized 
by projects they contributed to, other school 
groups visited at different times and worked on 
the same projects. This method might appear 
to be collaborative, but the student groups 
were not connected in any way other than 
sequential work on a project, so they didn’t 
benefit from the “shared” experience. Second, 
given the limited number of days, students did 

not need to fully commit to community life, 
knowing that eventually they would return 
home, leaving peer conflicts behind. Mean-
while, on the Houston campus, students tended 
an organic garden, chickens, and bees, and 
ran a weekly market. These too were valuable 
experiences; however, students did not take 
full ownership of this work because they left 
school at the end of the day, week, or year and 
moved on to different roles in their lives away 
from school.

Twenty years after beginning the adoles-
cent community at St. Catherine’s, our multiyear 
search for an ideal Erdkinder environment 
near Houston ended within Houston at Japhet 
Creek. We discovered this tiny enclave north-
east of downtown Houston had more oppor-
tunities than we were originally seeking. We 
searched a 100-mile radius from Houston, and 
while there were many potential farms, none of 
them fully addressed the needs of our adoles-
cents, their families, and our school. We also 
realized that living in the fourth-largest city 
in the United States provided opportunities for 
our students that they wouldn’t have living far 
away from our metropolis. Louise Chawla, inter-

national coordinator for Growing Up in Cities 
and an advocate for urban children, encourages 
the study of urban environments to understand 
the relationships between youth, their lives in 
the constructed world, and their future envi-
ronment. She promotes child and youth participa-
tion in decision-making that concerns their local 
communities. She states, “there are good reasons 
to give cities special attention. Not only are 
urban areas the home of more and more of the 
world’s children, but for a number of social, 
economic and environmental reasons they 
form a particularly viable type of settlement 
that must be a key part of nations’ planning 
for sustainable development” (Chawla, p. 220). 
An urban plot was not what we had in mind, 
yet Montessori’s words about the importance 
of celebrating humankind’s accomplishments 
and the greatness of supranature echoed in our 
heads as we searched for the perfect location. 

Japhet Creek, one of the last remaining 
spring-fed creeks in Houston, flows directly 
into Buffalo Bayou, which meanders to the 
Turning Basin and Ship Channel, home to the 
Port of Houston. This affords the adolescent a 
unique grounding in a sense of place, from 
the early cotton, sugar, and rice farming to the 
global trading hub and petrochemical industry 
of today. David Orr’s (1992) description of 
place fits what Dr. Montessori prescribed as an 
ideal environment for adolescents:

Places are laboratories of diversity and 
complexity, mixing social functions and 
natural processes. A place has a human 
history and a geologic past; it is part of an 
ecosystem with a variety of microsystems, 
it is a landscape with a particular flora 
and fauna. Its inhabitants are part of a 
social, economic, and political order; they 
import or export energy materials, water 
and wastes, they are linked by innumerable 
bonds to other places. A place cannot be 
understood from the vantage point of a 
single discipline or specialization. It can be 
understood only on its terms as a complex 
mosaic of phenomena and problems. (p. 
129)

Montessori guides of adoles-
cents are called to assiduous 
care in creating an environment 
with dynamic opportunities 
for the adolescent to integrate 
their knowledge of humanity 
and the natural world. 
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Adolescents at Japhet Creek see, smell, and 
hear the impacts that industry and chemical man-
ufacturing have on neighborhoods in Houston. 
Positioning the Erdkinder environment within 
a historically nonwhite majority neighborhood 
can broaden perspectives, not immediately, but 
with increased familiarity. Students personally 
experience ethnic, racial, socioeconomic, and 
generational diversity in their own hometown, 
not through electronic media, but through rela-
tionships. Work within this community develops 
empathy, empowerment, and agency.

Mitchell Thomashow, former chair of envi-
ronmental studies at Antioch University, notes 
that while many of us are aware of environ-
mental issues on a global scale, we are less able 
to identify and address environmental issues 
in our own backyards. He urges us to identify 
a place to initiate responsibility: “Achieving a 
sense of place allows you to identify with the 
place where you live, to take responsibility for 
its quality of life, to become familiar and intimate 
with your local surroundings” (2002, p. 77), and 
he adds that a place-based orientation serves as 
a more meaningful foundation for the study of 
global environmental issues.

Connections to “our place” at Japhet 

undoubtedly helped inspire the students to 
produce a symposium on climate change this 
year, entitled From Knowing to Acting. All 
told, it represented fifteen months of combined 
effort between the adolescent community 
and high school students. When the students 
learned of a grant opportunity offered by the 
National Wildlife Federation last spring, they 
collectively wrote the grant proposal and were 
ultimately awarded $6,500 for their project. 
One aspect of the symposium was individual 
student research on topics ranging from pro-
tecting biodiversity to carbon-fee and dividend 
legislation. Supporting the students with their 
research interests was an excellent opportunity to 
connect the adolescents with mentors from our 
area. Melvin Delgado, a professor at Boston 
University’s School of Social Work, champions 
youth-adult partnerships and notes that re-
spectful collaboration between adult mentors 
and adolescents is empowering and key to 
community building. He has studied civic 
engagement of youth and states that “Civic 
engagement, particularly when it is guided by 
social justice values and principles offers tre-
mendous potential for meaningful youth  
engagement in their quest to seek justice and 
give back to their communities” (2016, p. 114).

Students were mentored and coached by 
faculty from four Houston area universities as 
well as lawyers in environmental and interna-
tional law, professionals from renewable and 
nonrenewable energy companies, social justice 
activists, political lobbyists, and many others. 
These adults took genuine interest in the projects, 
and several students were invited to future 
collaboration. These relationships represent so 
much of what we know adolescents thrive on: 
an opportunity for meaningful work, respect 
for the merits of their work by professional 
adults, opportunities to take their interests further, 
and tangible avenues for improving their natural 
and social environments.

Themes of social and environmental justice 
arose in several of the research projects. The 
following are excerpts from student research 
recently published in From Knowing to Acting: 
A Climate Change Primer in conjunction with 
the symposium:

Courtesy St. Catherine’s  
Montessori, Houston, Texas
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How Climate Change Affects Vulnerable 
Neighborhoods 
Lauryn, adolescent community student 
 
Have you ever driven through a vulnerable 
neighborhood? Do you see the struggles 
that go on? As you walk down the streets 
of a vulnerable neighborhood, you can 
smell the different gases in the air from 
factories nearby. You can see people trying 
to buy food that’s affordable, but there are 
not a lot of grocery stores around. Instead, 
you see food marts and fast-food joints. 
You can also see families trying their best 
to provide for their children while making 
sure they get a good education. This is 
what a vulnerable community looks like. 
It’s difficult for people who live in these 
communities to find a sustainable way of 
life when clearly, life is unstable. 
 

Low-Income Families Affected by Climate 
Change 
Payton, adolescent community student 
 
We need to advocate for the voice of these 
low-income families. We need to be aware 
of what is happening in our world, be there 
for everyone, and talk to people. We need 
a better way of living, and it all starts with 
us. We can take social action, talk to our 
legislators, lobby for laws that will help 
families, go and help low-income families 
as soon as a natural disaster hits, educate 
people on the effects of climate change, pri-
oritize low-income families first after a di-
saster hits, give them financial support, and 
above all, we can see the poor as equals.  
 
Houston Is a Frontline Community: Envi-
ronmental Injustice in the East End 
Gabi, adolescent community student 
 
There are many injustices in the modern 
world, but environmental injustice and 
environmental racism are two of the most 

Credit: Courtesy St. Catherine’s Montessori,  
Houston, Texas
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urgent because they are actively negatively 
impacting many people’s health and lives  
. . . individuals in the undocumented Latino 
community are often the ones being the 
most affected, but they are also the most 
powerless to stand up to the societal bullies 
of the chemical industry. These people 
cannot escape the injustices because they 
are caught in the brutal poverty cycle. . . . 
Some of these people contribute the least to 
the problems of emissions, and yet they are 
the ones most disproportionately affected. 

Buffalo Bayou was a key waterway in the 
founding of Houston and continues to figure 
prominently in twenty-first-century Houston. 
In the last three decades many organizations 
have pulled together to revitalize and trans-
form Buffalo Bayou into a beautiful public 
green space and arts destination. Much of the 
work has been done on the west side of down-
town, and now this work is expanding east-
ward. With this expansion, the near Eastside is 
experiencing the beginnings of gentrification.  
Adolescents see the benefits and negative 
impacts that growth can bring, arousing both 
optimism about the future and an awareness of 
the social responsibility they have to the more 
vulnerable population of longtime residents 
who currently live in a food and retail desert 
and may soon be displaced because of rising 
property values and concurrent tax burdens.

As with every aspect of the symposium, 
naming it From Knowing to Acting was inten-
tional. The steering committee wanted to ensure 
that the symposium was a starting place, not an 
endpoint. Some examples of projects that are 
serving as launchpads for future work include: 

• Reducing waste: Several students conducted 
a waste audit on our main campus, and this 
laborious process has inspired children in the ele-
mentary to rethink their waste stream. This work 
will continue in the coming year. 

• Lobbying: Students developed lobbying skills 
that they will utilize in future meetings with 
elected officials regarding the disproportionate 
environmental impacts on vulnerable popu-
lations and urging them to take meaningful 

action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
• Restoration: Students are addressing biodi-

versity loss by creating a wildlife corridor and 
pocket prairies in the Japhet area.

• Demographic research: Students plan to collect 
and analyze data about the availability of fresh 
food in the Japhet neighborhood and seeking 
ways to attract an affordable farmers market to 
the area.

• Mentoring: Students plan to work with stu-
dents in area elementary schools to empower 
them to take action for the environmental and 
social injustices in the Japhet area. 

These projects transcend disciplines and com-
munity service hours; they can’t be quantified 
with test scores, and they are not undertaken to 
polish college applications. This work comes 
from within the spirit of each young person. 
We are in good hands. 

An education capable of saving humanity 
is no small undertaking: it involves the 
spiritual development of man, the enhance-
ment of his value as an individual, and the 
preparations of young people to understand 
the times in which they live. (Montessori, 
1992)
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C. From Montessori Educational Reform 
to Social Change

Courtesy Stonebrook Montessori, Cleveland, Ohio



103

 The questions of content and access speak to necessary changes at the institutional level to make 
society more sensitive and more efficient at addressing issues of economic disparity, racial and ethnic 
segregation, religious and gender discrimination, and environmental abuse. While institutional 
changes are necessary, they will remain without real impact unless the culture also changes. That 
is why we need to speak in terms of “everyday practices of social transformation” that capture the 
idea of a necessary cultural change in our way of thinking, acting, and being. Montessori works at 
this level of transformation, not changing politicians and institutions, but grounding children and 
involved adults in alternative cultures that are able to bring a social transformation from the bot-
tom up. Social change at the level of culture is a quiet, yet radical, revolution. It changes our ways 
of relating to each other and the world. 

Many of the debates about antibias curriculum, reality-based teaching, and access are crucial 
to a fair education system that can actively contribute to a better world. These initiatives are often 
concerned with debates on content (the what?), and the question of access to quality education 
(the who?). Montessori addresses those two crucial issues by focusing on the how? The following 
articles address the broad impact of a fully implemented and integrated Montessori social justice 
education. Maria Montessori’s connection to social justice is based on the principles we see in her 
education philosophy, and yet is not well known. Montessori’s approach to inclusion is rooted in 
a cosmic and biological understanding of interdependency and avoids separating problems into 
isolated topics. This publication is a first step into the work Montessori educators have begun in 
social reform. 

Laura Flores Shaw’s article on resilience in the Montessori context means to isolate the cultur-
al factors of risk. She writes that “some resilience researchers take such a sociological perspective, 
which includes interactions between individuals and larger groups, and keeps us attuned to subjective 
cultural values and larger societal issues” and shares the findings of one study that identified seven 
tensions that youth negotiate daily to thrive despite experiencing environmental adversities: 

1. material resources: access to and availability of basic needs (food, clothing, shelter) and 
opportunities (financial, medical, educational, employment) 
2. relationships: with family and other community members  
3. identity: a sense of purpose both as an individual and as part of the collective; awareness of one’s 
own strengths, weaknesses, beliefs, values, and aspirations; spiritual and religious identification  
4. power and control: experiencing a sense of agency such that one feels able to effect change 
and control one’s life  
5. cultural adherence: commitment to one’s cultural beliefs, values, and practices  
6. social justice: experiencing social equality; having opportunities to meaningfully contribute 
to one’s community  
7. cohesion: feeling connected to the larger community and feeling a sense of responsibility to 
the greater good of that community

Although these factors are not derived from Montessori, they are similar to anthropological 
lenses that impact Montessori’s social vision of her educational model for social reform. Mira 
Debs alludes to these factors in her book Diverse Families, Desirable Schools: Public Montessori in 
the Era of School Choice, reviewed here by David Kahn. She expresses penetrating concerns about 
the social sensitivity of Montessori in the public sector to children from different cultures and 
backgrounds. 

Jacqui Miller, principal of a central-city charter school in Cleveland, is adjusting to a new 
urban culture after working in the private sector. She writes, “In the past five years, the transfor-
mation has continued and I now identify as an activist for educational equity, specifically public  
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Montessori. I am living and working every day in direct contact with Cleveland’s urban reality, 
where racial, cultural, and economic inequities are not merely abstract ideas.” 

Tanesia Rashane Hale-Jones, who presented at the Montessori for Social Justice conference in 
Portland during the production of this review, considers how to engage “the characteristics of the 
adolescent and their sensitivity toward (social) justice, personal dignity, and creative expression” 
to prepare them to join the global community. In Portland, her thought-provoking presentation 
included creative expression about place and a personal account about social life and service in a 
farm setting. Hale-Jones demonstrated the migration of social justice and Montessori principles to-
ward each other by asking the right questions based on the framework provided by the NAMTA/AMI 
Montessori Orientation to Adolescent Studies. This process of social justice consciousness-raising 
based upon Montessori principles was a highly innovative baseline to her program title: “Adoles-
cent Education as the Key to Lasting Social Change.”

Jacqui Miller invited Travis Wright to work with her staff to impart skills and knowledge neces-
sary for Montessori schools in underserved urban neighborhoods that go beyond their Montessori 
preparation. Wright is a nationally recognized expert on school-based support for children who 
have experienced trauma. Blending developmental, clinical, and educational perspectives, Wright 
studies how schools influence social-emotional and identity development for children navigating 
challenging circumstances and how best to prepare teachers to meet the trauma needs of these 
students. 

In “Montessori Education: Cultivating a Counterculture?” Maribel Casas-Cortés writes:  
I was astonished by the anthropological grounding of her educational theories and her social 
mission. After engaging historical accounts and her writings, I can see her anthropological 
sensitivity afloat. Above everything, Dr. Montessori was puzzled, intrigued, and excited about 
diversity. When she worked with those families in the slums of Rome, when she joined those 
women discriminated against in Italian society at the time, when she studied and developed 
methods for “retarded people” (Trabalzini, 2011, p. 20), and when she devoted her life to 
understanding and addressing children’s developmental stages and needs, she was dealing with 
diversity. She challenged the equation of diversity as hierarchy. Thus, Montessori engaged with 
those considered by society as “out of the norm,” suffering from stigmas and biases. Based on 
her participation and observation among those communities, she conducted research, con-
tributed to publications, and gave public talks developing an understanding and appreciation 
toward deep diversity in order to advocate for full fulfillment of each living organism on their 
own terms. 

A series of essays present Montessori’s unique capacity to nurture adolescents’ development 
of social consciousness from ages twelve to eighteen, with examples from several public-sector 
Montessori programs: Marta Donahoe et al., highlight how educators can “create settings and sit-
uations in which pro-social learning about belonging, inclusion, and justice can occur.” Katharine 
Dulaney demonstrates how the Montessori concepts of normalization and valorization prepare 
students for a life of “deliberative citizenship” (Gutmann, 1999, p. xiii). And Danielle Odom 
shares insight from her experiences teaching social justice through literature and current events. 

Sara Bloomberg and Terri Hennessy provide strategies for LGBTQIA+ and gender-diverse 
inclusion of students, families, and faculty in the Montessori environment. 

Ana María Garcia Blanco explores the unique relationship between public-sector Montessori and 
local communities in Puerto Rico.

Historical chronicles of Montessori take root alongside cultural changes honoring dignity, 
freedom, and justice for citizens in South Africa and India, as presented here, in two lectures on 
the mingling of diverse cultures by Orcillia Oppenheimer and Abs Joosten. 
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Today, the Sustainability Institute at Lynedoch Ecovillage in South Africa marries social and 
ecological justice. 

Finally, aware of the wide span of Montessori’s anthropological vision, Paige M. Bray shows 
how Montessori’s understanding of what is human about humans is an integrated part of Univer-
sity of Hartford’s undergraduate Montessori training degree.
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What Is Resilience?
 
Laura Flores Shaw

Laura Flores Shaw, EdD, is a 
visiting assistant professor at Johns 
Hopkins University School of 
Education where she specializes 
in mind, brain, and teaching. She 
is also the lead editor, writer, and 
founder of White Paper Press, an 
education company focused on 
increasing the scientific knowledge 
of educators and parents. She holds 
a doctorate in education from 
Johns Hopkins University and is 
the former head of school for Oak 
Knoll Kinderhaus Montessori 
(California).

A recent Google search for resilience in edu-
cation yielded over 92 million results. Clearly, 
educators are ever more keen to foster student 
resilience. But what is resilience? How do you 
know if a child is resilient? What does resil-
ience actually look like? Does resilience vary 
according to context? What does resilience 
look like in privileged spaces? How does that 
compare to non-privileged spaces? And “resil-
ient for what purpose, and resilient according 
to whom” (McMahon, 2007, p. 49)? 

As advocates for children, these are important 
questions to ask ourselves, as our answers may 
reveal our own hidden biases. But in addition 
to asking ourselves these questions, we also 
need to consider what the research literature 
tells us about resilience. And then we need to 
ask ourselves a final question: Should fostering 
student resilience even be a goal? Let us begin 
with the history of resilience.

History of Resilience

The resilience construct evolved from the idea of 
risk in maritime insurance in nineteenth-century 
England when ships were first insured. Risk 
was considered a characteristic of the envi-
ronment, the ship itself, and the captain. For 
instance, you might have a captain who likes to 
imbibe, or a crew that does not like the captain, 
or maybe the ship springs a leak—all of these 
factors put the journey at risk for failure. And 
the more risk factors you had meant a higher 
insurance rate (Werner, 2012). 

Later, risk was used in public health, where 
it was first discussed as environmental risk. 
From there, risk was then used to label children 
as at-risk or high-risk. The more environmen-
tal risk factors present in a child’s life, the 
more at-risk they were of failing in school and 
experiencing long-term negative outcomes 
(Evans & Whipple, 2013). Viewing children 
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through the lens of risk, however, is a deficits 
perspective as it focuses on what these children 
lack due to their environments (Ellis, Bianchi, 
Griskevicius, & Frankenhuis, 2017). This view 
is also deterministic because it suggests that a 
child’s lack determines their fate. But as Emmy 
Werner (2012), one of the pioneers of the resil-
ience research, stated, “A risk factor, whether 
inside of you or outside of you, is a probability, 
not a certainty. But we treat risk in almost every-
thing we write about as a certainty, such as ‘you 
are a child of two alcoholics, too bad’” (p. 18).

In addition to risk, researchers also started 
thinking about vulnerability: how susceptible 
one is to developing behavioral issues or a 
psychopathological condition under high-risk 
circumstances because of one’s genetics and/or 
temperament (Zimmerman & Arunkumar, 1994). 
Researchers have studied vulnerability and 
environmental risk using the diathesis–stress 
model (Monroe & Simons, 1991). The model’s 
main assumption is that “vulnerable and resil-
ient individuals develop differently principally 
under conditions of environmental stress” (Ellis, 
Boyce, Belsky, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van 
Ijzendoorn, 2011, p. 8). In other words, in sup-
portive and loving conditions, vulnerable and 
resilient children will respond the same—posi-
tively. So researchers only focused on measur-
ing the existence or absence of stress in envi-
ronments and whether or not subjects showed 
dysfunction. But this focus on stress, or lack 
of it, meant ignoring supportive environments, 
which also influence development and are also 
a part of life. Ultimately, this model’s myopic fo-
cus on risk and dysfunction provided a limited 
understanding of development and did not ac-
count for children and adults’ varied responses 
to adversity.

Other researchers, such as W. Thomas Boyce 
and Bruce Ellis, wanted to better understand 
the relationship between early developmental 
trauma and high-stress reactivity (Boyce & Ellis, 
2005), but they were dissatisfied with the vul-
nerability–resilience spectrum dominating the 
resilience research literature (Boyce, 2019). So 
they chose evolutionary and biological frame-
works to guide their work. They hypothesized 
that some people—“orchids”—are highly 

biologically sensitive to contexts because this 
sensitivity affords an evolutionary advantage: 
it increases survival probability due to greater 
awareness of threats and danger (Cutuli & 
Herbers, 2014). Ellis and Boyce’s empirical 
findings confirm that orchids exist and account 
for approximately 15–20% of the population. 
Orchids’ key characteristic is that they are dis-
proportionately sensitive to both stressful and 
positive environments (Boyce & Ellis, 2005; Ellis, 
Essex, & Boyce, 2005). However, the majority 
of people—“dandelions”—are less sensitive to 
contexts, which makes them appear more resil-
ient (see Boyce’s recent book, The Orchid and 
the Dandelion: Why Some People Struggle and 
How All Can Thrive). Though these categories 
appear binary, Boyce (2019), using himself as 
an example, tells us otherwise: 

. . . orchids and dandelions aren’t a binary 
division cutting humanity into two cat-
egories. The two flowers are powerful 
metaphors, or a vivid shorthand, for what 
is actually a spectrum. Just because phys-
iologically I reside more on the dandelion 
end of the spectrum doesn’t mean that I 
don’t possess orchid sensitivities, like my 
overactive talent for worry. (p. 216)

Ellis and Boyce also point out that this sensi-
tivity can vary across the life span (Ellis, Boyce, 
Belsky, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van Ijzen-
doorn, 2011). So maybe one’s adolescent years 
are more orchid-like, while middle age is more 
dandelion-like. 

There are two main distinctions between 
Ellis and Boyce’s orchid–dandelion spectrum 
and the vulnerability–resilience spectrum. The 
latter assumes that 1) most children are vul-
nerable while only a special few are resilient, 
and 2) vulnerable children are only affected 
by negative experiences and are indifferent 
to positive experiences. However, 30 years of 
research shows that “resilience is common, not 
rare” (Boyce, 2019, p. 234), and orchid children 
(unlike vulnerable children) are affected by 
both positive and negative conditions, which 
means these children can flourish in loving and 
supportive environments. This is an important 
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point because, as Boyce argues, rather than 
distinguishing between vulnerable and resilient 
children, “the more apt and cogent contrast is 
between children of exceptional and typical 
sensitivity to the nature of their social worlds” 
(pp. 232–33). And the reason is that those children 
with exceptional sensitivity can experience more 
negative outcomes, but they can also experience 
exceptional outcomes under supportive and 
loving conditions. 

Overall, research continues to shed new 
light on resilience. But there are additional issues 
we need to consider when conceptualizing it.

Issues in Conceptualizing  
Resilience

To conceptualize resilience, we need to ask: 
Which environments are at risk? What behaviors 
are resilient? What behaviors are maladaptive? 
These questions are necessary because how 
resilience is conceptualized influences 1) the 
design of resilience-building interventions 
(Bottrell, 2009), 2) the power and control of 
groups of people (McMahon, 2007), and 3) 
our attention to societal problems.

Within educational contexts, conceptions 
of resilience assume that students live in envi-
ronments they must overcome to academically 
achieve. This presumes that resilience exists 
only for students in high-risk conditions; it 
does not exist in privileged spaces. Yet, teachers 
in privileged spaces do talk about resilience, 
usually describing it as “overcoming little 
setbacks” (A. Lulka, personal communication, 
February 12, 2019). Clearly, how resilience is 
conceptualized is influenced by one’s context. 

This latter point is important because as 
Werner pointed out in 1993, developmental 
theory was (and still largely is) based on predom-
inantly Western, urban studies incorporating 
primarily white, middle-class notions of child-
hood, parenting, education, and overall life 
values. This is problematic because this further 
empowers that dominant group to decide 
who is at risk and what risk actually is. Yet, as 
resilience researcher Dorothy Bottrell (2009) 
points out, “what may constitute risk in one 
cultural context may not apply to another or 

elsewhere may constitute a protective factor or 
process, based in specific conditions, cultural 
values and norms” (p. 324). This means that 
behaviors considered deviant by one group 
may actually be, as Michael Ungar (2004) tells 
us, “healthy adaptations” that permit survival 
while living in “unhealthy circumstances” (p. 6). 
Ultimately, empowering the dominant group to 
identify who is at risk and what risk is allows 
that group to embed their ideals and values 
into the interventions aimed at subordinate 
groups. This means we need to consider that 
resilience can, at times, be an unintended and 
indirect path for the dominant group to maintain 
its power and control (McMahon, 2007).

Additionally, focusing on resilience may 
also be a strategy (again, unintended or not) 
to distract us from attempting to solve more 
fundamental societal problems such as poverty 
or institutional racism. For instance, the Sutton 
Trust commissioned a study, published in 2014, 
examining parental attachment in UK children. 
Though this study did not examine resilience 
directly, its findings stated that UK children’s 
centers and health visitors and services should 
help high-risk families better attach to their 
children so those children can be more “resilient 
to poverty, family instability, and parental 
stress and depression” (Moullin, Waldfogel, & 
Washbrook, 2014, p. 4). (Another added benefit 
of fostering strong parental attachment is that 
boys will be “two and a half times less likely to 
display behavior problems at school” [p. 4]. In 
other words, they will be more compliant.) Per-
haps we should focus less on building resilience 
and focus more on eliminating poverty, which 
significantly contributes to family instability, 
parental stress, and depression (Santiago, Wad-
sworth, & Stump, 2011).

Environmental Variables Important 
to Resilience

Thankfully, some resilience researchers take an 
ecological perspective, which includes interac-
tions between individuals and larger groups, 
and keeps us attuned to subjective cultural 
values and larger societal issues. Examining re-
silience in 1,451 participants between the ages 
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of thirteen and twenty at fourteen sites around 
the world, Michael Ungar and his team iden-
tified seven tensions that youth negotiate daily 
to thrive despite experiencing environmental 
adversities: 

1. material resources: access to and avail-
ability of basic needs (food, clothing, 
shelter) and opportunities (financial, 
medical, educational, employment)

2. relationships: with family and other 
community members

3. identity: a sense of purpose both as an 
individual and as part of the collective; 
awareness of one’s own strengths, 
weaknesses, beliefs, values, and aspira-
tions; spiritual and religious identification

4. power and control: experiencing a 
sense of agency such that one feels able 
to effect change and control one’s life

5. cultural adherence: commitment to 
one’s cultural beliefs, values, and practices

6. social justice: experiencing social equality; 
having opportunities to meaningfully 
contribute to one’s community

7. cohesion: feeling connected to the 
larger community and feeling a sense 
of responsibility to the greater good of 
that community

The research team found all seven tensions 
in every culture, but each tension’s influence 
varied depending upon the culture (2006). And 
though these tensions are listed separately, they 
are interrelated, and they impact one another 
to varying degrees. 

In later work, Ungar referred to these 
tensions as environmental resources, with 
resilience resulting from interactions that steer 
children toward and help them negotiate access 
to those resources (Ungar, Connelly, Lieben-
berg, & Theron, 2017). From this perspective, 
“resilience can be understood as a way of life” 
(Ungar, 2006, p. 15). Viewing resilience as “a 
way of life” is very different than viewing it as 
a fixed trait. As pioneer resilience researcher 
Werner (2012) stated: “In my opinion, the term 
resilience has been grossly misused. We have to 
keep clarifying that we cannot label a person 
as resilient; it is a process” (p. 18). So resilience 
is a process involving interactions that guide 

children toward and help them negotiate access 
to seven interrelated environmental resources. 
And the interactions include each child’s own 
neurobiological sensitivity to context (Boyce & 
Ellis, 2005), which, in turn, also impacts each of 
these resources. Thus, there is a bidirectional 
influence between the child and the environ-
ment, making resilience a dynamic process rather 
than a fixed trait. 

To foster resilience, Ungar suggests that 
schools can remove obstacles and help students 
negotiate access to these seven resources—
something which Montessori teachers do 
every day in classrooms around the world. In 
Montessori schools, children have access to basic 
needs (material resources), and they are given the 
freedom to exercise their agency (power and 
control) to access those resources. Within their 
classrooms and larger school community, children 
have opportunities to build strong relation-
ships with children of different ages as well 
as with adults. They establish their own indi-
vidual identity through purposeful work and 
opportunities to meaningfully contribute to 
the larger community (social justice) to which 
they feel connected and responsible (cohesion), 
which further fosters their commitment to the 
culture of that community (cultural adherence). 

Building resilience is already built into 
Montessori pedagogy. Thus, should our goal 
as Montessori educators be to foster student 
resilience? Or is resilience the by-product of 
Montessori practice? In which case, maybe the 
goal should be to improve practice so as to 
indirectly foster student resilience. But how do 
we do that? 

To foster resilience, Ungar sug-
gests that schools can remove 
obstacles and help students 
negotiate access to these 
seven resources—something 
which Montessori teachers 
do every day in classrooms 
around the world.
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Removing Obstacles Within  
Ourselves

Through systematic observations of children 
around the world, Dr. Maria Montessori (1967) 
discovered the secret of childhood: following 
“a piece of work done by the hands with real 
things, work accompanied by mental concen-
tration” (p. 204), children transition from 
exhibiting deviant to normal character traits—
concentration, discipline, work, and sociability. 
She called this phenomenon normalization and 
declared it “the most important single result of 
our whole work” (p. 204). 

To allow this normalization process to occur, 
we must look at ourselves. Dr. Montessori 
tells us: “It is often we who obstruct the child. 
. . . The real preparation for education is the 
study of one’s self. The training of the teacher 
who is to help life is something far more than 
a learning of ideas. It includes the training of 
character; it is a preparation of the spirit” (p. 
131). Essentially, we must “find in [ourselves] 
the hitherto unknown error that prevents [us] 
from seeing the child as he is” (Montessori, 
1966, p. 11). Then we can remove the obstacles 
within ourselves that may interfere with the 
child’s self-construction—obstacles such as 
the unconscious belief that children are empty 
vessels into which we must pour our knowl-
edge, thoughts, feelings, and beliefs. Even with 
Montessori training, we still may have strands 
of that belief within us.

Because unconscious beliefs are obstacles, 
not only must we self-reflect to find those 
unknown errors, we must do as we expect the 
children to do: we must help one another. We 
can offer one another reflection and support 
without shame or sanctimony—just as we 
expect the children to do for one another. This is 
how we can improve practice and foster resilience 
in the children. This is how we see the child as 
he is.
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Montessori Generational Frontiers:  
The Times They Are a-Changin’

Montessori in the public sector has a long his-
tory beginning in the 1960s. Since then, each 
unfolding stage represents an evolution that 
has responded to the needs and context of the 
times. Dr. Mira Debs, a sociologist who directs 
Yale University’s Education Studies program, 
has written a comprehensive and vibrant sum-
mary of this evolution in her new book Diverse 
Families, Desirable Schools: Public Montessori 
in the Era of School Choice. It is one of the 
only books since the 1980s that puts the history 
of Montessori public schools on the table, and 
it has stimulated many reflections on my experi-
ences in public sector Montessori from 1980 to 
2003, when I served as an organizer for Mon-
tessori magnet and charter schools.

Debs first experienced Montessori as a child 
and parent. She attended a private Montessori 
school on the South Side of Chicago (Hyde 
Park) for two years; her daughter attended a 
Montessori preschool. Debs later intensively 
stepped into Montessori public sector activity 
when she worked with a New Haven, Con-
necticut, parent group to open Elm City Mon-
tessori School, a racially and socioeconomically 
diverse public Montessori charter school. This 
project led her to conduct an intensive qualitative 
research study of the parent communities of 
two Montessori public schools in Hartford, 
Connecticut, between 2013 and 2015 (school 
identities are masked to protect the privacy of 
the research subjects). 

I offer this Montessori generational timeline 
from 1950 to the present as a tool for analysis:

1. First generation: True pioneering leaders 
who knew Maria Montessori and sup-
ported her first international diffusion.

2. Second generation: Those who knew 
the first generation and continued a 
missionary zeal to make Montessori 
known. 

3. Third generation: Those, including myself, 
who had contact with the second gen-
eration and operationalized Montessori 
in the private and public sectors for 
teachers and administrators.

4. Fourth generation: Montessori practi-
tioners with up to fifteen years’ experi-
ence. This generation also includes re-
searchers without Montessori training; 
at this stage, Montessori has become 
an object of research in different fields 
(psychology, neurology, sociology,  
education, and so forth), although the 
researchers have not necessarily attended 
a Montessori training.

Emphasizing the Problem of “Fit” 
for People of Color in 2019

Conversation within the Montessori commu-
nity in the third generation has focused on 
the pedagogical fidelity of public Montessori. 
“The call to stay faithful to the Montessori 
method has often led educators to define who 
fits Montessori rather than vice versa. This has 
raised questions such as, when should educa-
tors ‘follow the child’ even if it means deviating 
from Montessori practice? To what extent can 
Montessori teachers innovate to adapt to the 
child’s need? Who has the authority to give a 
Montessori teacher training?” (Debs, p. 26). 
Debs’s book is part of fourth-generation thinking 
about Montessori. In Diverse Families,  
Desirable Schools, she goes beyond racial and 
socioeconomic diversity to measure schools by 
additional factors: Is there a sense of well-being, an 
intuition of belonging, and community equity 
for underserved people of color? Debs’s writing 
on Montessori in the public sector and related 
themes of social justice is well supported by 
her research and abiding interest in the psycho-
logical realities of school. She states the purpose 
of the book:

[. . .] this book examines why assessing 
“good fit” matters for creating racially 
and socioeconomically diverse progressive 
schools of choice. Within the big tent of 
progressive education, the Montessori 
movement is an important case for its 
robust public education sector over the 
past fifty years. The book asks several key 
questions. First, what is the promise of 
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progressive schools of choice like Montes-
sori as a strategy for supporting diversity 
and equity? What tensions arise within the 
district, school community, and classroom 
that pull against these positive intentions? 
How can districts and schools counteract 
the forces that pull progressive schools like 
Montessori toward elitism? All in all, what 
does this mean for a choice-based strategy 
aimed at providing a good fit for every 
family? (p. 9)

Here, Debs pursues a complex truth about 
alternative education. She selected Montessori 
for her research in part because it has larger 
numbers in the public sector and a more robust 
body of research of any other single pedagogy. 
Debs writes, “Studying public Montessori 
schools allows us to examine one of the most 
successful choice programs in creating racial 
and economic diversity. Examining the fragility 
of such diversity compels us to consider what 
additional measures are needed at all choice 
schools to provide equal access and empower 
all students and families” (p. 19). 

Montessori for Social Reform

Social reform depends on the solidity of the 
building principles. Debs references leaders of 
color who were pioneers in Montessori, which 
is an important historical contribution of her 
book. I was lucky to work with many of these 
principals from the mid-seventies to the nineties. 
Mae Gadpaille (Boston), Phyllis Williams 
(Cincinnati), Barbara Booker, Alcillia Clifford 
(Cleveland), Jacquie Miller (Cleveland), Kim 
Underwood (Washington, DC), and Martha 
Urioste (Denver) were inspired by the Montes-
sori prepared developmental environments for 
all children. These principals were in love with 
Montessori beliefs. They were “true believers” 
as Debs calls them, fully trained and convinced 
of Montessori’s larger-than-life integrity of 
training and materials. They found secure com-
mon ground in this whole-school vision. These 
pioneering firebrands had, and some continue 
to have, a holistic view of the Montessori pre-
pared environments from birth to twelve. They 

were trained advocates asking central offices 
and funders for the most money obtainable for 
their children, hoping to deepen their schools’ 
“Montessori continuum” from birth to adult-
hood. Teachers and families were joyful about 
the best Montessori education provided by 
good training for their school. 

Montessori provided teachers with clear 
working frameworks and materials. Guidelines 
were firm and clear; the Montessori pioneers in 
the public sector stood behind a universal stan-
dard in Montessori practice with sensitivity and 
respect for each individual child. The transi-
tion from private- to public-sector Montessori 
seemed an unstoppable social reform. Those 
Montessori trainers, teachers, administrators, 
fundraisers, and community volunteers collec-
tively aspired to what Martha Urioste called 
her Montessori “education plaza” for the His-
panic population of urban Denver. Urioste was 
a high-profile trained Montessorian and PhD 
with a trained faculty and full complement of 
materials. Debs tells the Urioste story with high 
praise. 

Cleveland in the 1980s: A Case History 
for Montessori in the Public Sector 

In 1986 the top priority of Montessori schools 
was to get authentic Montessori-trained teachers 
into the public system. I was an experienced 
implementer in the eighties and nineties when 
Montessori was relatively new to the public 
sector. Cleveland had only one Montessori 
magnet school, which was Montessori in name 
only, with one Montessori-trained teacher. I 
complained about this deception to the de-
segregation monitoring office, which at the 
time was still supervising the outcomes of the 
desegregation of the city’s schools, resulting 
in almost $100,000 in funds. In addition, we 
received grants from three of the most signif-
icant local foundations to bring AMI training 
to Cleveland. The Montessori community was 
gratified to supply the local public schools with 
well-trained Montessori teachers. Fidelity to 
Montessori was the community’s aim. 

Despite these gains, today Montessori- 
trained personnel remain scarce in public-sector 
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Montessori schools. But how can one imple-
ment Montessori in the public sector without 
recognizing the importance of Montessori 
training for teachers and administrators? 
Third-generation Montessori teachers and ad-
ministrators sought understanding for holistic and 
complete levels of Montessori implementation. 
Influenced by the enthusiasm for authentic 
Montessori in public school settings, the third 
generation saw inclusion of all children with 
trained Montessori teachers and complete pre-
pared environments as long-awaited equity for 
the urban underserved. I was always convinced 
that public schools could achieve the highest 
standard of Montessori, and I worked with the 
most enthusiastic Montessori-trained principals 
of color who supported teachers, parents, and 
children. They had a comprehensive vision and 
a positive can-do sentiment, fostered by Mon-
tessori’s positive psychology. 

The Cleveland community discovered that 
providing complete Montessori training resulted 
in building a unity of mission with an enlightened 
practical adaptation of Montessori and less 
teacher turnover. Well-trained teachers changed 
the average teacher commitment from less 
than three years (without training) to six years 
(complete training). The Cleveland district 
office had an urgent priority: to find an au-
thentically trained teacher supply to support 
sustainable Montessori. 

The “good fit” issues came up early and were 
addressed by good parent education and accessible 
well-trained teachers in the founding years. 
The main issues were the need to demonstrate 
to central administration, parents, and com-
munity stakeholders how excellent implemen-

tation of Montessori led to optimal success for 
diverse families. This underserved community 
wanted the best Montessori teacher preparation. 
They wanted real alternative education. The 
successful transfer of top-rated classic Montes-
sori to public school families was determined 
to offer equal-quality opportunity and community- 
wide benefits. Magnet school grants meant a 
rerouting of resources for equal implementation 
of Montessori education in all sectors. The 
intent was to attract suburban and urban chil-
dren, hence the designation—magnet schools. 

Fidelity vs. Flexibility

The third generation, captivated by Montessori’s 
vision, wanted the best Montessori for all chil-
dren, regardless of background. But Debs asks 
the reader to question this school of thought of 
Montessori fidelity. Debs’s constructive view of 
orthodoxy is clearly stated: “The orthodoxy of 
AMI has served to keep the fidelity of Mon-
tessori practice paramount throughout the 
Montessori movement, preserving Montessori’s 
distinct tradition at a time when many other 
progressive education movements have withered 
away in their doctrinal flexibility” (p. 29).

The strength of AMI training is that, in ad-
dition to its core of fidelity, it provides a body 
of materials that allows for infinite adaptation 
to all children, consistent with methodology, 
which will help and not hinder flexibility. 
AMI’s more extensive training offers inde-
pendent, wiser decision-making for the trainee 
graduate, preparing them with a better- 
informed repertoire, a deep emphasis on obser-
vation, and an understanding of how Montessori 
philosophy can guide classroom decisions. This 
bedrock allows teachers and directors to select 
pathways to engage their diverse students in a 
variety of ways.

What about social reform and Montessori? 
The Montessori keys for change include social 
justice and individual dignity as sensitive periods 
for adolescents. During these sensitive periods, 
the child develops the full strength of their 
personality through the nobility of purposeful 
work, leading to a strong adolescent at the end 
of Montessori education. The interdisciplinary 

The interdisciplinary nature of 
the Montessori cultural program 
and the long-term contribu-
tion of integrated curriculum 
support a whole vision and the 
purpose for all Montessori  
systems of knowledge.
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nature of the Montessori cultural program and 
the long-term contribution of integrated curric-
ulum support a whole vision and the purpose 
for all Montessori systems of knowledge.

Generally speaking, all well-trained Mon-
tessori teachers must ask themselves how 
much direction comes from the teacher and 
how much comes from the observed needs of 
the child. This is one of many purposes of the 
orthodox training’s focus on observation in-
formed by Montessori psychology-methodology. 
All Montessori teachers who know their basics 
ask themselves this deep question. 

Debs suggests that the Montessori ortho-
doxy is rigid and may be hard on less privi-
leged children. She has observed that when the 
focus is on ideal Montessori, there is always the 
tendency to exclude children who might cause 
struggle in the Montessori classroom. However, 
researchers have shown how, in the case of 
Montessori education, the more completely the 
method is implemented, the more adaptable it 
becomes to all kind of abilities, backgrounds, 
and interests (Tackas, 1993). The Montessori 
method was originally designed to engage 
some of the most challenging forms of “being 
different,” that is, situations of extreme poverty 
and mental difference. It then grew into a ped-
agogy that accommodates and fosters all kinds 
of diversity. 

Debs raises a related point of critique, 
which is reasonable but not comprehensive, 
when she suggests that because Montessori 
teacher training programs developed separately 
from the university system, they may have 
inadvertently perpetuated a white teaching ma-
jority who could afford to pay for their training. 
I would say that, despite all the efforts for 
funding and scholarships, more public support 
would make trainings more affordable and 
open to all. 

Montessori’s developmental tradition 
supports a holistic vision of human growth. 
The pedagogy skillfully deals with the exercise 
of global vision in relation to its parts. The 
Montessori manipulatives are designed to 
avoid cultural bias. The cultural stories are 

Credit: Courtesy Elm City Montessori School

humanity’s story, beginning with the big bang 
and evolving into life on Earth. The elementary 
history begins with the origin of the universe. 
The emphasis on the history fables, prehuman 
narratives, and more recent history rises above 
prejudicial, anthropocentric teaching. Montes-
sori presentations explore particular cultures 
in relation to the anthropological theme of hu-
man connectedness and human unity through 
universal tendencies. This rich curriculum 
examines the universal learning characteristics 
of each stage of development: moral, social, 
intellectual, physical, spiritual, and emotional. 
This provides a structure for all developmental 
stages about what’s human about humans. 

Angeline Lillard, a professor of psychology 
at the University of Virginia, is an authority on 
learning and development. She shares her re-
search on outcomes with reference to the question 
of fidelity. The following excerpt is from her 
article, “Preschool Children’s Development in 
Classic Montessori, Supplemented Montessori, 
and Conventional Programs,” published in the 
Journal of School Psychology in 2012.

Research on the outcomes of Montes-
sori education is scarce and results are 
inconsistent. One possible reason for the 
inconsistency is variations in Montessori 
implementation fidelity. To test whether 
outcomes vary according to implementation 
fidelity, we examined preschool children 
enrolled in high fidelity classic Montes-
sori programs, lower fidelity Montessori 
programs that supplemented the program 
with conventional school activities, and, 
for comparison, conventional programs. 
Children were tested at the start and end 
of the school year on a range of social and 
academic skills. Although they performed 
no better in the fall, children in classic 
Montessori programs, as compared with 
children in supplemented Montessori and 
conventional programs, showed significant-
ly greater schoolyear gains on outcome 
measures of executive function, reading, 
math, vocabulary, and social problem-solving, 
suggesting that high fidelity Montessori 
implementation is associated with better 
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outcomes than lower fidelity Montessori 
programs or conventional programs. 

Best Practices for Equitable and 
Diverse Public Montessori Schools

Debs has systematically researched obstacles 
of socioeconomic diversity in the Montessori 
urban magnet and charter school systems. Her 
appendices include a thoughtful and precise 
list of “Best Practices for Equitable and Diverse 
Public Montessori Schools” which, if adopted, 
could support and reassure the families of 
students of different races and economic levels. 
Steps include having conversations about these 
issues, making schools accessible, reaching out 
to the school community, and creating schools 
with diverse staff. A second appendix, “Best 
Practices for Family Engagement in Equitable 
and Diverse Schools,” is a valuable template 
for building community with families and 
students. Debs has documented that good 
professional development workshops, ABAR 
(Anti-Bias and Anti-Racist) practices, culturally 
sensitive parent education, and inclusion tech-
niques offer important resources for Montessori 
professionals. Montessori societies should be 
vetting these workshop opportunities about 
widening of Montessori design so all children 
benefit. 

Dr. Debs and I agree that Montessori  
training is not enough for successful public- 
sector implementation. As a Montessori 
“womb to tomb” believer, I know that Montes-
sori does not have all the answers for American 
public schools. Montessori pedagogy cannot 
be expected to turn around the vicissitudes of 
a racist society. Montessori pedagogy cannot 
eliminate a privileged social hierarchy that is 
embedded in school systems, segregated neigh-
borhoods, or white middle class–dominated 
parent-teacher organizations. No pedagogy is 
foolproof in the face of public system erosion 
of Montessori with limited resources to keep 
alternative schools open or to train teachers for 
their schools. Debs reminds us that Montessori 
implementation can only do good Montessori 
programming in a system where social justice 
and administrative inclusion are established 

first in order for Montessori to take proper 
root. She has graciously led the way in mon-
itoring this balance, the importance of which 
is made clear in public Montessori’s 50-year 
revolution in education. 

 The Milwaukee Public Montessori Schools 
are one of the oldest and most stable Montes-
sori alternatives in public districts. Phillip  
Dosmann, a retired 30-year veteran of Mon-
tessori in the Milwaukee schools, served as 
teacher, principal, and advocate. He offered a 
short answer on the Milwaukee challenges in 
2019 in a phone interview:

 
Families of color and low socioeconomic 
status tend to choose schools where there 
are other families that are experiencing the 
same struggles. The success of their schools 
depends on quality leadership and teachers 
who are committed to serving their stu-
dents. Schools can build a community 
where all feel welcome and no one is singled 
out due to poverty or trauma. Montessori 
programs that serve children in poverty need 
more resources, more professional develop-
ment, and more support for families. The 
Montessori school has to provide a wrap-
around program that serves the entire 
family.

My original encounter with the question 
of Montessori reform on terms of fidelity and 
completeness for the Montessori method came 
from Camillo Grazzini, my trainer and mentor 
in 1971–72 in Bergamo, Italy. Camillo was a 
second-generation trainer who worked with 
Mario Montessori to develop the elementary 
training. He spoke about Montessori reform 
before his death on January 26, 2004: 

I believe that Montessori in the last 50 
years has yet to reach its aim. If we read 
the Montessori theory in her books, we 
realize that the Montessori reform has yet 
to be implemented fully. When I speak 
of reform, I speak about the Montessori 
revolution in education. When I speak of 
revolution, I speak of radical action. But 
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the radical action has not been implement-
ed. Instead, the less disturbing and more 
acceptable parts of Montessori have been 
borrowed from the more difficult parts 
of her tradition. We got to the smoke of 
Montessori, and not the fire, not the real 
Montessori revolution. 

Montessori-educated adults and children will 
lead educational reform for global systems. 
All families benefit from Montessori educa-
tion, to which Dr. Debs adds, “Progressive 
public schools of choice, and ideally, all public 
schools, need to both follow the child and follow 
the family, empowering diverse families to 
come together and take action for the better-
ment of their community’s children” (p. 156). 
Debs is a Yale professor who cares deeply 
about the grassroots evolution of Montessori 
in the public sector and its future, broadening 
the Montessori mission to the greater whole of 
social reality schools and in the preparation of 
teachers. 
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Jacqui Miller is the founding prin-
cipal of Stonebrook Montessori, 
a public charter school in Cleve-
land, Ohio. The school currently 
serves children in primary through 
upper elementary and will con-
tinue to grow through middle 
school. Miller was a Montessori 
guide for twenty years at the 
elementary and adolescent levels. 
She was a founding teacher and 
a leading developer of the adoles-
cent program at Arbor Montessori 
School in Decatur, Georgia, where 
she worked with a team to design 
and implement a program rooted 
in its physical place and surround-
ing neighborhood. She moved to 
Cleveland in 2013 to participate 
in the development of Stonebrook 
Montessori, making the move 
from teaching to administration 
and from private to public sector. 
Miller is dedicated to education 
as a means to social change and 
community development, and to 
visionary, collaborative servant 
leadership. She holds a Montes-
sori (AMI) Elementary Diploma 
from the Washington (DC) Mon-
tessori Institute and a BA from 
the University of Pennsylvania, 
and was a presenter and coach at 
the NAMTA/AMI Orientation to 
Adolescent Studies for ten years.

I am a Montessorian. This became a part of 
my identity as a result of the transformative 
experience of Montessori training many years 
ago. I have experienced two subsequent trans-
formations as a Montessori practitioner. The 
first occurred during my sixteen years as an ad-
olescent guide at Arbor Montessori School in 
Decatur, Georgia; the second began there and 
has continued over the past five years as the 
founding principal of Stonebrook Montessori, 
a public charter school in Cleveland, Ohio. 
These transformations occurred because the 
adolescent work called me to understand the 
world in such a way that I could guide young 
adolescents to know the world in order to find 
their place in it as adults. 

I started out teaching science and math, 
and as I learned about the physical world, I 
came to understand the systems at work and to 
recognize our place, as humans, in those systems. 
So, I began to look at “supernature” in a different 
way and I came to an ecological awareness 
that led me to make different choices in my 
personal life. While we built a pond, raised 
bees, and planted gardens at school, I installed 
rain barrels and planted edible landscapes 
around my house. In our adolescent program, 
we operated with an orientation to environ-
mental responsibility and we developed our 
integrated occupations projects grounded in 
knowing the physical world, working it, and 
living it in our local place. I recognized the 
transformation in myself when I began to 
identify as an environmentalist and to advocate 
broadly for environmental sustainability. 

Next, in my adolescent work, I started 
to look critically at social systems. What is the 
nature of this world, this culture that young ad-
olescents will have to find their place in? How 
is society organized? How do people interact 
with one another? In our adolescent program, 
we were not only studying the humanities; we 
were also working intentionally to establish a 
social organization within our adolescent com-
munity. This work changed the way I saw the 
world in that it unveiled a lot of what I hadn’t 
been seeing. Our school was just outside of 
Atlanta and our adolescents were studying the 
history of our place, including the Civil War, 
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the Trail of Tears, and the Civil Rights Move-
ment. Blatant structural and institutionalized 
racism was present in our history, and I began 
to see it in many areas of our current society as 
well. 

This was the dawning of a new social and 
cultural awareness for me, and the beginning 
of my second transformation as a Montessori 
practitioner. I loved being an adolescent guide 
and I helped to build a beautiful adolescent 
program at Arbor, but I began to feel that there 
were things I needed to stand up for and dis-
rupt in this world, and a new sense of self as an 
activist began to emerge. One significant area 
of inequity is education and I recognized—
in a new way—the potential of Montessori 
education as a means to social change. When 
the opportunity arose, I said yes to a move to 
public-sector Montessori as part of the team 
that founded Stonebrook Montessori. 

In the past five years, the transformation 
has continued, and I now identify as an activist for 
educational equity, specifically public Montes-
sori. I am living and working every day in direct 
contact with Cleveland’s urban reality, where 
racial, cultural, and economic inequities are not 
merely abstract ideas. This is a new experience 
for me. I’ve had some degree of privilege in my 
life: I grew up in a middle-class military fam-
ily and lived in Europe. I’m biracial/-cultural, 
speak a second language, and have a college 
degree. I taught for twenty years in private 
Montessori schools where families sought a 
progressive education and managed the finan-
cial resources to send their children to private 
school. 

We opened Stonebrook Montessori to serve 
a low-income community of color in an urban 
area. About 95% of our students/families are 
African American and the school is on the un-
derserved east side of the city, where crime and 
unemployment rates are high and educational 
levels are low. When I arrived, this reality was 
an abstraction in my mind, yet now I regularly 
experience stories that the parents and staff 
tell me and witness firsthand the challenges 
the children are living. Issues of inequity have 
quickly become very real. 

Our society has multiple systems that have, 

at their core, the belief in white supremacy. 
Historically, people perceived as white have 
had certain privileges that people of color did 
not. The systems that grew out of these dis-
parities are real and are a part of the fabric of 
our society, including our schools. We came 
to the Glenville neighborhood of Cleveland 
to disrupt this reality, to build a school that 
was equal in caliber to any other Montessori 
school, because we were committed to equality 
of Montessori education for all children. We 
built a beautiful Montessori school and had 
Montessori-trained teachers from the beginning, 
yet we were unable to practice our craft as we 
were trained to do (and had experience doing 
effectively), and the children who walked in 
our doors were not all able to access our prepared 
environments readily. Why?

As Montessorians, our task is to educate 
children by aiding their development and 
guiding them to adapt to their culture. Mon-

Credit: Courtesy Stonebrook Montessori,  
Cleveland, Ohio
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tessori prepares children to take their place in 
the world as agents of change in the society 
where they will live. To do that, we have to 
understand the culture that we are responding 
to, and that includes the family culture, the 
neighborhood culture, and the broader societal 
culture. We had much to learn.

We know that the first six years of life are the 
time when children absorb everything in their 
home and school environments. I had taken 
this for granted, but at Stonebrook, we quickly 
realized that the school’s prepared environ-
ment was drastically different from most of 
the children’s home environments. From this 
contrast, I came to realize that Montessori is 
its own culture. There was little connection 
between the school and the children’s lives in 
their families, and little agreement about the 
basics of daily living (such as outdoor play and 
the foods children ate). Our school culture is 
not yet well aligned with who our children are 
and how they live at home, but we are observing, 
listening, and responding, and we continue to 
work to better align our school culture with 
our community culture in our physical space, 
our practices and procedures, and our expectations, 
for both children and families. We have made 
small changes, such as playing (carefully selected) 
popular music in the halls during arrival and 
dismissal times to create welcoming and happy 
transitions. We’ve made bigger changes, such 
as inviting families (and extended families!) to 
an end-of-the-year ceremony for children moving 
from primary to elementary, in response to the 
desire to celebrate milestones and achievements 
together. Our primary teachers observe and 
recognize that our first-plane children have 
a strong tendency toward social interactions 
(more typical of the second plane), so they 
allow for more small-group work and oppor-
tunities. In the upcoming year, we are planning 
important work with our parent community to 
reconcile the differences in disciplinary practices 
and expectations in order to create an effective 
school system of justice that parents will un-
derstand and support. 

In the past five years I have learned a 
lot about trauma and adversity, and we are 
striving to include trauma-informed practices 

throughout our school. In training we were 
taught Montessori’s developmental continuum. 
At Stonebrook, we are realizing that there 
are things that happen in children’s lives that 
impact their development, so the human beings 
that enter our school every day come bearing 
the effects of specific trauma, generational 
trauma, and high levels of adversity. We are 
working to better understand the developmental 
needs and characteristics of the children we 
serve in order to better meet their needs. 

The social reality on the east side of Cleve-
land is different from that of suburban Atlanta. 
The Glenville child is working to beat the odds 
of the social determinants of health, education, 
employment, and opportunities in life. The 
Glenville child has to “know her stuff” better 
than the suburban Atlanta child. She doesn’t get 
many second chances. She doesn’t typically have 
the opportunity to go for outside counseling, if 
needed, or for high-quality specialized learning 
instruction if she is dyslexic, for example. She’s 
got one shot because if she doesn’t do well in 
school, the statistics reflect that she will end 
up perpetuating the cycle of adversity. And if 
she is he, his chances are even more limited 
and his fate more predictable. Educational 
success is paramount for our children. Yet the 
disparity in educational outcomes for children of 
color with low socioeconomic status is evident 
in Montessori schools, as it is in traditional 
schools. We, in the public sector, are working 
to understand the complexity of factors that 
contribute to these outcomes so that Mon-
tessori can serve all children in reaching their 
potential.

All of this might lead one to ask whether 
Montessori is the right educational model for 
these bright, clever, creative children we serve. 
Our prospective families are sometimes skep-
tical that Montessori is culturally relevant and 
responsive to their children’s needs. I believe 
that Montessori is most often practiced in a 
way that is culturally adapted to the dominant 
culture, but is philosophically aligned to adapt 
to any cultural expression. Montessori was a 
visionary ahead of her time and so she was run 
out of Italy by Mussolini and out of Spain by 
Franco. Her work was greatly influenced by 
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her experience in India and much of Montes-
sori pedagogy is well aligned with culturally 
responsive practices. 

A good Montessori practitioner is able to 
adapt and a good Montessori school should 
be able to do so, too. A school in Tibet looks 
and feels different from a school in Zimbabwe 
or in Sweden. One of our challenges in the 
United States is that African American culture 
is not seen and validated in the same way as 
other ethnic cultures, creating the unspoken 
expectation for African Americans to “fit in” 
to mainstream American culture. Yet African 
American culture is unique and has value, 
and African American people need this to be 
explicit in order to develop an intact sense of 
identity and worth. Schools and other insti-
tutions have inherent power dynamics and 
social norms—sometimes subtle and sometimes 
overt. A school that is adapted to its culture is 
one where children and families can be their 
authentic selves and don’t have to code switch 
in order to succeed, be heard, or feel welcome. 
(Code switching is the practice of changing 

one’s speech, appearance, and behaviors in 
different cultural contexts. People of color rec-
ognize the correlation between code switching to 
the norms of the dominant culture and accep-
tance, success, and safety in society.)

Adaptation of Montessori can be controversial. 
Some Montessorians subscribe to an ortho-
doxy that undermines the vision of Montessori 
as a pedagogy that adapts to the culture it 
serves. Montessori practitioners and leaders 
sometimes suggest there is a right way to do 
Montessori and that anything different would 
be “less than the ideal.” That’s what social 
justice is combatting. When we have a school 
that is meeting the needs of our urban children, 
it will not be less than the ideal of a Montes-
sori environment, just a variation of the model. 
My understanding of Montessori philosophy 
is that to do Montessori “right” is to do right 
by the child who shows up at our door each 
morning.

This is where the work of social justice 
guides us. For the past several years, I have been 

Credit: Courtesy Stonebrook Montessori,  
Cleveland, Ohio
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part of Montessori for Social Justice. It is pro-
viding a shared language and creating a space 
for Montessorians to connect and to ground 
ourselves in the work of social reform.

Social justice distinguishes between indi-
vidual bigotry and systemic racism. Individuals 
and groups of individuals can be prejudiced. 
We all have bias. Most bias is implicit, so we 
aren’t even aware of it. It comes through the 
many channels of our cultural experience. 
Systemic racism, however, is evident in the 
many systems designed to keep people of color 
oppressed, as second-class citizens, and on the 
margins of our society. The dominant culture 
has access to the resources that allow for 
privilege. If you are outside of that dominant 
culture, your life experience is dramatically dif-
ferent. You have limited or no access to those 
resources. For generations, racist systems were 
designed to keep people of color outside the 
mainstream of society. 

I have no reason to believe that Montes-
sori pedagogy is intentionally racist. From her 
writings, it is evident that Maria Montessori 
was an advocate for the rights and dignity of 
all people. However, the Montessori method 
has been adopted in the United States and 
has become part of our cultural system. Here, 
Montessori schools have most often been 
established and prospered in suburban and 
affluent communities, rarely in communities of 
color. Most Montessori schools are not readily 
accessible to and not yet adept at embracing 
minorities, because they are a product of our 
broader society. 

 As a result, I suggest there are places where 
the Montessori community needs to examine its 
practices. Although we have the right words 
and the right intentions toward equality and 
human solidarity, we need to be culturally re-
sponsible and responsive. We need to examine 
our practices and align our objectives with a 
statement of purpose regarding social justice in 
our society. Many schools are including social 
justice language in their mission and vision 
statements, facilitating staff training around 
bias and cultural awareness, conducting equity 
audits of policies and practices, and including 
social justice initiatives in their strategic plan-

ning. The many layers of Montessori practices 
must be responsive to the needs of the disen-
franchised. Maria Montessori adapted to the 
cultures of the different countries where her 
method spread. It is incumbent upon every 
school to know and adapt to the culture they 
are serving. 

The dominant narrative in the United States 
is one of white supremacy where few people 
of color are featured as valuable contributors 
to this nation. Montessori practitioners are 
not immune to participating in and spreading 
this harmful ideology. If we have Montessori 
materials such as charts that are inaccurate 
or stereotypical in terms of race, we should 
be concerned because that is a symptom of 
systemic racism. The Montessori community 
should question trainers about the allegiance 
to outdated and Eurocentric images and per-
spectives. As a pedagogy that purports to be 
moving toward human solidarity, we must be 
on the cutting edge of honoring and respecting 
the contributions of all human groups, providing 
a correct narrative of what has happened in 
the world. Montessori schools should strive to 

teach accurate history, not reinforce the dominant 
and incomplete narrative. 

Social justice advocates use words that 
can seem harsh (decolonization, resistance, 
liberation) and bring up topics that can feel 
loaded (racism, oppression, privilege, white 
supremacy). If Montessori is going to disrupt 
unjust social systems, its advocates have to be 
courageous and radical or we will maintain the 
status quo. We have to change our vocabulary 
if we’re going to change our narrative. Our 
work must be explicitly aware of injustice, and 
we have to be able to name it and work hard 
to change it. There will be uncomfortable  

When we have a school that  
is meeting the needs of our  
urban children, it will not be 
less than the ideal of a Montes-
sori environment, just a variation 
of the model.
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conversations; this is uncomfortable work. 
Talking about injustice, talking about things 
that have to change, and striving to disrupt 
systems means that people will be uncomfort-
able; they have to be in order to move through 
change. Montessorians recognize that language 
is an expression of a concept and so must be ac-
curate and precise, so we have to raise aware-
ness of social justice issues by using words and 
language intentionally. 

That being said, there is a lack of civility, 
diplomacy, and respect for others in our present 
society. As Montessorians, we should hold 
ourselves and one another accountable for 
grace and courtesy, even when we disagree and 
discuss difficult topics. It is important to me 
that my means are aligned with my ends, and 
so when I say things that may make others un-
comfortable, I strive to speak respectfully and 
disagree respectfully. I will push issues when I 
feel I’m not being heard, but I strive to commu-
nicate in a way that remains respectful of others, 
because that’s what I expect in return. Uncom-
fortable language can be perceived as negative 
and as intentionally alarming when that isn’t 

the intention. We have to be very careful to 
listen to what people are actually saying and 
to accept that some emotionality is inherent in 
these conversations. We also have to be mindful 
to examine the roots of our own emotional 
reactions to these conversations.

The goals of social justice efforts include 
achieving a greater degree of justice and equity 
for people of color and other marginalized 
groups in our society, and insisting on greater 
representation of these voices in positions of 
power and in our cultural narrative. We are 
part of a system in which the statistics show 
dramatically different educational outcomes, 
health outcomes, and opportunities in life for 
people of color. Education for social change is 
one of the paths where human dignity can be 
restored to people who are inundated with 
experiences from the outside world that diminish 
their worth and their well-being. Education 
can and should be a means of restoring dignity 
to people and of providing hope and opportu-
nities for change to the social structures of this 
country.

Credit: Courtesy Stonebrook Montessori,  
Cleveland, Ohio
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As Montessorians we have a responsibility to 
pay attention and to recognize that there are 
injustices in our world, in our society, and in 
our own communities. All schools should be 
paying attention. The social justice movement 
within Montessori is sounding a wake-up call 
to all Montessorians, wherever they are teaching, 
whatever population they are serving, to look 
critically at the realities of our world and 
strive to disrupt systems of injustice wherever 
they can. The burden of solving the problems 
of injustice should not be left to the marginalized 
populations. Social justice has an important role 
in affluent white communities, because theirs are 
the children who will most readily grow into 
positions of power and be able to make things 
different. They have a great deal of respon-
sibility—and more opportunity—to change 
unjust conditions. 

For example, a private suburban Montes-
sori school that is predominantly white can 
recognize that the voices of people of color are 
not being included in how the school functions 
and in the children’s experiences. Such a school 
can make a special effort to engage families 
of color, seek opportunities for the children 
to have experiences with people of color, and 
expand the history curriculum to include and 
celebrate people of color. They can strive to 
have experiences going into local communities, 
to pay attention to current events and to ques-
tion the narratives that the current events are 
presenting, and to have books in classrooms 
and libraries that reflect all kinds of people in 
positive ways. 

The work of social justice puts a significant 
responsibility on us as educators. The prepa-
ration of the adult is crucial to the success and 
relevance of Montessori education. Training 
programs have a responsibility to include an 
awareness of social justice as part of the adult 
preparation for this work, to prepare Mon-
tessori practitioners to aid the development of 
our children regardless of their race or cultural 
background and to be active agents of social 
change as adults in this society. Montessori 
training is an important part of the imminent 
cultural shift. 

Beyond training, all educators need to take 

personal responsibility for developing their 
own cultural proficiency. We need to learn 
about the history of inequities in America and 
in our communities. We don’t know enough. 
We have to expand our knowledge and our 
understanding of the systems in effect in the 
world. Then we have to adapt our school 
culture to the families we serve. We can learn 
about trauma-informed practices and culturally re-
sponsive pedagogy to support different ways of 
thinking and learning, and to embrace different 
ways of communicating and behaving. And we 
must make sure that the narrative that our children 
are exposed to isn’t lopsided, but rather reflects 
a broader and more inclusive narrative. 

So, is Montessori right for our children? 
How do we most effectively achieve the ped-
agogical and philosophical aims? I think we 
have to define terms carefully so that when we 
say “traditional Montessori” or “high-fidelity 
Montessori,” we all know what is meant. It is 
important to have teachers who are Montessori 
trained, a full complement of materials avail-
able, a three-year cohort, and a three-hour 
work cycle. But I think there is a bigger context 
for high-fidelity Montessori that has to include 
values, behaviors, practices, and ideals; the way 
we respect people, the way we support justice, 
the way we model grace and courtesy. These 
have to be part of the Montessori environment, too. 

Several years ago, I heard Jackie Cossentino 
say that Montessori training is necessary and 
not sufficient for educators working in the 
public sector. That statement has helped me 
to be open to what more my team and I need 
to become prepared adults for this work. The 
effects of trauma and adversity on develop-
ment are not commonly addressed in training 
programs, yet they are a reality for many of 
the children in public schools. Teachers serving 
urban children have additional responsibility and 
need specific training to deal with behavior 
challenges, lagging literacy development, and 
more. Many teachers come out of Montessori 
courses without the expertise to teach reading 
and the knowledge of how to break reading in-
struction down into steps if the child isn’t pro-
gressing. Many also lack clarity about how to 
bridge the children’s work with the (amazing!) 
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Montessori math materials and their abstract 
mathematical understanding. Public sector ed-
ucators need to be as well-versed in their state’s 
learning standards as in Montessori lessons, 
so as to be “bilingual” in this regard and able 
to account for children’s progress. They also 
need to know about special education laws and 
practices. The National Center for Montessori 
in the Public Sector is one organization that 
recognizes this and is providing professional 
growth opportunities to address these needs.

If we have Montessori-trained practitioners 
in Montessori schools in high-poverty African 
American communities struggling to find success 
in the same way they did in other communities, 
it is easy for those practitioners to fall into the 
trap our society has set: to locate the problem 
within the children, holding the child and/or 
the family responsible for not being enough. 
The social justice lens makes it clear, however, 
that this is an inappropriate and inadequate 
response. We need to move beyond finding 
fault with children and families and look at the 
bigger systems in effect. Montessori is based on 
human development. At Stonebrook, the chil-
dren in our community have experienced chal-
lenges in their early years that have affected their 
development both neurologically and physio-
logically. We as Montessorians have to respond 
to who they really are and what they really 
need, and not blame them because they don’t 
measure up to an abstract model that worked 
in other places, under different circumstances. 
They can’t be seen as less than; rather, we have 
to identify and build on their strengths, abili-
ties, and gifts. They can’t be seen as being broken 
or problematic; rather, we have to recognize and 
respect that their behaviors are serving them 
in their lives outside of school. They can’t be 
sent off to be fixed or caught up before they 
can benefit from or be worthy of a Montessori 
environment; rather, our Montessori environ-
ments have to be prepared to meet them where 
they are, teach them new skills, catch them up 
if needed, and nurture them with connection 
and community. 

Fidelity means strict observance of or 
faithfulness to something. My mission is to 
develop a high-fidelity Montessori model that is 

an expression of Montessori philosophy, adapted 
to the urban environment, free of judgment, 
and recognized as uniquely well suited to the 
culture we serve. 

My dream is for Stonebrook Montessori 
to be a school where our children and families 
experience what it is to thrive. I wish for it to 
be a school where Cleveland children who are 
living with a great degree of adversity can come 
to a Montessori environment that meets their 
needs, guides them to reach their potential, and 
enables them to succeed at school so they have 
options for how they will contribute with their 
adult lives. I hope for them to beat the odds 
of the circumstances they were born into, and 
I want to see them achieving more than their 
peers in traditional public schools with similar 
demographics. I want our families to heal from 
the challenges and racial oppression that they 
experience and to break the cycles of adversity 
many of them are stuck in. I want our school 
to be an oasis, a place where we are intentional 
in our language and in our structures, where 
we are meeting the needs of our community in 
an authentic way. I want to be able to demon-
strate to the Montessori community that a 
school that is genuinely responding to the 
needs of this population will look a little different 
and yet will be an example of high-quality and 
high-fidelity Montessori.

Credit: Courtesy Stonebrook Montessori,  
Cleveland, Ohio
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We—the Montessori community—don’t 
yet have a clear understanding of what 
high-quality Montessori will look like when 
serving communities of color and high poverty. 
Our work is to redefine or expand the defi-
nition of high-quality Montessori to include 
serving this population. Stonebrook is on the 
way to that goal, and so are many other school 
communities. We’re doing a lot of things right, 
and yet we still have a lot to work out in order 
to genuinely meet the needs of this community 
so that our children can thrive. 

Part of my goal is to learn from this direct 
experience. What do our children need? How 
can we contribute to healing? How can we 
better understand their circumstances and cul-
tural traditions? Our work at Stonebrook is to 
provide an environment prepared to meet the 
needs of one of Cleveland’s urban neighbor-
hoods. Other schools will do things differently 
in response to their students and communities. 
There is no one-size-fits-all answer, but there 
are some principles emerging and the Montes-
sori community will benefit from more successful 
and diverse examples.

At Stonebrook we are learning about 
culturally responsive practices, raising our 
awareness of how people learn and behave 
differently, react to things differently, and 
process information differently. We are paying 
attention to how the human tendencies manifest 
in children of different cultures, and we are 
observing our community’s inclination toward 
collectivism versus individualism. These are 
things that we can learn and understand, to 
tailor our approach and our instruction and 
develop aligned practices and procedures in 
classrooms to meet those needs more effectively. 
We’re striving to create a positive narrative 
about learning and development for our chil-
dren and families, many of whom don’t have a 
strong sense of self-worth or future possibilities 
in life. Recognizing that and staying connected to 
our community allows us to respond in ways 
that are authentic. 

For me, being committed to social justice 
means being called to think critically about 
everything, to be curious about the status quo 
at all times, and to consistently consider which 
voices have been included and which are miss-
ing from any perspective. This work calls us 
to critically examine our assumptions and our 
practice, looking for implicit bias and struc-
tural inequity. It then calls us to reconsider the 
way we do things, and to reconfigure, restruc-
ture, and reorganize to be more just and to act 
in greater integrity with our values. 

I have been transformed and have become 
a radical Montessori practitioner with some-
thing to prove. My current practice is not in 
the classroom, but as a school leader where 
my prepared environment is the whole school, 
my lessons focus on systems and equity, and 
the learners I address are most often adults. 
I am committed to serving a high-poverty, 
urban community of color (that I love) with a 
high-fidelity Montessori pedagogy (that I love). 
I am on a mission and I am not alone. There 
are many others across the country who are 
also on a mission to make Montessori fulfill its 
potential as an education for peace and justice.

Postscript: As I write this article, I feel anxious 
about saying the wrong thing, using the wrong 
word, not communicating my perspective clearly, 
or stating an unpopular opinion. I feel anxious 
about the judgment, criticism, and misunder-
standings that may result. So, I offer this per-
spective as an example of what social justice 
demands of us: courage, vulnerability, and 
humility. We are bound to say the wrong thing 
and have misunderstandings until we learn 
new ways and develop new understanding. 
There will be conflict as we navigate change. 
May we be friendly with error, honest with 
ourselves, and patient with one another on this 
journey of change.

Return to contents
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Credit: Photograph by Elise Heavilin, courtesy 
Escuela del Sol Montessori, Albuquerque,  
New Mexico
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Tanesia Rashane Hale-Jones is a 
Montessorian, educator, social  
activist, poet, artist, and parent, who 
believes deeply in the importance of 
community engagement and teaching 
students to be global citizens. She has 
more than fifteen years of experience 
teaching eighteen-month-olds to 
adults and currently serves as adoles-
cent program coordinator at Escuela 
del Sol Montessori in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico (her hometown), where 
she guides seventh and eighth grade 
students and oversees a team of 
teachers and community partners. 
Hale-Jones holds an AMS elementary 
diploma and a certificate from the 
AMI/NAMTA Orientation to Adoles-
cence Studies, a BA in English litera-
ture and creative writing from Loyola 
University New Orleans, and an MFA 
in poetry and poetics from San Fran-
cisco State University. She is active in 
Albuquerque’s art community, includ-
ing performances with EKCO poets 
and a poetry/textile collaboration 
with local artist Maude Andrade, “Ro-
mance and Necessary Fictions.” Her 
writing has been published in Cal-
laloo, Sentence 5, 14 Hills, Mirage#4/
Period(cial), and has been featured in 
exhibitions at Harwood Art Center. 
She is the 2018 recipient of the Bretta 
Weiss Award for Excellence in Mon-
tessori for Innovation.

This article has been excerpted from a talk 
delivered at the Montessori for Social Justice 
Conference in Portland, Oregon, June 22, 
2019.

Taking into consideration the characteristics 
of the adolescent and their sensitivity toward 
(social) justice, personal dignity, and creative 
expression, how can we use the following ques-
tions to guide the work we do with them?

• How can each of us more intentionally engage 
adolescents in justice and equity work? 

• How do we prepare them for a future that is 
as yet unforeseen? How do we teach them to 
imagine what is to use the lenses of love, beauty, 
equity, and wholeness?

• What are the skills and lessons necessary to en-
vision where we are going as a global community 
while we are in motion?

The curriculum, as laid out in Dr. Montes-
sori’s Plan of Study and Work, invites the guide 
to move toward a practice that encapsulates 
the following vision of education: “An edu-
cation capable of saving humanity is no small 
undertaking; it involves the spiritual develop-
ment of man, the enhancement of his value as 
an individual, and the preparation of young 
people to understand the times in which they 
live” (p. 30).

I believe that as the keepers of the peda-
gogy and the people in direct connection with 
adolescents it is our duty to feed into the prac-
tice of guiding through love and equity. Our 
practice has to include centering justice work 
in the curriculum, centering creative expres-
sion across subject areas and giving space for 
students to engage critically. In order for this to 
actually happen we have to be willing to dis-
rupt, deconstruct, decenter, dismantle through 
engaged pedagogy. 

 Montessori fundamentally aligns with 
decolonized/indigenous education, which is an 
indicator that it can be pulled and stretched to 
meet the time and place of all students and can 
be the catalyst for centering the most vulnerable 
in our educational systems.

The following components have emerged 
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as being of particular importance to adoles-
cents when engaging with social justice work 
in the environment:

• Art as activism and self-expression (telling your 
own story á la Janet Mock, so that you can 
begin to listen to others’ stories)

• Service in community/being in service to community
• Seminar and discourse: How can we better 

prepare them to call out and call in? To sit in 
discomfort? To know how to articulate opinion 
without hurting others in the process?

• Work on the land (however this is available) 
and keeping in mind any healing around land 
trauma that might need to happen for your par-
ticular community, in particular when working 
with communities of Black and Indigenous, 
people of color.

• Social organization (“living” in intimate, 
self-reliant communities where the work of all 
is how the community is able to be sustainable 
and regenerative)

• Economic equity through microeconomy/
re-thinking capitalism

I believe that the adolescent model is one 
that any community can adopt and that it 
requires only that we believe in the power 
of youth to be agents of change in their own 
world and their own lives. When we deepen 
our understanding of what Dr. Montessori 
framed out, we see an idea of how to engage 
young people that can be articulated and re- 
articulated in various ways. We always first 
look at the characteristics and needs, then 
build the environment and apply engaged 
Montessori pedagogy through a critical anti- 
racist and anti-bias lens. In this way the work 

becomes living. The adolescents must learn to 
live themselves, so that they can more authenti-
cally embody the poetry and love that is trans-
formative justice, that is regenerative engagement 
through community and connection.

Finally, the more I center anti-racist/anti- 
bias in my curriculum and attempt to decenter 
my own privilege, to co-create pathways for a 
more regenerative future I see that the work I 
do with young people truly isn’t about some 
specific agenda that I use to structure lessons/
events, but to continually be aware and willing 
to adapt. I want to share some of the nuggets 
that help me stay grounded while remaining 
creative and open as I design curriculum with 
the adolescents. 

Relationship Before Task

• Everything emerges from our ability or inability 
to make connections.

• Relationship building is the task.
• It will always be relevant to have emotional 

intelligence about the community you are with.

Practice and Contemplation

• Building space for process, rather than being so 
bound to product 

• Cultivating time to read, write, think, dream

Creativity Is Connective

• Imagine, re-reimagine, and respond
• Make something beautiful with your hands.
• Start again; start right
• Believe in the inherent truth of iterations.

Consensus, Consent, Collaborate

• Can you learn to listen to what is really being 
said?

• Can you learn how to ask meaningful ques-
tions?

• Can you listen for the sake of listening?
• What does it mean to ask permission as if you 

believed the other person were sovereign?
• How can I be essential to the work that needs 

to get done here today?

I believe that the adolescent 
model is one that any com-
munity can adopt and that it 
requires only that we believe 
in the power of youth to be 
agents of change in their own 
world and their own lives.
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• What amazing thing is going to happen when I 
show up fully?

To Educate as if the Practice of Free-
dom/Education Is a Form of Radical 
Action

• Freedom from implicit political creed or intol-
erance and bias, of any kind

• Freedom from what colonization has done to 
us all: 
Colonization is a process by which a central 
system of power dominates the surrounding 
land and its components. Colonization may be 
used as a method of absorbing and assimilating 
foreign people into the culture of the imperial 
country, and thus destroying any remnant of 
the cultures that might threaten the imperial 
territory over the long term by inspiring reform.

• Freedom to step out of ignorance and do just a 
bit more

Education as an Act of Love

• “Wage love” (Charity Hicks quoted by adri-
enne maree brown in Emergent Strategy): this 
is a kind of mantra I live by, and choosing love 
each day is a powerful choice we can all make.  

• Love all by itself is pretty radical and dangerous

Language Matters

• “Words are like spells in my mouth” (Suzan- 
Lori Parks)

• What words do others use to articulate themselves?
• What content/language(s)/words are necessary 

in order for us to move forward?
• Whose story is being told? Whose story needs 

to be told? Can we find someone who can tell 
their own story?

Use Emergent Strategies (work and 
ideas developed by adrienne maree 
brown)

I invite you to explore brown’s work via social 
media (@adriennemareebrown), her podcast (How 
to Survive the End of the World), and through her 
books (including Emergent Strategy). What she says 
and how she engages a kind of open joy in doing 
justice work is truly inspiring.

Laugh and Play

• Take care of your inner selves.
• Believe in the magic of playing and daydreaming 

and walking off the path.
• Don’t take yourself too seriously.

I purport that by curating these educational 
environments and taking the time to create 
curriculum that is engaged and engaging, using 
both the magic and miracle of neuroscience 
and child development and the truth of their 
own glorious humanity adolescents are drawn 
to work toward a future that is equitable, 
un-enslaved, and not part of a negative history 
of oppression and racism. 
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Travis Wright, EdD, is nationally 
recognized expert on school-based 
support for children who have expe-
rienced trauma. Blending developmental, 
clinical, and educational perspectives, 
Wright studies how schools influence 
social-emotional and identity develop-
ment for children navigating chal-
lenging circumstances and how best 
to prepare teachers to meet the needs 
of these students. 

Wright is an associate professor 
of counseling psychology and early 
childhood education at the University 
of Wisconsin–Madison, where he is 
the founder/director of the BASES 
Project, a school and community–
based intervention for preschool 
students experiencing homelessness, 
as well as their families and teach-
ers. The BASES Project has provided 
over 6,000 hours of direct support 
to more than 200 homeless children 
in the past five years. During the 
2015–16 academic year, Wright served 
as the deputy chief of early childhood 
education for District of Columbia 
Public Schools, where he oversaw 
implementation of one of the nation’s 
largest Head Start programs. Previ-
ously, he worked as a school-based 
mental health counselor, public school 
teacher, and early childhood educator 
in Washington, DC, and Boston. 

Wright completed his doctorate 
in human development and psychology 
and a certificate of advanced study 
in school adjustment counseling at 
Harvard University. He is licensed as 
a professional counselor in the state 
of Wisconsin.

Learning Through Fear
 
Four years old, Tabitha1 is the holy terror 
of her Montessori classroom. Biting, hitting, 
and spitting, she often refuses to listen to her 
teachers or respect her classmates. The head 
of school feels so out of control that she has 
begun holding suspension hearings. However, 
Tabitha is a different child at home—quiet, ner-
vous, and never venturing far from her mother’s 
side. Often wetting her bed and crying out in her 
sleep, Tabitha is haunted by memories of the 
nightly abuse her mother and she were forced 
to endure. 

Six-year-old Devon used to love going to 
school. He danced through the hallways, drew 
pictures for his teachers, and enjoyed playing 
with his friends. Now, after an automobile 
accident, he spends most days staring out the 
window, unable to pay attention to his lessons. 
Though they fear he may be slipping from their 
reach, Devon’s teachers are afraid to push him 
too hard.

When five-year-old Juan entered Crestwood 
Montessori, he had difficulty making friends, 
connecting with his teachers, participating in 
activities, and paying attention. Though he 
was too young to remember the violence in his 
home country or the night that his family fled 
with him into the darkness, the fear surrounding 
those experiences still haunts him, making it 
difficult for him to reach out to new people. 
Juan’s inability to trust others is reinforced 
by his parents’ reminders that his family will 
be deported if anyone discovers that they are 
not legally documented citizens of the United 
States. Though they rarely talk about their lives 
before coming to this country, Juan has heard 
enough to worry that his family would not 
likely survive if forced to return. 

Though the details of each event are different, 
their impact is the same: Tabitha, Devon, and 
Juan are too afraid to learn. Haunted by trau-
matic memories, these children spend most of 
their days trapped in fear, reliving their worst 
experiences or running from terrifying events 
that they may not even remember. Given the 
1 Pseudonyms have been used throughout this article to ensure the confi-
dentiality of participants and programs.
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wounds of their pasts, children, like these, who 
have experienced trauma are more difficult to 
convince that the monsters under their beds are 
not real, that the boogeyman lives only in their 
imaginations, and that nothing bad is going to 
happen. In such a tumultuous world, mistrust 
is more protective than trust and fear is more 
powerful than hope. Sadly, those children, who 
would benefit most from school, are often too 
scared to embrace it. Understanding the impact 
of trauma on children’s development is critical 
for providing them the support and under-
standing necessary for healing. 

Originally developed for children expe-
riencing homelessness and navigating other 
challenging circumstances, the Montessori 
approach might well be considered the first 
trauma-informed pedagogy. However, because 
in the United States, access to Montessori 
education has historically been afforded to 
middle-class families, many here are unaware 
of its historical roots as a method for supporting 
the needs of children experiencing adversity. 
But, increasingly, Montessori programs are 
returning to their early roots, targeting children 
who may be at higher risk for homelessness, 
exposure to community violence, and stress 
associated with poverty. Better understanding 
trauma and strategies for responding appropri-
ately will be critical in supporting these children 
in engaging the curriculum and accessing the 
promise of a Montessori education. In this 
article, I will present an overview of trauma 
and its symptoms, discuss the implications of 
traumatic experiences for children’s learning 
and development, and provide some strategies 
for supporting traumatized children in the 
Montessori classroom. 

Growing Up in Challenging  
Circumstances

Despite our best efforts to prevent them, natural 
disasters, family crises, community violence, 
acts of terror, economic downturns, child mal-
treatment, and other really bad things happen. 
Sadly, our students are not immune to the 
chaos that often results. Traumatic events, by 
definition, overwhelm one’s capacity to cope. 

They force children to confront just how fragile 
they are and may lead them to view the world 
as a menacing, dangerous place. As a result, 
those living in the midst of difficulties often see 
danger where most see safety. In such a tumul-
tuous world, mistrust is more protective than 
trust, and fear is more powerful than hope. 

Trauma is not an event in itself, but a reaction 
to extremely stressful life circumstances. Trauma 
occurs when an external event overwhelms 
one’s ability to cope, leaving her or him tem-
porarily helpless (Terr, 1991). Traumatic events 
are typically unexpected and uncontrollable, fill 
victims with terror, and force them to confront 
just how fragile they are (Terr, 1991; van der 
Kolk, 2017). Events that occur once (sudden-
ly and unexpectedly) are often referred to as 
short-term or Type I traumatic events (Terr, 
1991). Included in this category are natural 
disasters (i.e., tornados, hurricanes, and earth-
quakes), accidents (i.e., motor vehicle acci-
dents, fires, explosions, dog bites, or falling), 
and tragic human-made events (i.e., bombings, 
shootings, rape, kidnapping, robbery, and  
industrial accidents). Type II traumatic events 
typically involve chronic, repeated, and/or 
ongoing exposure such as chronic illness, child 
abuse, child maltreatment, domestic abuse, and 
imprisonment (Terr, 1991). Increasingly, trauma 
researchers recognize that stress associated 
with chronic poverty and ongoing exposure to 
neighborhood violence may result in symptoms 
consistent with post-traumatic stress (Nikulina, 
Widom, & Czaja, 2011). The constant strain 
caused by Type II trauma can make it difficult 
for children to imagine a positive future and 
cause them to lose hope that their circum-
stances might change (De Bellis & Van Dillen, 
2005). 

The impact of trauma on a young child is 
influenced by the nature and severity of the 
traumatic experience (Weissbecker, Sephton, 
& Simpson, 2008), characteristics of the child 
(Ingram, 2011), and the way the family, school, 
and community respond (Bonanno, Brewin, 
Kaniasty, & LaGreca, 2010). Given that trauma 
is determined by how one responds to an event 
rather than the details of the event itself, it is 
important to keep in mind that what may be 
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traumatic to one child may not be traumatiz-
ing to another. Though traumatic experiences 
may impact each child differently, there are a 
number of symptoms common to traumatized 
children (see table 1). Vivid memories that are 
recalled repeatedly, repetitive behaviors, trauma- 
specific fears, and negative attitudes about life 
and people in general are the four most con-
sistent signs of childhood trauma (De Bellis & 
Van Dillen, 2005). Traumatized children are 
also likely to frighten easily, experience anxiety 
in unfamiliar situations, and be clingy, difficult 
to soothe, aggressive, and/or impulsive (van der 
Kolk, 2017). They may also experience trouble 
sleeping, anxiety when trying to fall asleep, 
nightmares and/or bed-wetting; lose recently 
acquired developmental skills; and regress to 
more immature functioning and behaviors 
(Blank, 2007). Unfortunately, there is no peace 
of mind for the child living in a state of such 
hypervigilance—and far less energy for learning, 
thinking, and growing. However, being aware 
of these common symptoms may help identify 
children experiencing trauma and inform how 
one might support the child and her or his 
family. 

Trauma, Children’s Development, 
and the Early Childhood Classroom 

Trauma influences how children see themselves 
and shapes what they expect from other people 
and the world around them. As Dr. Montessori 
indicated in The Absorbent Mind, what children 
absorb depends largely on the types of infor-
mation and experiences they encounter in their 
daily lives. Thus, in the midst of traumatic 
circumstances, children’s sense of security and 
safety may be undermined, replaced instead 
by anxiety, anger, or fear (Swann & Bosson, 
2010). Especially when a parent is the source 
of trauma, their unpredictable and abusive be-
havior may lead the child to develop relation-
ships characterized by fear and insecurity and 
have difficulty forming personal attachments 
(Fearon, Bakermans-Kranenbyrg, Ijzendoorn, 
Lapsley, & Roisman, 2010). If a child knows 
they cannot take care of themselves and thinks 
that the world is out to get them, growing up 

becomes very scary indeed! Such feelings are 
especially terrifying for younger children, who 
are dependent on others to care for them. Like-
wise, if all one has ever known in their short 
life is fear, stress, and struggle, the seeds of hope 
may never have been planted in them. Growing 
without hope is a recipe for disaster, for the 
child and the world. 

The natural response to fear is to protect 
one’s self, usually through fighting, freezing, 
or fleeing. Often, students manifest these re-
sponses literally—through physical violence, 
refusal to move, or running out of the classroom. 
Other times, the fact that student responses 
are the result of trauma may be less obvious. 
For example, “freezing” often results in stu-
dents appearing zoned out or frequently falling 
asleep in school. Rather than physical violence, 
a student might “fight” teachers in a different 
way, by refusing assistance, dismissing feed-
back, or breaking classroom rules. And, though 
physically present, students may be “running” 
in their minds, distracted by traumatic flash-
backs or consumed by fear. Consequently, such 
students may seem off task, unsure of instruc-
tions, checked out, or all over the place in their 
thinking. 

As their lives have taught them to assume 
bad will, children fighting for survival are less 
likely to give new situations or relationships 
the benefit of the doubt. Any new or unex-
pected stimuli will send them running—a 
book banging loudly on a table, an adult who 
raises their voice too loudly, the shame of 
being called a name by a classmate, or chaotic 
transitions between activities, for example. For 
the non-traumatized individual, these stimuli 
retreat into the background of life. But for the 
child living in fear, each could be the beginning 
of the next bad experience. 

Indeed, it is difficult to learn, grow, and 
make friends if you are fighting for your life. 
Many children come to school every day in survival 
mode; they are watching their backs, ready to 
run out the door at the first sign of danger, or 
sitting quietly in the corner trying to remain 
invisible. When one’s world might fall apart 
at any moment, the body remains alert and on 
the lookout. Unfortunately, though protective, 
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there is no peace of mind for the child living 
in a state of such hypervigilance. Constantly 
surveying the scene for danger, there is little energy 
for learning, thinking, and growing without 
fear. In other words, children developing in the 
context of turbulence often do not develop the 
innate sense of coordination and concentration 
that is central to Montessori philosophy. Or, 
framed another way, one might say that trauma 
disrupts the sense of order, coordination, and 
concentration that children are meant to develop. 

However, the Montessori environment, and 
the opportunity to interact with additional 
supportive adults and peers, can serve as a 

potential buffer against the negative effects 
of trauma (Wentzel, Battle, Russell, & Looney, 
2010). Research indicates that children who 
remain resilient in the midst of traumatic 
experiences tend to enjoy school, even if they 
may not be exhibiting strong academic perfor-
mance (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). In contrast, 
when children are punished at school for what 
they are doing to survive, their fears that the 
world is out to get them are only confirmed, 
and school becomes one more dangerous place 
where the child needs to protect themselves. 
Unfortunately, the fighting, fleeing, and freezing 
behaviors that traumatized children utilize to 

Table 1. Signs and Symptoms of Traumatic Stress

Credit: National Child Traumatic Stress Network
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protect themselves often polarize the people 
with whom they would most benefit or enjoy 
connecting. Indeed, in classrooms, the children 
most difficult to like almost always receive the 
worst treatment from peers and adults (Wright, 
2010). 

Developing a New Perspective: The 
First Step to Relating

For Montessori educators interested in engaging 
traumatized children more meaningfully, an 
emerging body of research suggests that reframing 
the way we think about them is a critical step 
in building supportive, emotionally responsive 
relationships (Wright, 2010; Wright, 2014). 
This is aligned with Dr. Montessori’s stance 
that each child should be viewed as naturally 
eager for knowledge and capable of learning 
in a supportive, thoughtfully prepared learning 
environment. She recognized that how we view 
the child informs every interaction that we 
have with them. Unfortunately, educators often 
lower expectations for children growing up in 
the midst of challenging circumstances, such as 
those experiencing urban poverty, those who 
belong to low-income or homeless families, 
and recent immigrants. Especially when the life 
experiences of these children manifest them-
selves as behavioral, emotional, or academic 
challenges in the classroom, teachers and other 
adults often develop negative or deficit- 
oriented perspectives of the child and/or family. 
Indeed, it may be difficult to see the best in a 
child who is struggling in our classroom or 
lashing out at teachers or peers. However, for 
us to reflect a positive image of the child so that 
they might begin to view themselves positively, 
we must first see the best in them. 

To shift our view, rather than viewing trau-
matized children as “at risk” and/or labeling their 
responses to trauma as behavioral challenges, it 
is important to recognize that these adaptations 
may be keeping children safe in other, scarier 
parts of their lives (Swadener & Lubech, 1995; 
Wright, 2007). For example, young children 
who have experienced abuse often “disappear” 
in the Montessori classroom, avoiding atten-
tion at all costs. While this may place the child 

at risk of not getting the support they need in 
the classroom and isolates them from peers 
and teachers, it is a very protective adaptation 
in a home environment where one may be sud-
denly targeted for violence. 

Rather than devaluing the trauma response 
skills that children bring with them into our 
Montessori programs, we should find a way 
to honor that these ways of responding are a 
source of strength in some part of their lives. 
Children who have experienced chaos and 
unpredictability know much about chaos and 
unpredictability, and when they show us what 
they know in our classrooms, it is easy to demean 
or punish them for showing us what they have 
learned of the world. To do so confuses and 
shames children and pushes them further from 
embracing Montessori classrooms as safe and 
emotionally protective spaces. When we are 
able to think, “This child is so strong for being 
able to face what life is throwing at them,” it is 
possible to recognize traumatized children as 
individuals who are fighting to live, as opposed 
to failing to thrive (Wright, 2010). Rather than 
trying to “save” or change these children, the 
role of the teacher then becomes to support the 
child’s own inherent strengths, a central belief 
of the Montessori approach. Indeed, as teachers 
begin to see these strengths more clearly in 
each child, they and those around them will 
begin to see each child more clearly as well 
(Wright, 2007; Wright, 2010). In this way, 
expectations for traumatized children become 
higher, as do levels of support, both of which 
are important to fostering resilience (Masten, 
2001). 

However, it is also not in the child’s best in-
terest for us to accept these behaviors without 
question, as they do place the child at risk of 
academic and social-emotional struggles in the 
Montessori classroom environment, where they 
hopefully have the opportunity to experience 
safety and respect, both of which are essen-
tial emotionally corrective experiences for the 
traumatized child. One of the great challenges 
in this work is to see the best in the child while 
also recognizing that some of their adaptations 
are not adaptable in the school environment. 
Thus, we must be able to separate who the child 
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is from what they are doing and where they are 
doing it. I have found the language of “in here” 
and “out there” helpful in this regard. For 
example, when a child is displaying a behavior 
that is inappropriate for the classroom but that 
might be a survival strategy in the local neigh-
borhood, one might say, “Out there, I know 
it might be important for you to respond that 
way. But in here, you are safe and I am here to 
protect you. You will not be able to learn or 
become a friend to others in here acting like 
that. Let me show you a way to be in here.” 
Such deep respect for the child, where they 
come from, and the life experiences that they 
are bringing into the classroom is central to the 
Montessori approach, as is fostering a predict-
able, prepared classroom environment that allows 
children to develop new skills and perspectives 
on what might be possible in the world. 

There are no shortcuts to building the types 
of relationships and classroom environments 
that allow traumatized children to heal. Trust 
is lost much more quickly than it is recovered. 
But fostering positive relationships, supporting 
children’s transition to school, and building a 
supportive learning environment will eventually 
make a difference.

Fostering Positive Relationships

Just as respectful relationships and interactions 
are central to the Montessori method, positive, 
supportive relationships with teachers and 
peers are critically important for traumatized 
children, who frequently display early academic 
and behavioral problems and who have diffi-
culty forming trusting relationships (Kim & 
Cicchetti, 2010). However, as previously dis-
cussed, interpersonal relationships, especially 
those built on hierarchy and expectations (such 
as those between students and teachers), can 
be scary and initially overwhelming for trauma-
tized students. Yet as children who have expe-
rienced trauma become more trusting, they 
frequently become more outwardly focused and 
less temperamental and demonstrate more positive 
emotions (Wright, 2010). Soon, they begin 
to receive more positive attention from their 
teachers and peers, building additional  

social-emotional skills through interactions 
with them (Howes, 2000). As teachers begin to 
see these children in a different light, they often 
begin to enjoy them more, gain energy from 
their love and affection, and feel like they are 
making a difference. Indeed, it is the important 
relationships in their lives that inspire trauma-
tized children and sustain a support network 
for them—greatly improving the prospects of 
their futures. The following strategies can assist 
teachers’ work in building positive relation-
ships with traumatized children:

Recognize the self-protective and adaptive 
function of children’s behaviors. Rather than 
punishing children initially, we might begin by 
redirecting them or create opportunities in the 
classroom for children to reframe their behaviors. 
For example, for the child who might be prone 
to bullying, perhaps assign the child a job that 
would place him in the role of “protector” or 
“guardian.” The mixed-age groupings of Montes-
sori classrooms provide excellent opportunities 
for traumatized children to serve as teachers or 
guides for younger children, fostering in them a 
sense of “bigness” and control, both antidotes 
to traumatic suffering. 

Show interest in children’s lives by asking 
questions and remembering details about their 
likes, dislikes, families, and activities outside of 
school. However, respect that many children 
with challenging lives outside of school prefer 
not to talk about their everyday realities. Do 
not punish, doubt, or ridicule them when they 
share fantasy events. For example, a child 
with whom I work who lives in a homeless 
shelter often says she visited Disneyland when 
asked on Monday morning what she did over 
the weekend. This fantasy is a way that she 
protects herself from having to reexperience 
or reimagine some of the challenges that she 
endured while not at school. 

It is the important relation-
ships in their lives that inspire 
traumatized children and 
sustain a support network  
for them.
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Create appropriate and private ways for 
children to communicate about the things that 
are worrying them. Many times traumatized 
children are forced to hold in negative emotions 
because they are not provided a safe or sanc-
tioned space to express them. Frequently, these 
manifest as conflict, tears, or frustration in the 
classroom. Providing children opportunities to 
confront these emotions in a more structured 
way will allow them to feel more power and 
control over their feelings and support them in 
feeling supported. 

Engage regularly in warm, caring, one-
on-one interactions. Children developing in 
chaotic circumstances often must compete with 
siblings and others for the attention of parents 
and caregivers. Allowing children an opportu-
nity to connect without having to compete for 
your attention can greatly diminish negative 
attention-seeking behaviors in the classroom. 

A critical task of early childhood and the 
Montessori experience is mastering the ability 
to establish positive peer relationships, which 
are highly predictive of subsequent adjustment 
during adulthood (Masten & Coatsworth, 
1998). Because of their focus on self-preservation, 
children who have experienced trauma tend 
to be less skilled socially (Darwish, Esquivel, 
Houtz, & Alfonso, 2001) and are rated less 
well-liked by peers (Shaffer, 2008). Frequently, 
these children demonstrate challenges in un-
derstanding social situations, assume that other 
children are “out to get them” (Dodge, Coie, 
& Lynam, 2006), and experience higher rates 
of behavior problems and aggression (Jaffee, 
Caspi, Moffitt, & Taylor, 2004). Teachers can 
support traumatized children’s peer relation-
ships by:

• Offering structured opportunities for 
both group and individual play, in addition 
to collaborative and cooperative work tasks

• Creating quiet spaces for children to “take a 
break” throughout the day

• Modeling and role-playing strategies for 
joining in play and resolving conflicts

• Recognizing and naming moments of 
positive social interaction

These strategies can help honor children who 
may be afraid to trust or overwhelmed by feel-
ings of closeness, while allowing them oppor-
tunities to practice connecting with others, and 
space for respect and interdependence to emerge.

Supporting Children’s Transition to 
School

The Montessori classroom is often the most 
stable and consistent institution in the lives of 
traumatized children. However, children with 
experiences of trauma may struggle to differ-
entiate between the classroom and less predict-
able parts of their lives. Thus, the transition 
to school is difficult and often challenges for 
traumatized children (Shonk & Cicchetti, 
2001). However, some basic elements of the 
prepared Montessori environment are well 
suited to helping traumatized children navigate 
transitions. Teachers can reinforce classroom 
structures that help ease children’s transitions 
and minimize the traumatic response by focusing 
especially on:

• Previewing new people and places
• Helping children predict what will be 

happening next
• Maintaining a predictable routine and ad-

hering to a classroom schedule
• Posting an age-appropriate classroom 

schedule at children’s eye level

A primary developmental task of early 
childhood is honing the ability to monitor, 
understand, and manage one’s emotions in 
stimulating situations, such as those occur-
ring during transitions inside the classroom. 
However, the impulsive nature of the body’s 
stress response system makes it difficult for 
traumatized children to regulate their emotions 
(Cloitre, Miranda, Stovall-McClough, & Han, 
2005). Further, given the complexity of their 
emotions, traumatized children often struggle 
to understand and communicate their feelings 
(van der Kolk, 2006). This makes it difficult 
for them to develop an appropriate response 
to their feelings, and may lead to outbursts, 
withdrawing, or behaviors that are viewed as 
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inappropriate. Additionally, trauma can nega-
tively impact young children’s capacity for creative 
play, an important way for many children to 
cope with problems in their everyday lives 
(Streeck-Fischer & van der Kolk, 2000). Teachers 
can offer emotional support to students with 
experiences of trauma by:

• Teaching students how to identify and 
discuss their feelings by naming and vali-
dating emotions in the classroom 

• Selecting books that showcase a variety of 
feelings

• Allowing students time and a safe space 
to calm down, and rehearsing rituals for 
self-calming before the child is upset or 
during calm periods between outbursts 

• Advocating for additional mental health, 
special education, and family support 
services when appropriate

Creating a Supportive Learning  
Environment

The stress response system may cause trauma-
tized children to respond to various stimuli in 
unpredictable and unexpected ways. Mistakenly, 
many believe that traumatized children should 
be able to control these behaviors and simply 
make better choices. However, teachers should 
recognize that aggression, tantrums, clinging, 
inattention, withdrawing, irritability, and 
difficulty following directions are symptoms 
of traumatic stress that are sometimes beyond 
the child’s control. Similarly, some traumatized 
children come from homes and/or communities 
where behavior is reinforced through power 
and violence rather than rules and incentives. 
Expectations may be inconsistent and not 
clearly communicated. It is important for these 
children to learn the difference between rules 
and discipline. Montessori teachers can consider 
the following strategies for creating a consistent 
and predictable classroom environment:

• Discuss, rehearse, and frequently revisit 
rules, expectations, and rewards 

• Discuss the rationale for rules, expecta-
tions, and rewards

• Avoid threats, intimidation, and battles 
for control 

• Reinforce that school is a nonviolent and 
safe place for children, both physically 
and emotionally 

• Integrate safety and conflict resolution skills 
throughout the curriculum 

 
Learning requires attention, organization, 
comprehension, memory, the ability to pro-
duce work, engagement in learning, and trust 
(O’Brien, 2000), all aspects of the prepared 
Montessori environment. However, not surpris-
ingly, traumatic experiences have the potential 
to negatively impact each of these important 
skills by undermining language and vocabulary 
skills and compromising the ability to complete 
learning tasks, making it difficult to organize 
and remember new information, disrupting 
children’s move toward order, coordination, 
concentration, and independence. Because trau-
matic circumstances are often unpredictable, 
traumatized children sometimes have difficulty 
understanding cause and effect relationships, 
recognizing sequences, and making predictions 
(Masten & Obradovic, 2008). The following 
strategies can support academic and cognitive 
development for traumatized children: 

• Emphasize causal and sequential relation-
ships in classroom activities, making these 
connections explicit during classroom 
routines and when an opportunity pres-
ents itself through children’s work. 

• Divide tasks and instruction into com-
ponent parts to help students feel less 
overwhelmed. 

• Allow children to return to activities that 
they have mastered when feeling over-
whelmed and/or shut down in the class-
room. Traumatized children frequently 
suffer from low self-esteem; accomplishing 
familiar tasks that allow them to feel 
competent will help boost their confi-
dence and their willingness to try new 
tasks that are more challenging. 

• Present information in multiple ways in 
order to reduce the likelihood of children 
missing important pieces of information 
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and lessen the anxiety they experience 
when uncertain of classroom expectations. 

• Because traumatized children often struggle 
to think abstractly, provide concrete 
examples, and use visual cues, physical 
movement, and recall activities during 
instruction to help children stay focused 
and engaged. The Montessori approach 
is particularly well suited to children who 
have experienced trauma because of its 
focus on applied learning. 

• Utilize graphic organizers and physical 
manipulatives in academic lessons to 
help children organize new information, 
another hallmark of the Montessori 
approach. 

• Create opportunities for children to repeat 
and rehearse instructions.

• Offer ongoing support and encour-
agement to help children in staying on 
task. Though the goal in the Montessori 
approach is for children to become self- 
directed, traumatized children often lack 
the ability to self-regulate that is required 
for such independent effort. Likewise, 
because of low self-esteem, traumatized 
children are often reluctant to persist at 
work that is perceived as challenging. In 
my experience, praise and encouragement 
are necessary first steps to supporting 
traumatized children in developing the 
positive self-esteem and self-regulation 
required to work more independently. 

Traumatic experiences have important con-
sequences for children’s identity development, 
attitudes about learning, and the way they engage 
in relationships with others. However, simply un-
derstanding where children are coming from, or 
making excuses for their behavior or lack of  
academic success, is not enough. We must go 
out of our way to engage traumatized students 
if they are to develop the skills, attitudes, and 
beliefs that will allow them to someday pursue 
a life free from fear and the wounds of their 
traumatic experiences. Building positive, re-
spectful relationships with traumatized stu-
dents is essential to engaging them more fully 
in our Montessori classrooms. As the Montes-

sori community has long known, reframing the 
work of teaching from labeling and rescuing 
students to recognizing and building on their 
inherent strengths is a first step in helping children 
with traumatic backgrounds to experience 
success and feel pride in themselves. The chal-
lenge is to maintain such positive regard and 
optimism for children who sometimes struggle 
to engage the curriculum due to challenges in 
their lives outside of school. 

Resilience Through Risk 

Across my experiences as an educator, at 
the pre-K through university levels, I have 
observed that the children most difficult to 
engage almost always receive the worst treat-
ment from peers and adults. In a highly com-
petitive environment, like the classroom, those 
who have not honed their skills eliciting positive 
responses are labeled as behavior problems 
or lost in the shuffle. Perhaps this is the most 
insidious consequence of trauma: if one is too 
afraid to love, it is difficult for one to know 
how to be loveable; if one’s life is too full of 
struggle, one does not know when to stop 
struggling or how to embrace joy. Unfortu-
nately, for many children who never come to 
expect much from the world, this attitude is 
often an important determinant of their future 
life outcomes. 

However, their willingness to struggle on 
may also be understood as a resilient act of 
self-preservation inside the environment to 
which they are responding. While in the Mon-
tessori classroom their survival skills may not 
serve them well, they are efficient responses to 
the challenges they face outside of the class-
room. Though initially my emotional response 
was to feel sorry for children who have expe-
rienced trauma, I have come to respect their 
strength. 

While no child should have to experience 
struggle, many children do endure it. Rather 
than viewing it as a sign of brokenness, chang-
ing my perspective on their perseverance has 
allowed me to recognize children living in the 
midst of difficulties as individuals fighting to live. 
Through this reframing, rather than trying to 
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“save” or change these children, I have come 
to understand my role as being to support 
their own inherent strengths, just as we have 
all been challenged to do by Maria Montessori 
herself. As I began to see these more clearly in 
each child, they and those around them have 
begun to see these strengths more clearly as 
well. In the same way that low expectations 
may be some of the most damning conse-
quences of trauma, perhaps reframing our 
expectations may also be the greatest hope for 
resilience. 
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I was initially attracted to Montessori as a uni-
versity educator and a parent of three transna-
tional children. My fascination for the potential 
contributions of Montessori education grew 
stronger upon realizing a series of deep reso-
nances it had with my ongoing commitment 
in struggles for social justice and my academic 
field of cultural anthropology. Since then, I have 
been exploring how Montessori education 
grounds its participants in a series of alternative 
views of the world and ways of relating to 
one another. I found these elements worthy of 
deeper engagement and further study. 

Thus, this is an account of how an activ-
ist anthropologist keeps identifying a series 
of unique practices in Montessori classrooms 
nurturing a series of countercultural values. 
While usually overlooked or under-estimated, 
these practices speak of Montessori as a ped-
agogy with a pro-diversity agenda built-in. As 
such, as a method that nurtures deep respect 
for difference, it strongly resonates with my 
background in Zapatista-inspired activism and 
my training on appreciating diversity as a cul-
tural anthropologist. When speaking in terms of 
diversity in this piece, I am intending to grapple 
with differences marked by age, class, gender, 
race, disability, ethnicity, and nationality as 
well as as distinctions of humans from animals 
and plants. When you see the word diversity, 
please read it in this sense of “deep diversity.”

If wearing my cultural anthropologist 
hat while conducting participant observation 
among different Montessori schools in the 
United States and Spain, I am starting to eluci-
date distinct tools and rituals contributing to a 
common culture that is intentionally designed 
to address questions of difference. That is, it is 
possible to describe a series of everyday practices 
and routines among the Montessori communi-
ty that point to the construction of a pro-diver-
sity culture that has been in the making for the 
past 100 years. 

The second scenario where I witnessed a 
similar approach to differences was during 
participation in the global justice movements of 
the early 2000s. These decentralized experiments 
were inspired by the Zapatistas, a series of 
indigenous communities based in southern 

Mexico, who were self-organizing for alternative 
ways of living. Briefly stated, Zapatism con-
sists of community-based work addressing 
diverse situations of oppression locally, while 
analyzing problems globally. Building upon 
long-term struggles by and for minorities, the 
iconic images and voices of the Zapatistas 
broadcast a renovated way of organizing for 
social justice focusing on intentional everyday 
practices aimed at respect for diversity. Their 
philosophy of working for “a world where 
many worlds could fit” speaks to the current 
terms of many education debates, such as equity. 
Instead of equality, which can imply sameness, 
equity embraces diversity in terms of responding 
to different needs and building awareness of  
distinctive scenarios of injustice based on class, 
gender, race and ethnicity, legality, and so forth.

The question of the interconnectedness of 
life, so present in Zapatista thinking as “cosmic 
solidarity,” is also one of the main premises for 
the Montessori curriculum and classroom ac-
tivities. In fact, based on observation of Mon-
tessori teachers, students, and administrators, I 
believe that this culture is capable of fostering 
a deep respect toward life as well as life’s mul-
tiple manifestations; thus, difference. It pro-
motes awareness of and care for all forms and 
stages of life, nurturing an absolute rigor to 
relate to each living organism. The Montessori 
community rehearses certain patterns over time. 
This shared methodology is taught by example 
by teachers and older students in mixed-age 
groups based on observed developmental stages. 
These series of learned protocols bear with them 
the promotion and celebration of how each living 
creature—including different humans, plants, 
and animals—follows their respective path of 
fulfillment. 

My observations point to how Montessori 
constitutes a deeply pro-diversity approach to 
teaching and learning. This is made possible by 
the interdisciplinary and cosmic curriculum as 
well as the unique materials that allow dif-
ferent individual paces to run simultaneously. 
One key aspect for this pedagogy of diversity to 
work is the intentionality built into the envi-
ronment and the series of rules, protocols, and 
expectations from each member of the school 
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community. Thanks to this, I envision this 
methodology as grounding participants in a se-
ries of cultural values—e.g., diversity, autonomy, 
horizontality, interconnection, empathy, kind-
ness—dear key words that I learned from my 
participation in alternative social movements. 
Yes, Montessori appears to me as a rather coun-
tercultural stance. When the prevailing culture 
of the dominant political and socioeconom-
ic system today appears based on opposing 
values (e.g., homogeneity, dichotomies, lack of 
autonomy, hierarchy, competition, self-centered 
goals), the Montessori culture stands out as 
definitely dissident. 

What Does Zapatista Activism 
Have to Do with Montessori? 

How did I get to Zapatista-inspired organizing, 
to anthropology, and then to Montessori? Let 
me briefly share a few biographical snippets. I 
am originally from Spain, born into a family 
of schoolteachers in the public sector. Since 
childhood I was told that during the early 
years of Franco’s dictatorship my grandfather’s 
title as teacher was taken away due to a “lack 
of loyalty to the regime,” prohibiting him from 

teaching. Nonetheless, he carried out his edu-
cational activities unofficially in rural and poor 
areas of Aragon. More recently, during the years 
of democratic transition in Spain and its mem-
bership in the European Union, my mother 
advocated for socialist and feminist ideals, mi-
grants’ rights, and environmental justice in her 
urban public elementary school. It is out of this 
environment that I have developed an activist 
heart, a refined awareness toward situations of 
injustice, and the conviction that education—in-
cluding teaching and learning, researching and 
publishing—is intrinsically linked to processes 
of social transformation. 

High rates of unemployment in Spain, as 
well as several awards for continuing higher 
education abroad, led me to leave my home 
region, Castilla, in the late 1990s. In Montreal, 
during my master’s program in Latin American 
studies, I had two long-lasting encounters: 
with my current lifelong companion, geogra-
pher Sebastian Cobarrubias-Baglietto, and the 
post-Seattle Zapatista-inspired global justice 
movement. When both of us became part of 
the pre-summit organizing to block the annual 
meetings of international financial institutions 
such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

Credit: Used under Creative Commons
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World Bank (WB), and International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), and became active members of 
the Chicago Direct Action Network (DAN), we 
were struck by a unique form of activism. It 
was not so much about “justice talk,” focused 
on lists of demands and manifestos. Rather, it 
was about embodying justice, practicing desired 
changes in every action and in each detail of 
the environment. This emphasis on “how” to 
organize was fascinating and efficient at creating 
temporary zones out of capitalist/patriarchal 
logics and other forms of discrimination.

Autonomy, horizontality, prefigurative 
politics, and self-organization were key words 
used by the participants and analysts of these 
movements that put “swarming” and other bio-
logical metaphors of complexity theory as their 
self-emergent organizational ideals. Moderating 
and participating in regular meetings under 
this model was foreign to any other experience 
of collective discussion and decision-making I 
ever had. Their protocols were very intentional 
to challenge assumptions about one another’s 
backgrounds and ensure respectful interaction 
as well as efficient listening among partici-
pants. The set of rules, and check-in practices 
to follow-up on them, forced us all to unlearn 
old patterns based on assumed prejudices. 
Those old patterns could lead to implicit com-
petition and accepted monologues by self-per-
ceived spokespeople, all of which could unravel 
diverse networks. 

Later on, during my PhD program in 
anthropology, along with a cohort of graduate 
students active in the interdisciplinary Social 
Movements Working Group, I tried to under-
stand different aspects of this unique culture 
of the global justice movements. The Zapatista 
indigenous communities of southern Mexico, 
in virtual and viral platforms, shared many of 
their organizing principles, which resonated 
with contemporary movements across the world, 
questioning the current form of globalization. 
Known as Autonomia, this form of Zapatista- 
inspired activism is based on empowering com-
munities without “seizing” official power (i.e., 
running government). It is guided by principles of 
self-organization, deep diversity, direct action, 
and consensus-based decision-making. During 

my doctoral program I had the time and ana-
lytical resources to look back upon this experi-
ence. One of my interests relied on studying the 
very practice of consensus making. Together 
with two other anthropologists working under 
the framework of “knowledge production by 
social movements,” I wrote about how consen-
sus practices were producing a methodology 
for direct democracy from the ground up, 
challenging current cultural values of collective 
participation (2008). 

Such a model of intentional organizing was 
said to deal with prejudices and ensure respectful 
interaction. The autonomist activists pointed 
out how, despite learning politically correct 
language, societies belonging to representative 
democracies, and even activists’ habits them-
selves, were still permeated by deeply rooted 
discriminatory logics. According to these au-
tonomous activists, the seeds for such predom-
inant bias-culture were planted during our for-
mative years, including traditional schooling. 
Thus, what are the values ingrained during years 
of being in a school system based on teaching to 
the test, where motivation to learn is based on 
letter grades? Or where discipline is adult-run 
and -centered and can be blind to particular 
needs of given students or “minority groups”? 
Goal over process, extrinsic motivation, uncritical 
obedience based on threats or fear, dismissal 
toward those looking or acting different, and 
so forth are indeed the basis for discriminatory 
logics and dismissal over diversity. 

The Forgotten Activist Hero

The anti-authoritarian and pro-autonomy 
character of Zapatista-inspired organizing led 
to the development strong arguments against 
traditional schooling (Barronet, 2012). This was 
my first time encountering such a fierce critique 
until I found Maria Montessori. It was thanks to 
my architect brother and sister-in-law that I dis-
covered the work of this educator. They were in 
charge of designing a public school in the main 
city of the region of Aragon, Spain, and looking 
for architectures responding to the needs of 
children, they stumbled in awe upon the work 
of Dr. Montessori. Despite Maria Montessori 
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herself living in Barcelona, despite launching 
Montessori schools with public support in  
Catalonia, despite founding a Montessori-based 
faith-formation program there, Dr. Montessori 
remains unknown for the most part in Spain, 
although Montessori education has gained 
popularity in recent years. With around ten 
Montessori schools in the whole country back 
in 2013 (currently there are more than twenty), 
this architect couple shifted their career path to 
open up an urban Montessori school for ages 
0–12 with explicit commitment to social issues. 
For instance, the Zaragoza School House has 
an intentional location friendly to walking, 
riding public transport, and biking; it has a caf-
eteria serving locally sourced vegan food run 
by a formerly unemployed professional chef; 
it hosts parent education events related to the 
interconnections between Montessori pedago-
gy and positive discipline, nonviolent commu-
nication, sexual education, and multicultural 
training. The planned adolescent programs will 
include participation in activities to address key 
problems in the city, including awareness-raising 
campaigns and engagement in cooperative entre-
preneurship around bees and honey production. 

Perplexed by this unexpected development 

in my family’s life, with the starting and growing 
of a Montessori school grounded in social 
awareness, I started to devour Montessori’s 
texts. I realized that her writings offer one of 
the most radical and cutting-edge intersectional 
critiques to past and present conventional 
schooling systems. She spoke of schools as 
establishing “races” legitimizing ongoing social 
inequalities and discrimination against those 
out of the assumed standard: 

Montessori’s research found that the child’s 
social, economic and cultural background 
significantly influenced his intellectual de-
velopment. And what did the school system 
do in the face of such biological and social 
inequalities, which contributed to create 
different intellectual levels among children? 
The school system did not take this into 
account; indeed, it only aggravated the sit-
uation by establishing the same targets for 
everyone without considering the different 
starting points. “School prizes, even if they 
were appropriate and convenient, should in 
fairness be given, forgive my comparison, in 
the same way as those of the races, where 
all contestants must absolutely be in the 

Credit: Used under Creative Commons
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same starting conditions. In this intellectual 
race of schools, instead, it is much like a 
race in which an agile runner is placed 
alongside a paralytic one, and both having 
to race to win the prize.” (Montessori in 
Trabalzini, 2011, p. 42)

This racing culture and homogenizing 
logics among students became the new normal 
in education. Hers were critiques against how 
school acted upon social biases, reinforcing 
them with their teaching practices and schooling 
methods. She harshly criticized the schooling 
system of her time, from early education all 
the way to university studies. This fierce cri-
tique still applies today. She pointed out how 
schools legitimize, normalize, and perpetuate 
a multilevel system of discrimination based on 
several prejudices superimposed on one anoth-
er, including disability, age, gender, economic 
resources, and nationality. In fact, my reading 
of Maria Montessori’s contributions, based on 
the work of historian Paola Trabalzini, points 
to the many liberation struggles where Maria 
contributed, boldly stating her active participa-
tion in early feminism, children’s rights, socialist 
agendas for economic rights, disability justice 
efforts, and pleas for internationalism (see “The 
Forgotten Hero,” in this issue). Dr. Montessori 
openly rejected the rising nationalist pride and 
multiple wars occurring at her time. When 
digging into her historical context, I see a rev-
olutionary figure facing a normalized culture 
of exclusion, discrimination, and violence. 
The use of violence was indeed normalized in 
a historical period of international wars, open 
patriarchy, colonialism, slavery, wild capitalism, 
and discrimination against the weak, including 
children and those with mental illness. Being 
a pacifist at her time was risky and radical. It 
is fascinating to me how Montessori, both the 
person and the method, have been narrowed 
down to the field of education; at most, she has 
been considered a “social reformer.” Montessori 
offers a venue to revolutionize our deepest cul-
tural notions based on prejudices, competition, 
and coercion. 

When rescuing the persona of Maria Mon-
tessori as a personal hero, it is important to 

go beyond the famous line about one of “the 
first female doctors in Italy.” Many within the 
Montessori community could come to treasure 
unexpected aspects of Maria Montessori that 
can lead to self-identification and engagement 
with the method in a way that is self-transfor-
mative and provides opportunities for social 
commitment. In an interview, Lereen Castel-
lano, a Latino mother eventually trained as 
a Montessori teacher to work at Family Star 
school in Denver, Colorado, identified deeply 
with the persona of Maria Montessori in three 
ways: as a “single mother”; as a “second-class 
citizen,” being a woman who was discriminated 
against; and as an “exile,” living away from her 
home country for most of her life (Urioste, 2016, 
pp. 56–57). For Lereen, becoming a Montessori 
teacher was conducive to fulfilling her imme-
diate needs to educate her daughter, complete 
her education, and get a decent job. But joining 
Family Star was also an opportunity for social 
engagement, supporting the rehabilitation of 
the neighborhood and building community ties. 
In fact, the Family Star story speaks directly 
about the potential of Montessori schools to 
be sources of socioeconomic reinvigoration of 
marginal urban areas as well as cultural revalo-
rization of discriminated communities. 

Education for Social Justice

Concretely, in the United States context, rising 
economic disparity and offensive/wounding 
political action and language toward women, 
migrants, people of color, and the environ-
ment have given rise to Montessori grassroots 
initiatives across the country. At this impasse, 
many Montessorians are more attuned to the 
original social mission advocated by the per-
sona of Dr. Montessori. Building on her fierce 
and intersectional critique of schools as legit-
imizing the status quo and following her firm 
arguments that rigorous alternative teaching 
methods would lead to real impact in society, 
the emerging generation of teachers is aware, 
explicit, and intentional about their teaching 
work as embodying a struggle against discrim-
ination and violence while advancing justice 
and peace. Well informed by recent theories of 
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domination and liberation coming from critical 
race, feminist, postcolonial, and disability studies, 
current advocacy efforts within the Montes-
sori community are digging deeper into Dr. 
Montessori’s original call. Some examples are 
Anti-Bias Montessori, Embracing Equity, Mon-
tessori for Social Justice, the National Center 
for Montessori in the Public Sector, and the 
Indigenous Montessori Institute. 

In the broader world of education (outside 
the existing Montessori community), there is a 
series of explicit efforts to bring social justice 
and teaching together. Some of these initiatives 
bring to the fore contributions made by well-
known educators such as John Dewey, Paolo 
Freire, bell hooks, and to a lesser extent, Dr. 
Maria Montessori. The question of education 
for social justice has been a historical concern 
for popular pedagogues in the field. 

John Dewey’s writing harshly critiqued 
conventional schools and advocated for using 
education pragmatically toward democratic 
reform. In The School and Society (1899) 
and Democracy of Education (1916), Dewey 
claims that schools at his time cultivated pas-
sive pupils by their insistence on mastery of 
facts and disciplining of bodies. Rather than 
preparing students to be reflective, autono-
mous, and ethical beings and citizens for demo-
cratic participation in society, schools prepared 
students for docile compliance with authoritar-
ian work and political structures, and discour-
aged the pursuit of individual and communal 
inquiry. Today, Dr. Chris Emdin, professor in 
the department of mathematics, science, and 
technology at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, New York, builds on Dewey’s call 
for experience-based teaching to advocate for 
equity in education. In his best-selling book 
Between the World and the Urban Classroom 
(2017), Emdin argues that cultures experi-
enced outside the classroom should be the core 
upon which teaching is built. In this case, the 
urban Black adolescent culture of hip-hop is 
not ignored but integrated with academics and 
organizing principles in the classroom. Emdin 
advances the approach of hip-hop based edu-
cation, a reality-based teaching pedagogy that 
brings hip-hop culture into many spaces and 

moments of the curriculum.  
Paolo Freire, a Brazilian philosopher and 

educator, has become iconic in the field of criti-
cal pedagogies. His book Pedagogy of the  
Oppressed (1968) criticizes traditional ped-
agogy as the “banking model of education,” 
because it treats the student as an empty vessel 
to be filled with knowledge, like a piggy bank. 
He proposes an alternative pedagogy where the 
relationship between the student, the teacher, 
and society is changed in order to challenge the 
many power imbalances in society. Based on 
lived experiences, the active students develop 
critical consciousness about power divisions 
between colonizer/colonized and oppressor/ 
oppressed in order to speak up. Many edu-
cators across the pedagogical spectrum are 
inspired in Freire’s principles, including the 
trends in higher education for more “active 
learning” strategies.

Current efforts are also inspired by a more 
recent educational theorist, bell hooks, who 
in her analyses brings politics of race, gender, 
and class together, denouncing what she calls 
the “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” 
(coined in her 1989 book Talking Back: Think-
ing Feminist, Thinking Black). This intersec-
tional critique of multiple systems of  
oppression is then translated into a series of 
books with teaching proposals: Teaching to 
Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom 
(1994), Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of 
Hope (2003), and Teaching Critical Thinking: 
Practical Wisdom (2010). bell hooks has also 
written a series of children’s books to address 
these issues, including Skin Again (2017), 
Happy to be Nappy (2017), and Be Boy Buzz 
(2002). Founded in 2014, the bell hooks 
Institute based in Berea, Kentucky, documents 
the life and work of this acclaimed intellectual, 
feminist theorist, cultural critic, artist, and 
writer. The institute hosts teaching venues, 
workshops, and events “to promote the cause 
of ending domination.” 

The historical educator and social ac-
tivist, Dr. Montessori, seems quite absent in 
this resurgence of social justice debates in 
the broader field of education. Still, as is well 
documented, Maria Montessori actively worked 
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for a pedagogy able to advance children’s and 
adolescents’ rights, while addressing the concerns 
of feminist and disability struggles. She fiercely 
advocated for education as a venue to achieve 
world peace in the context of dictatorships, co-
lonial expansion, and world wars. By revisiting 
Montessori’s life and work, we can reveal what 
Montessori education is able to add to our 
teaching and learning for social justice today. 
It is my contention that the current concern 
about equity in the broad field of education 
would greatly benefit from bringing Montessori 
into the debate, digging into her contributions 
on dealing with deep forms of diversity. Re-
framing the buzzwords in the education de-
bates around justice and equity as a question 
of deep diversity allows me to argue for con-
necting those apparently disconnected ques-
tions of access, content, and procedures when 
connecting education with social justice issues.

For instance, many of the current debates 
about education for social justice focus on anti- 
bias curriculum, reality-based teaching, and the 
key problem of access. That is to say, these ini-
tiatives are explicitly concerned with debates on 
content (the what), and the question of access 
to quality education (the who). Besides those 
two points, Montessori education places strong 
emphasis on the very process of teaching and 
learning (the how). For instance, the form and 
steps of knowledge sharing, the structure of an 
environment that leads to self-choice among 
meaningful tasks, and the absence of the hier-
archical role of the teacher; all of these details 
are meticulously addressed in order to actualize, 
yet not fully solve, the broader questions of 
progressive content and open access. There is 
an awareness that in everyday practice resides 
a potential for the empowerment of all students, 
nurturing their sensitivity and appreciation to-
ward diversity, strengthening their sense of jus-
tice, and leading to peaceful interactions within 
and beyond the classroom. Indeed, transfor-
mative teaching needs to address questions of 
content, access, and process all together (the 
what, the who, and the how building on one 
another) to fully address issues of equity, peace, 
and social and environmental justice.

The question of access speaks to necessary 

changes at the level of school constituencies, 
broadening student, teacher, and administrative 
populations, while acknowledging the current 
social reality of economic disparity, racial and 
ethnic segregation, and religious and gender 
discrimination. Debates over content advocate 
for international curriculums, environmentally 
friendly topics, experience-based teaching, and 
materials that engage race, gender, and sexual 
difference. The focus on process signals how 
those very questions of access and content need 
to be actualized in everyday practices, other-
wise they will remain at the level of statistics 
and teacher talk. 

Cultural transformation becomes a possi-
bility when engaging issues of access, content, 
and process together. Montessori works at this 
level of transformation, changing our way of 
thinking, acting, and being. Its holistic approach 
of brain, body, and spiritual teaching grounds 
children, adolescents, and involved adults in al-
ternative cultures, leading toward social trans-
formation from the bottom up. Social change 
at the level of culture indeed constitutes a quiet 
yet deep revolution. Cultural transformations 
shift our ways of relating to one another and 
the world. 

Montessori and Cultural  
Anthropology
As an anthropologist, I was happy to find out 
that Dr. Montessori, of all the many studies 
and career paths, was an anthropologist too! 
Anthropologists study human differences. 
Through participation and observation within dis-
tinct cultures, the anthropological gaze makes 
the strange familiar, and the familiar strange. 
That is, cultural anthropology grapples with 
diversity at its heart, trying to understand how 
humans organize differently while attending 
common needs in distinct environments. The 
anthropological lens attempts to trace horizontal 
relationships between differences, avoiding 
competitive comparisons. Anthropological 
studies take each culture seriously, letting its 
participants speak in their own terms. Anthro-
pologists are said to act as cultural translators, 
making readable what seems incomprehensible. 
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What seems to be so different and distant can, 
under careful anthropological analysis, become 
approachable, if not understandable. Historically, 
the discipline was put to work for colonial ven-
tures and, even in current United States foreign 
affairs, it has been used in war scenarios as a 
resource to understand, torture, and conquer the 
“other.” Despite this dark side (about which 
there is intense contestation within the disci-
pline), the merit of anthropology relies on a 
thorough and deep engagement with the dif-
ferent expressions of human diversity. In that 
sense, many current anthropologists self-identify 
as activists of one kind or another, and are 
socially engaged in multiple ways. 

This anthropological and progressive sen-
sitivity toward diversity is precisely what I see 
in Dr. Maria Montessori’s social mission at her 
historical time. When reading detailed historical 
accounts, the activist anthropologist in me 
identifies a radical pro–deep diversity agenda 
in Dr. Montessori. Her activities questioned 
and challenged many of the uneven power 
relations that were accepted at her time. In par-
ticular, she dealt with discriminatory practices 
and prejudices in the following scenarios of 
diversity understood as a social hierarchy, that 
is, when being “different” was an excuse for 
dismissal and exclusion: 1) mental and physical 
particularities, 2) economic disparities, 3) age 
difference, 4) gender, 5) national identity, and 
6) nonhuman beings. All of these are of con-
temporary concern. 

First: Early on in her medical career, Dr. 
Montessori decided to study the most brutal 
form of difference, that of having mental 
disabilities. She used anthropological research 
methodologies of long-term observations 
recorded in detailed fieldwork journals. Based 
on the findings of that research, she pioneered 
many of the arguments advanced by disability 
justice advocates today: defending the intrinsic 
value of being radically different and demanding 
that the environment be adapted to ensure the 
fuller potential of those with functional diversities. 

Second: Dr. Montessori was very aware of 
class-based differences, attuned to the strong 
socialist ideas traveling in Europe at the time. 
Being poor was yet another layer of difference. 

She denounced how unequal distribution of 
wealth greatly affected school performance 
and, more importantly, the children’s kind of 
social participation, leading to either positive 
contributions or to scenarios of delinquency 
and marginalization (1898).

Third: Overall, Dr. Montessori focused on 
a peculiar group of people, which was and still 
is considered quite alien, hard to understand, and 
impossible to accommodate to the convention-
al rules . . . guess who? Children! Facing the 
many prejudices toward children at the time, 
Maria Montessori was a precursor of struggles 
against discrimination based on age difference, 
what is known today as ageism. She dedicated 
her research to observing, analyzing, and trans-
lating children’s unique needs and expressions 
to her fellow adults for them to respect and 
accommodate children’s specificities. 

Fourth: As is well documented, she also 
tackled the women’s questions, advocating for 
full opportunities of education while dismiss-
ing common prejudices at the time: “Scientists, 
and not science, are against women.”  (Trabalz-
ini, 2011, p. 26). She denounced how women 
were infantilized and also supported access to 
sexual education. She spoke at international 
feminist conferences in London, Berlin, and 
Rome about her vision of the “new woman” as an 
educated person, with prospects for full social 
participation, and if it was the case, a redefined 
notion of motherhood. She stated the need 
for women to become “fighter[s] for the social 
environment” (Montessori in Trabalzini, p. 35).

Fifth: Mainly through her travels, she became 

When reading detailed histor-
ical accounts, the activist  
anthropologist in me identifies 
a radical pro–deep diversity 
agenda in Dr. Montessori. Her 
activities questioned and  
challenged many of the  
uneven power relations that 
were accepted at her time.
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fascinated by cultural differences, especially 
when living in India. Her curious attitude and 
enthusiastic interest in what looked so foreign—
children learning Hindi—led to many of her 
studies and conclusions on children’s process in 
the acquisition of language. This openness to 
the value of other cultures constitutes the basis 
for becoming an outspoken advocate of inter-
nationalism, speaking in terms of a planet-based 
sense of belonging, advancing notions such 
as Earth citizenship. This global vision was 
striking in a time of nationalist pride, colonial 
enterprises, and international wars. 

Sixth: Finally, her planetary vision was 
environmentally grounded. Diversity this time 
comes in the shape of animals, plants, and 
rocks. Again, the natural world for Montessori 
was not something foreign (so different that 
regardless of being idealized, it becomes alien). 
Rather, nature is to be understood as intimately 
interconnected with humans and the universe 
as a whole.

I truly wonder why Dr. Montessori is not 
included in the canon of anthropology. During 
my undergraduate or graduate studies I never 
encountered the work of Dr. Montessori. Yet I 
am astonished by the anthropological ground-
ing of her educational theories and her social 
mission. After engaging historical accounts 
and her writings, I can see her anthropolog-
ical sensitivity afloat. Above everything, Dr. 
Montessori was puzzled, intrigued, and excit-
ed about difference. When she worked with 
those families in the slums of Rome, when she 
joined those women discriminated against in 
Italian society at the time, when she studied 
and developed methods for “retarded people” 
(Trabalzini, 2011, p. 20), and when she devot-
ed her life to understanding and addressing 
children’s developmental stages and needs, she 
was dealing with difference. She challenged 
the equation of difference as hierarchy. Thus, 
she engaged with those considered by society as 
“out of the norm,” suffering from stigmas and 
biases. Based on her participation and observa-
tion among those communities, she conducted 
research, contributed to publications, and gave 
public talks developing an understanding and 
appreciation toward deep diversity in order 

to advocate for full fulfillment of each living 
organism on their own terms. 

The historical figure of Maria Montessori 
appears to me as an activist scientist fully 
wrestling with multiple forms of diversity that 
formed the basis of prejudices and violence in 
her time and place. It is my contention that 
such an absolute respect for deep diversity 
is also present in her method. For instance, 
the very anthropological principle about the 
existence of different ways to attend universal 
human needs is present in the Montessori cur-
riculum from the first day and elaborated upon 
when moving forward in the program. Montes-
sori education is, anthropologically speaking, 
an exception in the educational world, a world 
often framed under nationalist and competitive 
frameworks. Supported by its emphasis on geog-
raphy, Montessori education enriches children’s 
notions of cultural and geographical differences 
from very early on. 

Montessori Education: Raising  
Cultural Revolutions 
As a cultural anthropologist, I see cultural 
values everywhere, and in a specific way in the 
classroom, where ways of thinking and acting 
are being produced in children. 

Based on participant observation and 
ethnographic journaling, I argue that Montes-
sori education can generate a counterculture 
in the classroom, running “against the trend” 
as it were. As an anthropologist exposed to 
emerging Montessori schools in Spain and 
working with different kinds of Montessori 
communities in Charlotte, North Carolina, I 
have identified unique traits at the level of cul-
tural change in Montessori education. During 
my observations, I witnessed opportunities 
to practice intense respect for difference in 
the Montessori classroom. This reverence for 
diversity will have more chances of success if 
issues of content and access are also more fully 
considered, as Dr. Montessori herself signaled 
in her writings and public talks on economic 
inequality, gender discrimination, and dismissal 
over disabilities.

Margaret Mead is among the most well-
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known public anthropologists. I would also 
want to follow that tradition of anthropologists 
writing for the wider public; in this case, trying 
to popularize Montessori in its three meanings: 
as the woman, as the educational method, and 
as the movement for children’s rights and its 
interconnected struggles. For some, this reading 
will be digging into a strange model of educa-
tion, for others reviewing a familiar method 
but with a different take. With this in mind, 
this article is a taste of my current book project 
on the potentials of Montessori education as 
a tool for cultural transformation. In Raising 
Revolutions, as my book is tentatively titled, I 
try to offer a unique reading of Montessori 
education, spelling out how the method is capable 
of eventually “tattooing” children’s minds, 
hands, and hearts with values that come from 
practices that embrace deep diversity: modeling, 
open-mindedness, nonviolence, thoughtfulness, 
empathy, sovereignty, self-awareness, and so 
forth, all the way to ten, each one matching 
with one of the letters within m-o-n-t-e-s-s-o-r-i. 

Ethnography, my research method as a 
cultural anthropologist, also requires detailed 
observation and a great amount of listening. In 
Charlotte, my informants include Montessori 
teachers, parents, alumni, and trainers in both 
the public and private sectors. Their testimo-
nies and stories speak to several layers and 
angles of social commitment that will enrich 
current efforts for teaching and social justice. 
Interviews are in progress, and they address 
different levels and fields of Montessori edu-
cation: primary, elementary, and adolescent 
programs in both public and private, as well 
as religious, education programs. Those inter-
views point to how Montessori can not only 
plant the seeds for academic success and a 
life-long passion for learning, but also ground 
children in ethical values and critical observa-
tion, responding to their early sense of justice 
pointed out by Dr. Maria Montessori. Those 
components together constitute the basis for 
raising the local and global activists of both the 
present and the future . . . “Children and Ado-
lescents, Unite!” 

This publication captures this compelling 
and necessary argument for the Montessori 

constituency, compiling a series of experiences 
and authors working at this convergence. As 
part of this agenda of rescuing the pro-peace, 
pro-justice, and pro-diversity agenda in Mon-
tessori, I would like to contribute by making 
explicit how Montessori education works in 
terms of addressing power relations and nurturing 
respect toward differences. In conclusion, my 
anthropological analysis of Montessori ed-
ucation unveils a pedagogical methodology 
designed for addressing differences by devel-
oping micropractices for dealing positively 
toward diversity at all its levels. This resonates 
deeply with my Zapatista-inspired activist 
background. Autonomous movements working 
on global-local interconnections, following 
process-based decision-making models of 
organizing and horizontal protocols, are also 
advancing change at this deep, roots level 
of cultural transformation. Building on the 
importance of the what and the who, autono-
mous activism brings them to the level of how. 
Working at the level of everyday practices, 
both Montessori education and Zapatista-in-
spired activism are indeed advancing structural 
critiques and enabling alternatives to deeply 
ingrained prejudices and habits of domination. 
The simple act of establishing a rug as a re-
spectable space to work independently, signaling 
the others to walk around it, reminds me of 
the practice of launching “autonomous zones” 
among the Zapatista communities. Both speak 
of determination and self-confidence to establish 
temporary sovereign territories, demanding 
others to respect and not interrupt ongoing 
focused and purposeful activity, regardless of 
the particular ways an activity might be per-
formed. The Montessori classroom showcases 
this multiplicity of mini territories of auton-
omous activity taking place simultaneously, 
each one working in different activities and 
on different levels, acknowledging, without 
interfering with, one another. Thus, this spatial 
arrangement, while very familiar for Montesso-
rians, it is still foreign and alien for many who 
wonder about how this diversity of curricular 
activities and diversity of levels can actually 
take place. The many intentional protocols and 
the detailed observance of the very process of 
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how exactly to perform activities (e.g., from 
rolling and unrolling a rug to how to interrupt) 
ground all its participants in a series of cul-
tural values against the grain. The Montessori 
method is designed for accommodating and 
celebrating deep differences intrinsic to life 
complexity. Therefore, the more completely 
and thoroughly the method is applied, the 
more complete the change will be, to the point 
of reaching radical—as in going to the roots—
cultural transformation. 
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Introduction

CMStep (Cincinnati Montessori Secondary 
Teacher Education Program) is an AMS-affil-
iated training program for teachers of twelve- 
to eighteen-year-olds. CMStep grew out of the 
collaborative work of teachers at Clark Mon-
tessori Junior and Senior High School. Clark is 
a public school with a student population that 
represents a true cross-section of the people 
who live in Cincinnati, so from the very begin-
ning of the school in 1994, the formation of 
social conscience has been at the heart of our 
work. At the school, groundwork is laid for 
Montessori students to understand basic ideas 
regarding the evolution of life and environmen-
tal and societal systems, so they naturally begin 
to develop a sense of responsibility or concern 
for the problems and injustices of society. The 
development of social conscience is the subtle 
body of all Montessori curriculum; implicit at 
the children’s house and elementary levels, ex-
plicit at the adolescent level, and at every stage 
it is vital that the adults guide this awareness 
with intention.

Developing social conscience is hard 
work. It depends on the humility, courage, and 
wisdom of the people who lead, teach, train, 
and attend a school. As a team of teacher 
leaders we have made many mistakes along 
the journey to understand how to make social 
justice and equity real and relevant. And while 
we repeated many of them, we have learned 
from most of them. We have felt the pain that 
accompanies growing and maturing. We have 
gotten in one another’s way, hurt feelings, and 
made many apologies to friends and family 
for missing dates and appointments because 
our work at school felt deeply important. We 
have also laughed—a lot—and we have col-
laborated, loved one another, created fantastic 
work with students, and celebrated. All this 
has been necessary preparation for the ongoing 
work of learning to be a community; we want 
to be an example of what is possible. We are a 
diverse, engaged, thoughtful, and courageous 
mini-society. It’s never about being perfect. It 
is always about being present and responsive 
to the process, it’s about helping one another 

along the way, and it’s about speaking truth 
and being kind.

In helping one another along the way, the 
hardest part has been learning better ways to 
deal with differences and conflict. Audre Lord 
said, “The master’s tools will never dismantle 
the master’s house.” In other words, shame, 
blame, and violence were the qualities that 
created a dysfunctional world. No matter how 
right we believe we are, tools of oppression 
simply create oppression in another form. Vi-
olence and blame lead to violence and blame. 
And just learning the facts of any academic 
curriculum will not give us a new or more ef-
fective way to combat oppression. Only experi-
ences that open our hearts can do that. 

Schools and classrooms that build trust can 
become high functioning communities. Those 
are the communities that foster the develop-
ment of social conscience in their members. 
Social conscience is strengthened for students 
in our classrooms by directly presenting ques-
tions and curriculum that help us reach for a 
better understanding of the causes and effects 
of oppression, and that allows us to bear the 
discomfort of what we learn. Those qualities 
are honored when we develop school-wide 
communication structures, procedures, and 
opportunities that create a safe space for all to 
contribute. 

It is also important to acknowledge the 
habits we have formed by living in a society 
that is always in a hurry, that does not always 
value interrelatedness, or acknowledge our 
interconnectedness. It makes sense that there 
may be a gap between the way a school op-
erates and how we would like to exemplify a 
model for a world of peace and understanding. 

This occurs when we provide opportuni-
ties for students to interact with each other in 
a way that allows them to demonstrate their 
most noble selves. Effective self-reflection and 
self-control are nurtured when we regularly 
practice mindfulness techniques that promote 
empathy and compassion. Moral and social 
judgment are encouraged when we find the 
jewels of complex and engaging readings for 
seminar

This article highlights ways to support the 
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formation of social conscience in the adoles-
cent, but they are not the only ways to do so 
within an educational realm.

As educators, how can we, with intention-
ality, construct the types of experience that 
will open the hearts of our students? Although, 
tales of teenage exclusion, bullying, and 
clique formation abound, when provided with 
healthy environments in which to interact and 
bond, adolescents are capable of exhibiting 
tremendous caretaking, support, and advoca-
cy for one another. This should not come as a 
surprise, as they are in a developmental stage 
that is well primed for this. They yearn to 
belong, are highly social, and are in the midst 
of constructing social consciousness. Second-
ary Montessori educators, therefore, must 
work to create settings and situations in which 
pro-social learning about belonging, inclusion, 
and justice can occur. In alignment with Mon-
tessori’s conceptualization of adolescents as 
Erdkinder, the simplest way to establish these 
safe spaces is to take students out of the four 
walls of the classroom. 
 
Erdkinder as Inclusionary Practice

Nature-based real-world experiences inherent-
ly generate situations that require individuals 
to work on behalf of the good of the group. 
Pitching tents, canoeing, and outdoor food 
preparation for a group are all activities that 
only function well through the collaboration of 
multiple people. It is through these interactions 
that we can see evidence of the emerging social 
consciousness of our young people.

Examples of this abound. During one 
particularly busy evening at fall camp, Gary, a 
student with Down syndrome, was struggling 
with some of the pages in his assigned packet 
of work. Noticing that all the adults were busy 
with other students, Waylon quietly took Gary 
by the hand and said, “Come over here and 
work at this table. I can help you.” Waylon 
wasn’t a model student. He was regularly in 
trouble at school for his very problematic so-
cial interactions, but in this moment at camp, 
without any prompting, he demonstrated kind-
ness and concern for another.

The following day, when eighth graders 
were asked to select seventh grade canoeing 
partners, Montez, a star basketball player who 
had a tremendous amount of social power and 
influence, chose a quiet and socially awkward 
student to be his partner. Later, he shrugged 
and said, “I didn’t think anyone would pick 
her, and I didn’t want her to be last.” 

While canoeing a particularly difficult 
section of the river that the group had to 
navigate in order to access our lunch spot, 
Khadoul—who had been repeatedly suspended 
for bullying behaviors that included an attempt 
to set another student’s hair on fire—got out 
of his canoe in the middle of nearly waist-
deep water and grabbed onto each subsequent 
canoe as it approached in order to safely walk 
them through the water to shore. He did this 
over and over again, and was subsequently so 
exhausted that he promptly fell asleep on the 
return bus ride. In this element, he was able 
to demonstrate strength of character in a way 
that so often eluded him in this classroom; he 
was able to help rather than hurt.

There is something about the fall camping 
experience (and other similar opportunities) 
that calls students to their highest selves, and 
each of these instances of demonstrated nobili-
ty reinforces and strengthens understanding of 
human interconnections and the construction 
of social consciousness. 

It is not that moments like this can’t occur 
in the classroom setting, it is simply that it is 
more difficult. When desks are arranged in 
rows and students are subtly pitted against 
each other through grading and other ranking 
practices that fuel competition rather than 
collaboration, why would we expect to see 
them demonstrate anything other than an 
adolescent replication of the kind of isolation 
and jockeying for position that we have mod-
eled for them? However, when we intentionally 
construct diverse classroom communities that 
invite, and even require, collaboration, our 
students reflect this back to us as well.

The concept of community is an import-
ant one because, of course, when teachers and 
students spend day after day together for years, 
what is being formed is a community. Howev-
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er, in a traditional setting, particularly at the 
secondary level, school is not often framed 
this way, nor are there regular opportunities to 
collectively gather.

A hallmark of the secondary Montessori 
classroom is daily community meetings. Com-
ing together each day to greet one another, 
note one another’s presence, review the needs 
of the day, and simply be present for one an-
other is an irreplaceable component to the de-
velopment of community. It creates and fosters 
a sense of connection and of belonging.

The magic of community meeting cannot 
be captured in any single element. It’s not the 
lighting of a candle or the ringing of a chime 
that generates belonging. It is not the sharing 
of an icebreaker question or the reviewing of 
homework assignments. It is not the quotation 
for reflection or even the acknowledgments 
shared that create connection. Rather it is sim-
ply the time taken to be together. 

Perhaps the importance of this can best 
be understood through the behavior of our 
adolescents. It’s clear that the morning meeting 
matters to them when they begin to inde-
pendently, without prompting, take on the task 
of holding and facilitating it every day. This 
really hits home when a teacher is out sick and 
receives an early morning text from the build-
ing administrator saying, “I just walked into 
your classroom and all of your students were 
sitting on the floor quietly conducting morning 
meeting while the sub was over at your desk 
looking bewildered.”

Another powerful way that teachers can 
help students with the development of com-
munity and social consciousness is through the 
implementation of group initiatives (collabo-
rative games). Although these activities often 
bring laughter, joy, and delight into the class-
room, their more important application is to 
help students develop skills for working with a 
wide-range of others—again it is about getting 
proximate and being able to see the gifts and 
challenges of those around us.

This was so clearly exemplified playing a 
game called “Darling I love you,” in which stu-
dents try to keep straight faces while others try 
to induce laughter.  After one successful round, 

Jake fist-pumped the air with a gigantic smile 
plastered across his face, loudly and repeated-
ly declaring victory. The other students were 
delighted by Jake’s jubilant behavior because 
Jake is a student with autism. He had just been 
wildly successful at this game that required sto-
ic facial expressions. In that moment, the very 
thing that is often Jake’s greatest challenge was 
revealed as a gift.

Moments like that happen regularly during 
group initiatives—students who may otherwise 
be overlooked have an opportunity to shine. 
During an activity that required the group 
to build a bridge between two “islands” in a 
manner that would allow the entire group to 
cross, Jamila rapidly emerged as a leader. This 
was quite a surprise because due to extremely 
poor attendance, she was not successful in the 
classroom, nor had she formed strong bonds 
with her peers. However, on this day, she not 
only had the best ideas, she was able to orches-
trate the group in following her directives and 
tackling the challenge presented to them. She 
was able to do this to such a degree that when 
the group’s frustration level began to escalate, 
she paused, looked over at the teacher and 
exclaimed, “Mr. Wheatley! This isn’t working. 
Can you come over here and lead us in mind-
fulness, so we can get refocused?!” Jamila, who 
was absent more often than she was present, 
was able to read the needs of the group and 
ask for support using a strategy that she been 
introduced to in the classroom setting. 

The development of social consciousness 
begins when students are provided with oppor-
tunities to shine, and when they can see these 
gifts in themselves and in others. They can then 
rise to being advocates for both themselves and 
others.

Mindfulness

Whether we are working with three- to twelve-
year-olds with the indirect aims of peace or 
twelve- to eighteen-year-olds, for whom learn-
ing about peace is more direct and dynamic, 
Montessorians pave the way for appreciation 
and understanding of diversity of cultures, 
people, and ideas. Over the last five years, we 
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have been implementing mindfulness practices 
into our work. These practices give Montessori 
guides the tools to help their students devel-
op the executive functioning of the brain by 
supporting focus and concentration, which 
are a key component of building appreciation 
and understanding. Montessori programs have 
some tools that are built-in and helpful for 
attention; tools like blocks of work time and 
choice of work. The incorporation of mindful-
ness to the program benefits everyone by teach-
ing us to calm the nervous system and create 
the opportunity to pause before taking action. 
As Madeline, an eleventh grader, put it, “I 
think that mindfulness should be required for 
all kids in high school. We all feel the demands 
of growing up and being more responsible. 
High school academics are hard. Lots of us go 
to therapy. I just know practicing mindfulness 
has helped me so much.” 

Most of us working at the adolescent level 
are probably teaching an academic curriculum 
that helps students understand how oppression 
operates in society. While we continue teaching 
the historical and current facts of oppression, 
we also can support the next step: unlearning 
it. Mindfulness practices are one way to lessen 
our cognitive biases. Cognitive biases are the 
bad habits behind how we judge one another, 
and they lead to stereotyping and pigeonholing 
people. Unconscious biases are those biases we 
are not aware we hold and they are the reason 
we have less empathic responses to others. 
They inhibit our ability to bridge misunder-
standings. It makes sense then that when we 
lessen those biases, we support the develop-
ment of social conscience. 

Realizing our part in bridging misunder-
standings can happen in the most unexpected 
everyday ways. Clarice was a tenth grader in 
high school. When asked if she was noticing a 
shift in her own biases, she talked about some-
thing that happened the previous evening: 

My mom and I have this thing where we 
usually have an argument every night 
about something. But since I’ve been doing 
mindfulness, I started noticing how I kind 
of play into the problems we have. So last 

night I decided to not do what I normally 
do, or say the kinds of things I normally 
say. I took a breath and did something 
different. It was like my mom was off the 
hook. I was, too. We actually enjoyed the 
rest of the evening. It’s been a long time 
since that’s happened.

It is not possible to dismantle unconscious 
biases unless we realize we have them. When 
unexamined and uncorrected, bias generates 
pain, suffering, and violence. As we begin 
to notice more of the personal and systemic 
effects of racism, classism, elitism, and so forth, 
the mindfulness techniques help us calm our-
selves and take responsibility for our actions. 
These techniques have helped us, the trainers; 
our adult learners; and our students increase 
our emotional intelligence and resilience be-
cause we emphasize compassion for ourselves 
and others. That quality of compassion is what 
eventually gives us the courage to see injus-
tice and battle oppression without the need 
to shame well-intentioned people or become 
violent ourselves. Recognizing our own hu-
man susceptibility to judgment is a pathway to 
building community with others who may hold 
more divergent views.

We have found that one reason teachers 
resist incorporating mindfulness practices into 
the fabric of class or school gatherings is that it 
takes up valuable instruction or meeting time. 
There will never be enough time if doubt in the 
efficacy of these techniques is sensed by teach-
ers and students. When mindfulness techniques 
are incorporated in short moments each day, 
eventually everyone feels more confident and 
realizes that there is always enough time for 
cultivating focus, respect, kindness, and social 
conscience. By becoming self-aware, developing 
a consciousness for the perspectives of others, 
and developing mindfulness of our communi-
cation, we can engage in dialogue around the 
challenging issues of our times.
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Conversations that Support Social 
Conscience

In 1982, Mortimer J. Adler and a group of 21 
similarly-minded educators and researchers 
published The Paideia Proposal: An Education-
al Manifesto. In this 84-page book, Adler and 
the members of the Paideia Group outlined 
their proposal for universal school reform for 
a more equitable and just system of education. 
They address their writing not only to parents, 
teachers, school boards, and college educators 
but also to elected public officials, employers, 
minority groups, labor leaders, military leaders, 
and American citizens. Adler says:

The reform we seek is designed to improve 
the opportunities of our youth, the pros-
pects of our economy, and the viability 
of our democratic institutions. It must be 
achieved at the community level without 
resorting to a monolithic, national edu-
cational system. It must be, in Lincoln’s 
words, of the people, by the people, and for 
the people. (p. viii)

The Paideia philosophy aligns with Mon-
tessori education at the secondary level. As 
trainers of adults who aspire to work in 
Montessori secondary programs, we find it 
is essential to provide extensive and ongoing 
experiences to learn to “instruct” by leading 
student discussions. The discussions require an 
understanding of how to set up the seminar 
circle; choose the common readings; and facil-
itate with the skill of an observer, listener, and 
questioner. Readings and other “products of 
human artistry” serve to focus the discussion, 
and include historical scientific, philosophical, 
poems, stories, essays, musical compositions, 
visual art pieces, plays, and other productions. 
It is teaching by asking questions, by leading 
discussions, by helping students to raise their 
minds up to a state of understanding or ap-
preciating more deeply. This method serves 
to stimulate the imagination and intellect by 

awakening the creative and inquisitive powers 
of students, so that their appreciation of cul-
ture and society of man is enhanced.

Developing Social Justice

Adolescents are in a sensitive period for form-
ing their social conscience and for developing 
a sense of social justice. Carefully chosen texts 
and skillfully guided discussion create an op-
portunity for more complex understanding to 
emerge.

Seminar itself, in structure and content, can 
be used as a tool to create and reinforce equity 
in the classroom space. During a multi-grade-
level seminar on an article by Rachel Naomi 
Remen called “Helping, Fixing, or Serving?” 
several students spoke to the idea of equity. 
This article gives life to the varying attitudes 
through which people approach working with 
others. Many volunteers say they are there to 
“help out” or “fix a problem,” for instance, but 
the author cautions against those frameworks. 
Grant, a twelfth grader, was able to articu-
late this point when he said, “If you’re fixing 
something, that means it is broken. If you are 
helping, you come from a position of strength 
to help someone you see as needy. But service 
recognizes everyone’s humanity. Anyone can 
serve.” Daevon, a ninth grader, went further: 
“When I help people with their work, I feel 
smarter than them without even realizing it. 
It seems like service is more of a relationship 
between equals.”

Where seminar is a conversation about 
a specific text, once students have become com-
fortable with the protocols, discourse can be 
extended to validate personal experiences. It is 
important, however, that the facilitator and the 
students work to ensure that this sharing is a) 
relevant and b) not an exercise in one-upman-
ship. Students who can connect deeply with 
the text often provide needed perspective for 
the group. For instance, after reading the short 
story “So What Are You Anyway?” by Law-
rence Hill, in which a young girl of indetermi-
nate racial background is harassed to the point 
of tears by two overly curious adults, Amaia, a 
twelfth grader, shared her personal relationship 

Credit (facing): Photograph by Marta Donahoe, 
courtesy Clark Montessori, Cincinnati, Ohio
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to the story. “People always ask me what I am. 
My mom is Black and my dad is Puerto Ri-
can. But that’s none of their business, really. If 
you’re really interested in someone and curious 
about their background, make a friend. There’s 
so much more to someone than what you can 
see.”

In another seminar on the short film Prison 
Kids: Juvenile Justice in America, produced by 
Alissa Figueroa, Aisha, a twelfth grader, shared 
her personal experiences with the youth justice 
system. She said through tears, “I’ve been in 
solitary confinement. It’s not meant to teach 
you anything. Not to avoid crime. Not to be a 
better person. It’s meant to mess you up.” By 
providing that perspective, Aisha had quite an 
impact on the group. Students in that course 
decided to hold a protest against youth solitary 
confinement, including the family separation 
of immigrants at the southern US border. They 
also decided to raise money and donate $50 to 
a local law firm that has made some inroads 
toward the abolition of youth solitary confinement. 

Although justice and fairness are abstract 
concepts, students at the secondary level can 
put words to them, especially when talking 
about what these ideas feel like on a personal 
level. The short story “The Appropriation of 
Cultures” by Percival Everett brought about a 
heated conversation as we searched together 
for understanding. In this story, a young Black 
man in the American South purchases a pickup 
truck with a Confederate flag decal on it. He 
drives the truck around town proudly exclaim-
ing that it is a symbol of Southern pride—a 
common argument made by those who fly 
this flag in real life. Several white students 
did not understand this man’s actions in the 
story; if this is a racist symbol, they asked, 
why is a Black man showing it off? Kendall, a 
Black twelfth grade student, said it best: “He 
is ruining their inside joke that the flag is a 
symbol of Southern pride. Everyone knows in 
their heart that it is a racist symbol, but white 
Southerners get away with using the Southern 
pride argument. He took that argument away 
from them and they didn’t want to use the flag 
anymore. For me, that felt really satisfying.” 
From there, students began to theorize about 

other words and symbols of oppression that 
have been (or could be) reappropriated. Jarron, 
a Black twelfth grader, related this to his use of 
the “N-word” to refer to his friends: “I’ve had 
that word shouted at me before, and it makes 
me feel pretty mad. But when I use it around 
my friends, I’m taking it back. It makes me feel 
powerful.”

Montessori said that adaptability is the 
most important quality to support in the ado-
lescent. The development of social conscience 
creates adaptability by encouraging curiosity 
and a willingness to work with differing ideas 
and opinions. We encourage complex thinking 
by using Paideia seminar and other discussion 
methods. When we require participants to ex-
amine text and assess an author’s intention, we 
teach our students to respectfully disagree and 
in doing so, we expand their capacity to adapt 
to changing and complex times. 

Conclusion

For many years the authors of these articles 
have guided adolescents in Montessori class-
rooms. During that time, we have cooperated 
with our colleagues, collaborated with inten-
tion, and created developmentally appropriate 
curricula. We keep in mind that our aim is to 
help our students become healthy, happy, re-
sponsible citizens who understand the value of 
community. No matter what subject areas we 
teach, when our work is infused with frame-
works for critical thinking and heartfulness, 
our students develop compassion, patience, 
and a capacity to focus. They develop the ca-
pacity to grow up and be more fully developed 
human beings. And that is what Maria Mon-
tessori dreamed of.
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Even as we hold schools increasingly 
accountable for student achievement, 
we rarely seem to judge schools for their 
performance in citizenship preparation, 
an inauspicious “accountability gap” for 
a democracy. (Michael Johanek and John 
Puckett, “The State of Civic Education,” p. 
134)

From Betsy DeVos to Diane Ravitch, many 
have made claims about the academic success-
es and failures of our schools in recent years, 
especially in regard to the increased measures 
of accountability being placed on schools by 
way of high-stakes testing. However, as Mi-
chael Johanek argues in the quotation above, 
the amount of national attention focused on 
students’ academic achievement far outweighs 
the recent concern expressed for the level of 
student civic engagement. 

Political socialization theorists have found 
that students are most likely to form sincere 
ties to their polity between the age of fourteen 
and their mid-twenties (Flanagan, Beyers, & 
Zukauskiene, 2012). This research only con-
firms Maria Montessori’s (1938) claim that ad-
olescents are “social newborns,” ripe and ready 
to investigate societal systems and issues of 
social justice. As such, the health of our democ-
racy relies on secondary and post-secondary 
programs that appropriately nurture the social 
potential of adolescents and young adults. And, 
just as importantly, this work cannot happen 
unless primary programs carefully attend to 
the developmental needs of young children, 
so that they are well-adjusted individuals with 
a true love of learning by the time they reach 
adolescence. Fostering this gradual develop-
ment is the work of democratic education, and 
it cannot be achieved merely by writing a civics 
curriculum or mandating that students take 
an American history course. Rather, educators 
must “cultivate the skills and virtues of deliber-
ative citizenship,” as Amy Gutmann argues in 
her book Democratic Education (1999, p. xiii). 
Gutmann goes on to say that schools ought 
to “teach the skills and virtues of democratic 
deliberation within a social context” (p. xiv). 
Based on Gutmann’s observations, two reali-
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ties must exist in school systems to ensure that 
adolescents grow into contributing members of 
a democracy: the development of an individual 
democratic disposition—what Montessori calls 
“normalization”—and real participation in 
a functioning community—what Montessori 
calls “valorization.”

In this article, I seek to demonstrate that 
the Montessori philosophy of education inher-
ently provides the individual and communal 
elements required by this high standard of 
democratic education. 

Montessori Philosophy: Normaliza-
tion and Valorization 

Montessori created the diagram in figure 1 as 
a visual representation of her understanding 
of human development. Each plane of devel-
opment corresponds to roughly six years of 
life: generally marked by three years of new 

growth, followed by three years of integration. 
The planes of infancy and adolescence are 
shaded to indicate their great similarities, the 
most notable being that they are both consid-
ered “creative periods” or years of particularly 
intensive growth. With these planes of devel-
opment as a guide, Montessori prescribed an 
overarching learning goal for the first two 
planes—“normalization”—and another for the 
last two planes—“valorization.” 

Using her medical background, Montessori 
spent countless hours observing the character-
istics of healthy and divergent human develop-
ment. She observed that students who are in 
a properly prepared environment—one that is 
carefully curated to meet their developmental 
needs—will naturally develop characteristics 
listed in figure 2. Given this well-prepared 
environment, the characteristics listed on the 
left become evident in healthy infants and 
children; they correspond with normalization. 
Normalization is the process through which 
students can independently summon their own 
sense of discipline and peace (NAMTA, 2017). 
A normalized child is grounded and well adjusted. 

Figure 1. The Four Planes of  
Development

Figure Courtesy Cincinnati Montessori Secondary 
Teacher Education Program (cmstep.com)
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Similarly, given a well-prepared environment, 
the characteristics in the right column of 
figure 2 become evident in healthy adolescents 
and college-aged students; they correspond 
with valorization. Valorization is the process 
through which adolescents realize both their 
use and ability to affect change (Donahoe, 
2009). A valorized young adult seeks the good 
of the group; they respect diversity, pursue 
peace, and understand that their cosmic task is 
to offer their unique gifts to the world. 

Figure 2. Normalization and 
Valorization

Normalization 0–12 Valorization 12–18

Love of order Joy

Love of work Selflessness

Profound sponta-
neous concentration

Optimism

Attachment to reality Confidence

Love of silence and 
working alone

Dignity

Sublimation of the 
possessive instinct

Self-discipline

Power to work by 
choice, not just  

curiosity

Initiative

Obedience Independence

Spontaneous  
self-discipline

Helpfulness

Joy Good judgment

Ability to work with 
others

Courtesy Cincinnati Montessori Secondary Teach-
ing Education Program (cmstep.com)

There is a great understanding in the Mon-
tessori tradition that valorization builds upon 
the work of normalization, and that honoring 
the development of each individual member of 
a given community naturally benefits the larger 
society. Marta Donahoe, the first executive 
director of the Cincinnati Montessori Second-
ary Teacher Education Program, expresses this 
thought as “When we all do better, we all do 
better.” As a result of their philosophy, Montes-
sori programs arguably display an institutional 
commitment to developing democratic disposi-
tions in a way that traditional, comprehensive 
schools fail to do. As such, the very structure of 
schooling provided by high fidelity Montessori 
programs—implicitly by primary programs 
and explicitly by secondary programs—em-
bodies a rigorous and very necessary form of 
democratic education. 

Case Study: Lakewood Montessori 
Middle School 

To demonstrate how Montessori programs can 
lead the way in democratic education— and 
to particularly discuss what concrete experi-
ences foster valorization—I offer the school 
I formerly taught at, Lakewood Montessori, 
as a case study. Lakewood is a public mag-
net school serving grades six through eight in 
Durham, North Carolina, and operating on a 
lottery system. The school enrolls a maximum 
of 300 students each year, with roughly 100 in 
each grade level. While students of Durham’s 
two magnet elementary Montessori schools 
have priority admission, an average of 20 to 
50 non-Montessori students enroll each fall. 
As a magnet school, Lakewood offers busing 
all over the city, resulting in a very diverse 
student composition. Of the 295 students 
enrolled during the 2018–2019 school year, 
25% were Black, 27% were Latino, 38% were 
white, and 41% qualified for free and reduced 
lunch. All of Lakewood’s twelve core teachers 
have earned (or are in the process of earning) a 
secondary Montessori teaching credential from 
the American Montessori Society. By exten-
sion, the educational experience I describe at 
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Lakewood is representative of any credentialed 
public or private Montessori secondary pro-
gram in the country. 

Lakewood’s interpretation of Montessori 
philosophy is expressed by the school’s three 
pillars of academics, community, and self. 
The academic development of all students is 
certainly prized, but not at the exclusion of 
teaching students the interdependent nature of 
individuals and the community. As such, Lake-
wood was built on a community-centric model. 
Whereas many traditional middle schools are 
split up into “teams,” the connotation of which 
fosters competition, Lakewood’s students are 
sorted into “communities,” a term intentionally 
chosen to signify a spirit of collaboration. A 
maximum of 50 students is assigned to each 
community, and each community is assigned 
two teachers who are each the lead instruc-
tor for two core subjects. Aside from elective 
courses, communities spend the entire day to-
gether, ensuring that there is plenty of time for 
collective learning and open-ended projects. 

(Lakewood) Montessori and the  
Adolescent

In accordance with its pillars, Lakewood 
strives to help adolescents grow academically, 
personally, and socially. As students approach 
valorization, the hope is that they will see these 
three pillars converge; that is, the mature grad-
uate of Lakewood will realize that community 
cannot stand independent of “self,” and “self” 
is inherently dependent on one’s ability to rea-
son critically and make sound personal choic-
es. While teachers prepare the environment 
with necessary parameters, students have room 
to practice making choices throughout their 
school day. Perhaps they decide where to work, 
with whom to work, or which assignment 
they’d like to start their day with. As guides, 
teachers are always ready to help students 
reflect on and learn from the choices they’ve 
made. Over time, students become skilled 
decision makers for themselves, and they learn 
to weigh how their decisions will impact the 
community around them. Thus, when students 
work toward the end goal of realizing and de-

veloping their individual abilities, they are also 
working toward developing what Gutmann 
would call their democratic disposition. 

One way students realize the value of their 
individual thoughts is by regularly participat-
ing in Socratic seminars. In Lakewood’s com-
munities, seminars happen in all core classes 
and range in topic from the low numbers of 
girls pursuing STEM careers to literature that 
grapples with the Jim Crow South. In seminars, 
students practice building on one another’s 
thoughts, are careful to agree or disagree with 
statements rather than people, and are encour-
aged to pose their own questions in a collegial 
spirit. Aside from facilitating the conversation 
and introducing new questions, teachers more 
or less stay out of seminar. Often, seminars end 
with more questions than answers, perhaps 
because students become more comfortable 
using one another as sounding boards for their 
thoughts over the course of the year. I recall 
a seminar where my students ran out of time 
debating whether or not there was a hero in To 
Kill a Mockingbird. They didn’t reach any firm 
conclusions, but I heard several students still 
discussing the topic days after the seminar. 

Reflection is as natural to Lakewood’s 
school culture as community discussion and is 
practiced at Lakewood in several ways. First, 
students are asked to use a leadership rubric to 
reflect on how they have individually contrib-
uted to the community. Students might reflect 
on their academic growth, behavior, teamwork, 
and so forth. Leadership rubrics, which are reg-
ularly turned in to teachers, encourage a fluid 
and consistent dialogue between teachers and 
students, keeping both parties mindful of the 
individual nature of valorization. Lakewood’s 
communities also host student-led conferences 
twice a year. These conferences allow stu-
dents to share artifacts of learning with their 
parent(s) or guardian(s) as a way of explaining 
what they have been learning and working on 
throughout the year. Fully run by the students 
themselves, these conferences allow students to 
share their own assessments of their strengths, 
weaknesses, and possible areas of growth. 
Furthermore, students participate in a daily 
practice of reflection called “solo time.” The 
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school schedule allots fifteen to twenty minutes 
each day for students to silently unwind, calm 
themselves, and practice mindfulness as they 
prepare for a time of work. True to its name, 
solo time is always an individual activity and 
its value lies in reminding students that they 
cannot be contributing members of the com-
munity until they first take care of themselves 
as individuals.

Students also note their significance to 
the larger group by sharing responsibility for 
the restoration of the classroom at the end of 
each school day. This involves making sure 
the floors are clean, desks are returned to their 
proper place, plants are watered, computers 
are shut down, windows are closed, lights are 
turned off, classroom supplies are returned 
and accounted for, and the recycling is tak-
en out. When everyone works together daily 
to restore the environment, each individual 
member of the community sees that they are a 
necessary part of the group and students come 
to regard the classroom as their space. I regu-
larly had students facilitate this end of the day 
routine and observed that when my students 
performed tasks that held them accountable 
to one another, they were more likely to take 
pride in their effort. 

(Lakewood) Montessori and the 
Community 

Valorization of the personality is a lofty 
enough goal that, when met, adolescents will 
also have developed a democratic disposition. 
However, to meet the high standard of civic ed-
ucation mapped out in the opening section of 
this article, secondary students must also foster 
collective deliberation. Montessori’s focus on 
community responds to this demand fully. By 
fostering the valorization of each individual 
student, Montessori schools do two things: 
first, they promote a sense of community 
between students who are actively growing as 
individuals; and second, they remind students 
that our growth as individuals is important in 
part because it’s what allows us to contribute 
to the community in which we find ourselves.

One of the key ways Lakewood’s students 

cultivate a sense of community is by partici-
pating in regular, student-led meetings, aptly 
named “community meetings.” Communi-
ty meetings provide a space for peers (and 
teachers) to share relevant announcements; 
acknowledge one another for the good they’ve 
seen from each other throughout the week; 
discuss happenings in the community that need 
attention; and reflect on a selected quotation, 
story, or idea. Each community meeting opens 
with the students answering a “greeting,” a 
question that gets students talking about their 
preferences, histories, and/or lives outside 
of school. Because there are so many pieces 
to community meeting, students take turns 
facilitating different roles throughout the year. 
In my own classroom, I saw confident students 
model effective leadership to their peers by 
facilitating community meeting; similarly, I 
saw shy students learn to effectively use their 
voice by assuming leadership positions. I also 
witnessed my students process difficult top-
ics with one another during these prioritized 
gatherings. During my years at Lakewood, 
discussion topics included the fatal shooting of 
three young Muslims in the neighboring town 
of Chapel Hill, why we had to run lock-down 
drills as a school, how to practice understand-
ing in dealing with one another’s learning and 
social differences, the occurrence of a particu-
larly off-task day, and the changing face of our 
community as eighth graders prepared to move 
on to high school. Although not every meeting 
involved discussion of topics as weighty as 
these, having an intentional and regular space 
to air these questions, thoughts, and concerns 
as they arose was a natural part of our daily 
life together. 

Inter-age grouping also highlights a focus 
on social growth within the context of commu-
nity. At Lakewood, it is typical for seventh and 
eighth graders to spend two years in the same 
community, giving students and teachers time 
to form meaningful relationships upon which 
to build. Eighth graders oftentimes demon-
strate leadership in helping seventh graders 
acclimate to their new communities at the be-
ginning of the year. In addition, students work 
at their own pace and regularly find themselves 



Montessori as Democratic Education176

in mixed-grade learning groups. I have fre-
quently heard students discuss their ages at 
the middle of the year only to wrongly assume 
that one of their friends was a seventh grader 
when in fact she was an eighth grader, or vice 
versa. While realizations like these are always 
humorous and surprising to the students, it is 
wonderful to me that students in Montessori 
classrooms are not defined by their age. At the 
beginning of every year, students truly begin to 
grow from whatever their starting place might 
be—not from where the curriculum suggests 
they ought to be at a given age. Furthermore, 
the diverse nature of the classrooms allows 
students with special needs to find a natural 
place among the other students. In an inter-age 
classroom, everyone is different in their own 
way and variety becomes the norm. Students 
who have parents as professors sit next to stu-
dents whose parents are not citizens; students 
who read at an eleventh-grade level daily laugh 
in community meeting with students who have 
autism. In these ways, students at Lakewood 
learn to be part of an all-inclusive community, 
where the skills, talents, and gifts of individu-
als are both noticed and acknowledged. This 
can only serve to prepare students for the type 
of community they’ll find beyond the walls of 
Lakewood: a society where individuals are not 
in fact separated by their ages or abilities. 

Within these all-inclusive communities, 
Lakewood’s teachers place great emphasis on 
team building and social growth, primarily 
through the completion of group initiatives 
and field studies. Group initiatives, or activities 
and games that are created for the purpose of 
reflecting on group dynamics, are a regular 
part of Lakewood’s curriculum and occur in 
most communities once a week. While teachers 
typically facilitate and set up group initiatives, 
the challenges and games are completed by the 
students themselves. This forces students to 
manage and rely on one another. Group initia-
tives are always followed by a period of group 
processing, where students engage in a discus-
sion about what worked well; what difficul-
ties were encountered; what, if anything, was 
learned; and how the community might apply 
what they’ve learned in the group initiative 

in the classroom. When students see parallels 
between what happens in these activities and 
what happens in the classroom, a common 
language is created that, when used in the 
classroom, can remind students of these shared 
experiences and agreed upon lessons. 

Field studies extend the conception of 
community by allowing students to leave Lake-
wood’s school grounds to engage in hands-on 
learning experiences in the city. Lakewood’s 
biggest and most consistent field study each 
year is a three-day wilderness trip that serves 
as a fall camp. The location of this trip alter-
nates annually between a south-facing North 
Carolina beach and a local river. Students 
take classes in the ecology of the area and 
have downtime that allows them to relax in 
nature. They live in community for the entire 
three days and practice life skills like cooking, 
reading a map, and building a fire. For many 
students, this is their first overnight trip away 
from home. Because this excursion takes place 
at the beginning of each school year, it serves 
as a wonderful bonding experience for Lake-
wood’s communities and is a trip that students 
return to in discussion throughout the year. 

Outcomes 

While graduates of Montessori programs 
might not engage in typical civic activities 
(voting, volunteering, organizing food drives, 
and so forth) any more than alumni of more 
traditional comprehensive secondary schools, 
there is strong evidence to suggest that Mon-
tessori schools provide a climate that encour-
ages a practice of democratic deliberation in 
individuals and a spirit of collective delibera-
tion in the context of community. Lakewood’s 
graduates have done well academically, finding 
a natural fit in classes at every area high school 
in Durham. While teaching at Lakewood, I 
regularly heard feedback that our Montessori 
students had developed firm habits of self that 
they could continue to enact no matter their 
high school environment. They knew how to 
pace themselves, how to set their own bound-
aries, how to give voice to their thoughts, and 
how to uphold their responsibilities. Where 
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Lakewood’s graduates have at times felt limit-
ed is in seeking a larger spirit of collaboration 
after leaving the school; they have struggled 
to parlay the growth that comes from valori-
zation to higher communal aims. One alumna 
of Lakewood visited the school while I was a 
teacher, as the majority of graduates do from 
time to time, and directly shared with her 
teacher, Beth, “I miss the community.” She 
noted that her high school was large, that she 
had classes with different students all day, and 
that the emphasis on social growth was lack-
ing. Beth’s advice to this student was one that 
virtually every graduate of Lakewood has been 
tasked with: create the community you seek. 
“You know how,” she told her, “you learned 
how to foster community here.” The truth of 
this statement is evidence of Montessori’s abil-
ity to contribute to the democratic growth of 
our country. When adolescents develop habits 
of individual and communal deliberation to the 
extent that it changes the very way they inter-
act with the world, Gutmann’s charge has been 
met.
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I do not consider myself to be a democrat, a 
republican, socialist, communist, etc. I am a 
teacher and respecter of human rights. People have 
free will and choice. Do not take anything I say as 
a fact. Do your research, choose from the infor-
mation what you will, and find your own truth. 

This is the mantra I repeat to my students and 
it is something that I believe in wholeheartedly. 

As educators, we walk a fine line. In our 
current climate, where social injustices run 
rampant, how do we ignore the issues that 
plague our community? How do we seamlessly 
incorporate these issues into our teachings and 
encourage students to become involved? The 
answer is not an easy one, but it takes courage 
and determination on the part of the educator.

Ever since I started teaching eleven years 
ago, social justice has been part of my curriculum. 
I remember teaching the Holocaust and also 
wanting to explore and research genocides in dif-
ferent countries. This was a stretch for a young 
teacher, but I knew if I gave my students the very 
basics, I would be cheating them out of those 
critical teachable moments. Every year since 
then, I have taught about genocide in one way 
or another. We explore the stages of genocide and 
then compare that with our current society to see 
if we are heading in the right direction. My stu-
dents always teach me about a genocide I have 
never heard of, and then we create a memorial 
for the victims. Empathy is a word we do not 
use very often anymore. It seems like our modern 
world—especially world leaders—lacks empathy.

I wanted to give students the space to use 
their voice and express concerns about issues 
outside of the classroom. How can students 
focus in class when people who look like them 
are being mistreated publicly on a daily ba-
sis? As adults, we struggle with the injustices 
ourselves, so can you imagine what it is doing 
to the young mind? My commitment to ex-
posing my students to social justice came after 
the death of Trayvon Martin. I walked into 
the classroom, and it was the elephant in the 
room. Being a new teacher, I did not want to 
mess this moment up, nor did I want to offend 
students who had the different opinions about 
this tragic topic. We held a seminar, we set our 
norms, and we began our tough conversation. 
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There is one comment from that day that I will 
forever carry with me: “Black people who wear 
hoodies are very suspicious.” My response, “I 
wear hoodies.” “Well, you’re different, you’re 
my teacher.” I was met with a very sobering 
reality that day. What do we do when we dis-
agree with someone? Do we defend our point, 
hoping that they will change their mind, or do 
we respect their opinion and offer more teach-
able moments? We get into trouble as educa-
tors when we push our agenda and biases. It 
demeans the views of students.

Some of the best conversations I have ever 
had about racism, homophobia, sexism, ageism, 
and discrimination have been with middle 
school students. I love to play devil’s advocate and 
force them to understand different perspec-
tives, something most adults cannot do. But 
most importantly, I always stress that their voice 
has more power than anything else. When they 
use their voice and combine it with their pas-
sion, they can shut down cities, change policies, 
and bring about change in our communities. 
Just look at what the students from Marjorie 
Stoneman Douglas High School were able to do.

Recently, we read The Sun Does Shine: 
How I Found Life and Freedom on Death 
Row by Anthony Ray Hinton. Not only was 
this book a page-turner, but it also highlighted 
several events that we were able to dig into 
further. We dived into the issues concerning 
Emmett Till, church bombings in Alabama, and 
institutionalized racism. We discussed the cycle 
of poverty and school-to-prison pipeline that 
affect our communities of color. Then we de-
bated privilege and how one can use one’s priv-
ilege to bring awareness to unjust situations. 
When you think about social justice, you have 
to bring to light all of the deep, dark secrets 
that we live with every day. Social justice is not 
about hugs and roses. It is the slimy bottom of 
the garbage can that no one wants to deal with 
because it is just too much. But if we don’t 
teach our students how to dig it up and deal 
with it, we continue to support the institution-
alized racism and discrimination that plague 
our societies and tear apart families because 
they do not look a certain way or are not from 
this country. The refusal to deal with these is-

sues cripples our nation, but more importantly 
it teaches our children exclusiveness. There are 
ways of dealing with every situation, no matter 
what side of the fence you claim to be on. Our 
kids are much stronger than we give them 
credit for. They can talk about these issues and 
then educate their peers and families. They 
go home sounding like they are competent on 
social issues, and that’s because they are!

This is social justice. We talk about it, we 
share it, and then we act on it. I believe that 
Dr. Maria Montessori was a pillar of social 
justice. She believed in educating those who 
society turned their backs on. She created an 
educational movement because she knew that 
they deserved better. As educators, we have 
to be brave enough to implement these issues 
into our curricula. Discussing difficult topics 
has never been comfortable, it is one of the 
many reasons adults cannot talk about issues 
like racism today. It makes us uncomfortable, 
and we are scared of being misinterpreted and/
or sounding racist. We are equally afraid of 
what parents may say or think when we bring 
up current events. If we live a life of fear, what 
gets accomplished? Teaching with the heart of 
Montessori means doing whatever it takes to 
expose students to the world they live in.

But there is a fine line here, isn’t there? We 
are urged as educators to not discuss politics 
or other hot button issues such as abortion or 
LGBTQ+ rights. People have strong opinions 
when it comes to things they believe are funda-
mentally wrong. But the classroom has to be a 
space where safe learning occurs. If people do 
not agree, listen to why and then move on. It 
does not change the love and respect you have 
for one another, it just means that you dis-
agree. Hatred comes in when we do not learn 
how to speak to each other in respectful ways, 
and we end up resenting the person who does 
not think as we do. The classroom is a lab of 
sorts, the place where you hope to figure things 
out and then go into the world and try to ap-
ply what you’ve learned. Our greatest struggle 
is not our students who are voicing sound 
opinions, it is some of our parents and teachers 
who have their own ideologies and views and 
force them upon the child. We want our students 
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to be free thinkers, yet we do the thinking for 
them. We want them to be self-directed, yet we 
direct their course for them. We want them to 
be independent, yet we strip their independence 
because we are losing control of them.

I cannot tell you that what works in my 
classroom will work in every classroom. Every 
year is different because my students grow 
mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. I do 
stress relevant norms in class, though, which is 
always a constant. We will always talk about 
the significant issues that plague our society. 
Questioning everything is important. There is 
a way to examine information to determine 
the validity and reliability of the information. 
Can the information be trusted? How do we 
determine the juxtaposed narratives of truth 
and opinion? What is true? Keeping an open 
mind is important here as we will question 
foundational values that influence a student’s 
moral compass. I tell students that if you be-
lieve in something, stand by it, fight for it, and 
be able to explain why intellectually. It is not 
my purpose to question their values, but to give 
them the strength to fight for what they believe 
in. One of the first lessons I have with my eighth 
graders is on truth. This lesson lasts two days. 
First is a day of questions: What is the truth? Can 
you define it? If you cannot explain it, is it 
real? Then the next time we meet, I allow them 
to speak freely about the questions that were 
posed. Sometimes they come back with more 
questions, and sometimes they come back with 
some answers. Everything is questioned, and it 
builds in them those inquiry skills. We do not want 
a generation of people who will take whatever is 
being fed to them. We want them to question ev-
erything and seek their own sources for information. 

However, in doing this, students begin 
to see that they have never honestly had the 
freedom to think on their own. They’ve always 
been told what to do and how to do it. This 
approach is outside the box and makes most 
of them uncomfortable. I do tell them not to 
go home and question their parents, though, 
let’s play smart here! But this is their journey—
they begin to realize that not everyone has the 
freedom to think and speak as they want. They 
can call out injustices and fight for those who 

cannot fight for themselves. We talk about 
power and control and how it keeps order 
within society. We discuss what happens when 
the power is corrupt and how that impacts 
society. Social justice in the classroom is not 
merely about who should be president, it is 
about understanding the life we are living.

But, isn’t that what Montessori is about? 
Montessori is about understanding the lives we 
are living and doing what is right for the spirit. 
Your political affiliation is not your spirit. Your 
spirit is the living breathing thing within you that 
connects to others. We are wired to love and be 
loved. When we stand aside and watch the inhu-
mane treatment of others, we go against our spirit. 

When we hear about Montessori’s cosmic 
task, some may misconstrue it as beyond this 
world. The word cosmic can appear like it is 
light years away or simply unattainable. But 
Montessori intended cosmic task as more ac-
cessible to contemporary implementation. Our 
cosmic task is simply the contributions needed 
for our time and place. The interpretation is 
different for each of us, but at the very core, it 
is to give love in whatever way we can to our 
social environment. 

Incorporating social justice into the class-
room is part of my cosmic task. My students 
need to know that someone cares about their 
voice. We cannot awaken their spirits by mere-
ly going through the motions of the curriculum 
and standards. No. It takes going against the 
grain in many cases to awaken a sleeping giant. 
This work takes courage and strength. If Mon-
tessori stuck with the norms of her society, we 
wouldn’t be discussing her work today.

My mother always says that we do not see 
how roads intersect until we get to them. I am 
the teacher I am today because I have a Mon-
tessori foundation at my very core. I hope that 
through this approach, I can give my students 
a new way to look at life. When one spirit 
connects with another, it is a beautiful thing 
that goes beyond rational comprehension. We 
see people for who they are and not for their 
circumstances, skin color, sexual orientation, or 
socioeconomic status. Justice means accepting 
people for who they are . . . it is just that simple.

Return to contents
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Dr. Montessori’s pedagogy or “help for life” 
(Stephenson, as cited in Montessori, 1936, p. 
xii) has been at heart a social justice movement 
since its inception. “On January 6, 1907, in 
a section of Rome noted and reported on for 
the crime, ignorance, illiteracy, and poverty 
of its inhabitants was begun a work that was 
to spread around the world” (Stephenson in 
Montessori, 1936, p. xii). Dr. Montessori chose 
to engage with the disenfranchised children of 
Rome. She instinctively knew that when given 
experiences within a very specific developmen-
tally appropriate framework children would 
develop socially, intellectually, cognitively, 
academically, and physically. Her work with 
these children in Rome had a profound effect 
on the future of education. The life of the child 
was forever changed because of her scientific 
observations and work with children.

It benefits us to reflect on Dr. Montessori’s 
original purpose, which was the betterment 
of society. Montessori (2007) wrote about 
educating the child, who is “both a hope and 
a promise for mankind” (p. 31). As educa-
tors we are active participants in this journey 
toward guiding each child in our classroom so 
that they mature and become compassionate 
humans who care deeply for themselves, their 
peers, and the environment. 

We are also responsible for supporting each 
child. This includes creating a safe space for 
all children, as well as their families, and other 
educators, who are LGBTQIA+. The acronym 
LGBTQIA+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, inquisitive, intersex, and 
asexual. Representation and inclusion around 
gender diversity and sexuality of children, 
teachers, and families is a social justice issue. 
It is time for the Montessori movement to 
evolve and work toward justice and peace for 
LGBTQIA+ children, educators, and families. 
This article will focus on how to incorporate 
gender diversity and the LGBTQIA+ curricu-
lum into the Montessori environment. 

To understand the LGBTQIA+ curriculum, 
it is helpful to be familiar with the terminology:

Gender is the relationship between our 
physical bodies and inner selves it is how we 
view ourselves and express ourselves to the 

world. Sex is the biological (anatomical) differ-
ence between male, female, and intersex. The 
gender binary is the idea that there are only 
two genders and that every person is one of 
those two. Gender identity is an individual’s 
own perception of how they label themself 
regarding whether their gender identity aligns 
with their sex assigned at birth. Gender ex-
pression is the external display of one’s gender. 
Clothing, grooming, demeanor, and social 
behaviors generally made sense of on a scale of 
masculinity and femininity. 

A cisgender (cis) person’s gender identity 
matches the sex they were assigned at birth. 

A transgender person’s gender identity dif-
fers from the sex they were assigned at birth.

An agender person has no, or very little, 
connection to the traditional system of gender, 
no personal alignments with the concepts of 
man or woman. An agender person may also 
see themself existing without gender.

A non-binary person’s gender identity is not 
exclusively masculine or feminine. Non-binary 
people may express combinations of masculini-
ty and femininity or neither. 

Two-spirit is a modern umbrella term used 
by Indigenous North Americans to describe 
a traditional third gender in Indigenous com-
munities. This term is exclusive to Indigenous 
people and should not be claimed as an identi-
ty outside of these groups.

Gender fluid people move between two 
genders; they are a dynamic mix between 
female and male. A person who is gender fluid 
may feel more female on some days and more 
male on others.

Sexual orientation is the type of sexual, 
romantic, emotional, and/or spiritual attrac-
tion one feels for others. Generally, it is based 
on the gender relationship between the person 
and people they are attracted to. Always ask 
people how they wish to be identified in order 
to avoid misgendering someone. 

Heterosexual (straight) people are emotion-
ally and physically/sexually attracted to people 
of the opposite gender. Heteronormativity is 
the belief or attitude that everyone in society 
is heterosexual. Most of us have grown up in 
a heteronomative society, which assumes that 
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men will only be in relationships with women 
and vice versa.  

Homosexual (also known as gay and les-
bian) people are attracted to people who share 
the same gender. 

Bisexual (bi) people are attracted to more 
than one gender. 

Pansexual (pan) people are attracted to 
people of all gender identities and gender ex-
pressions. 

Asexual/ace people do not experience 
sexual attraction. This does not mean that all 
asexual individuals never have sex or want to 
have sex.

Queer is a reclaimed umbrella term for 
anyone falling on the LGBTQIA+ spectrum. 
Queer has been used for decades as a slur 
against LGBTQIA+ people. It is slowly being 
reclaimed, particularly among younger people 
in the community. 

We are advocates for all the children we 
teach. We care for the child who resembles us, 
as well as the child who does not. We nurture 
the child with the straight red hair, the child 
with kinky dark hair, and the child with no 
hair. We support the child whose skin tones are 
different from ours as well as the child whose 
parents are not members of our church. We 
offer compassion to the child of immigrants 
and also to the child who is a refugee seeking 
asylum from a war-torn country. We guide 
the child with two dads as well as the child 
whose mother is in prison. All of these children 
are worthy and deserving of our care and our 
compassion, even if there is an element of their 
identity, family, or background that makes us 
uncomfortable. Being an advocate for every 
child, regardless of who they are or what fami-
ly they come from, might raise some questions. 
Do we intrinsically believe that all children 
deserve a Montessori education? Are we com-
fortable with children who come from families 
unlike ours, with children who are transgender 
or who do not identify as the sex that they 
were assigned at birth? Do we feel prepared 
to nurture a child who is coming out as gay 
or lesbian? Can we partner with a queer or 
non-binary co-teacher for an entire year? Can 
we support a faculty member who is transition-

ing? The answers to these questions may make 
us feel uncomfortable. These questions can 
bring up unease. In these moments, it can be 
incredibly beneficial to dig deeper and reflect 
on our spiritual preparation and who we are as 
Montessori educators. Instead of allowing our 
discomfort to come between us and the child 
(or our colleagues or families in the commu-
nity), we need to reframe our way of thinking. 
We need to remember that all children are 
worthy of love, respect, and dignity. To help us 
with this we can reflect on the qualities of the 
child, their curiosity, the materials they gravi-
tate to, and how much the Montessori educa-
tion benefits them as a human. It is up to us to 
do the inner work, to ask meaningful questions 
that invite us to dig deeper. 

Montessori (1936) wrote, “We insist on 
the fact that a teacher must prepare themselves 
interiorly by systematically studying themself 
so that they can tear out their most deeply 
rooted defects, those in fact which impede their 
relations with children. We must be taught, 
and we must be willing to accept guidance if 
we wish to become effective teachers” (p. 149). 
This examination into who we are, our beliefs, 
and our connection to Dr. Montessori’s theo-
ries can help us to remember that all children 
deserve a Montessori education. This process 
will also enrich our practice as Montessorians 
and help us to engage more deeply with all 
the children that we teach. While reflecting on 
our practice, it is helpful to connect with other 
Montessorians. Have conversations that speak 
to the experiences and beliefs as a Montes-
sorian. It is essential to reflect on your belief 
system, your own struggles and biases, and 
how you are evolving in your practice.

Understanding that differences are valuable 
and create an incredible learning opportunity 
for children in the classroom is vital to the 
classroom, to our communities, and our society. 
Creating spaces where diversity and differences 
are celebrated is socially just and in keeping 
with Dr. Montessori’s pedagogy. 
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The LGBTQIA-Inclusive Montessori 
School

After examining your beliefs, it is helpful to 
create a personal mission statement. A person-
al mission statement is an integral part of your 
identity as an educator. It expresses what is 
important to you. Creating and revisiting your 
mission statement every so often is a valuable 
opportunity to reflect upon and reevaluate 
your beliefs, and your evolution as an educa-
tor. My mission statement incorporates my 
beliefs about Montessori education along with 
gender identity and the LGBTQIA+ curricu-
lum because this is something I am passionate 
about. In my mission statement I say: “I will 
create environments in which all children see 
themselves reflected in their teachers and their 
school community. I will build diverse commu-
nities which respect children and adults of all 
gender identities and provide a school commu-
nity that is respectful of all familial makeups.”

Once your mission statement is complete 
share it with other educators. Talk about your 
evolution as an educator and how Dr. Montes-
sori was a pioneer in the field of social justice. 
Dr. Montessori (1936) wrote:

There is also much that is unknown about 
a child. There is a part of a child’s soul 
that has always been unknown but which 
must be known. With a spirit of sacrifice 
and enthusiasm, we must go in search like 
those who travel to foreign lands and tear 
up mountains in their search for the hidden 
gold. This is what the adult must do who 
seeks the unknown factor that lies hidden 
in the depths of the child’s soul. This is a 
labor in which all must share, without dis-
tinction of nation, race, or social standing 
since it means bringing forth of an indis-
pensable element for the progress of [hu]
mankind. (p. 15) 

It is vital to understand that differences are 
valuable and to create an incredible learning 
opportunity for children in the classroom, and 
for our larger communities and our society. 

To do so, it is essential to have candid 

conversations around diversity and accep-
tance in our classrooms. In the context of the 
school community and the classroom, being an 
advocate means being there for all the chil-
dren, supporting them in their social-emotional, 
intellectual, cognitive, spiritual, physical, and 
academic lives. This means supporting every 
child regardless of who they are, what they 
look like, their familial makeup, and how they 
identify. Statistically, even in early-childhood 
classrooms, there are going to be children who 
don’t identify as the sex they were assigned at 
birth and children who will grow to identify as 
gay or lesbian. Some of your colleagues may be 
queer, and there are likely families in the com-
munity comprised of humans who are both the 
same sex or who might be transitioning. Edu-
cators have to come together to talk about how 
they will support the child who comes out, the 
colleague who transitions, or the family with 
two moms. It is imperative for your school to 
have conversations that focus specifically on 
how the entire school (guides, office support, 
janitors, and even volunteers) will support and 
nurture every child, educator, and family. It is 
time to have those conversations; it is impera-
tive that we provide a supportive environment 
for all children, especially those who identify 
as LGBTQIA+, whose lives may be at stake. 
According to the Trevor Project: 

• “Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death 
among young people ages 10–24.” 

• “LGBTQ youth seriously contemplate suicide 
at almost three times the rate of heterosexual 
youth.” 

• “We estimate that at least 1.2 million LGBTQ 
youth aged 13–18 in the US seriously consider 
suicide each year. We further estimate that at 
least 693,000 LGBTQ youth aged 19–24 in the 
US seriously consider suicide each year.” 

As Montessori educators, we need to come 
together to create a movement. If we do not 
create ways to support these children then not 
only are we are not being true to Dr. Mon-
tessori’s ideology, we are endangering them. 
Dr. Montessori (1946) wrote, “We shall walk 
together on this path of life, for all things are 
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a part of the universe, and are connected with 
each other to form one whole unity” (p. 6).

Some of these conversations can be un-
comfortable. But it is important to have these 
conversations in your school and to speak 
honestly and without any judgments about 
how the faculty will incorporate anti-bias and 
gender diversity into your school’s culture and 
curriculum. Ask questions, dive deep, and find 
solutions. As a faculty, take time to revisit your 
school’s mission regarding gender diversity 
and the LGBTQIA+ curriculum. Then present 
this rewritten mission on your school’s website. 
This informs families about your stance on 
such issues. Engage with prospective families 
about anti-bias and gender diversity at open 
houses and on admissions tours. This gives 
families a sense of the community that they are 
joining. Engaging with current and prospective 
families in your newsletters, board meetings, 
parent education events, book clubs, and doc-
umentary nights is a meaningful way to open 
dialogue on this topic. In-person family com-
munication is important to opening a dialogue 
about anti-bias and gender diversity.

Reflect on your school practices: are they 
inclusive of all children, regardless of what 
children look like and how they identify? Reflect 
on the forms you give to families: are they 
respectful of all different kinds of families? Re-
flect on your family gatherings: is it possible that 
they could be exclusionary to current or future 
families in your community? Keep in mind that 
not all families celebrate the same holidays and 
not all families have a mother and a father.

School leaders must create their own mis-
sion statements that are inclusive of the gender 
diversity LGBTQIA+ curriculum. Share your 
mission with the founder, the board, and your 
supervisors. Share TED Talks, books, articles, 
and statistics. Share your expertise, confidence, 
and passion on this topic so that your super-
visors know that you will help families and 
children support one another in their growth, 
which is what Dr. Montessori intended.

When interviewing prospective teachers, 
share your vision and mission that incorpo-
rate anti-bias and gender diversity. Share how 
you bring anti-bias and gender diversity into 

the classroom daily. Then talk honestly about 
whether or not they feel they can support chil-
dren who are diverse racially, culturally, so-
cioeconomically, and in terms of gender iden-
tity. Keep an open mind when you hear their 
reactions. They do not have to agree with you. 
If the person does not share the same passion 
and commitment to this topic, then you know 
that they are not the right fit for your school.

It is imperative in this heteronormative so-
ciety that every school includes sexual orienta-
tion, gender identity, and gender expression in their 
non-discrimination statement. When schools 
add these words to their statement, they are 
communicating that they are inclusive and wel-
coming to all families, educators, and children.

It’s also essential for schools to update 
all forms, such as application forms, family 
information forms, emergency forms, and any 
other forms that families will be filling out. It’s 
time to acknowledge that many families do 
not have a mother and a father; some have 
two moms, some a grandma, some two dads, 
and some individuals who are gender fluid, 
non-binary, and so forth. These two actions are 
the tip of the iceberg and yet are so incredibly 
meaningful. 

When working with children who are 
questioning their identity, coming out, or tran-
sitioning, it is essential to be supportive and 
non-judgmental. Provide a nurturing and re-
spectful space for the child. Listen to the child, 
use the pronouns and name that they wish to 
use. Give the child the space and time that they 
need without trying to change their mind. Do 
not refer to this time as a phase; do not tell 
them that what they are doing is wrong. Ac-
knowledge how they feel and be yourself with 
them. When working with their family, it’s best 
to be extremely patient with everyone. Un-
derstand that this is a process and that there 
are lots of feelings involved. There are local 
chapters of PFLAG (Parents and Friends of 
Lesbians and Gays) in most major cities that 
can provide support for families. The Trevor 
Project and It Gets Better Project are two fan-
tastic organizations that support children. 

Below are different ways to explore different 
areas of our practice in Montessori environments.
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The LGBTQIA+, Gender-Diverse  
Montessori Environment

A significant component of Dr. Montessori’s 
ideology was the social-emotional life of the 
child. The peace curriculum is woven into 
every aspect of the Montessori environment; 
it becomes the invisible thread that holds 
and strengthens our community. We guide 
each child as they learn to navigate their way 
through a wide variety of social situations with 
grace and courtesy. Teachers model compas-
sion, respect, and understanding, and children 
develop such qualities too. We take great care 
to create a nurturing community that supports 
every child toward developing care of them-
selves, their community, and their environment. 

We also take great care to create the per-
fect Montessori environment that will challenge 
and support each child in all areas of their 
education. We hunt for that classic spoon for 
the transferring work on the practical life shelf, 
the perfect blue tray to hold the geometric solids, 
and the exact location to hang the bead cabinet. 
Everything in our environments is picked with 
deliberate and delicate care. We excitedly plan for 
the children; we meticulously choose the font 
for their name cards and plan our meetings for 
the first few weeks. We leave nothing to chance. 
We want to welcome and empower every child.

When planning our environments we 
almost always focus on function and aesthetics. 
But that’s not enough. We must also create an 
inclusive environment. When choosing art for 
the walls, what images are you presenting? Do 
the children in the school see themselves in 
those images? Do they see other types of people 
in those images? If the school is not diverse, 
then be extra cognizant of the fact that children 
need to see what diversity looks like. Do the 
images represent children other than those 
in your community? Make sure you have all 
different types of children depicted in culturally 
respectful ways. 

When arranging the children’s cubbies and 
placing name cards on hooks, be aware of how 
you organize them. Arrange children’s belongings 
by their first or last names and not by their 
sex. Do not color-code your environment with 

“boy” or “girl” colors. When you call children 
to line up, or ask them to transition from one 
space to another, do not separate them into 
boys and girls lines. Call children by clapping 
the syllables in their names, the color of their 
shoes, the initials their names begin with. Try not 
to call children “sweetie,” “honey” or “lovie”; 
instead call them by the name they were given. If 
they are transitioning, then call them by their 
chosen name.

Unless your state requires bathrooms for 
different sexes, have unisex bathrooms. There 
are always children who do not identify with 
the sex that was assigned to them at birth, and 
this allows them to use the bathroom without 
the anxiety they would most likely experience 
otherwise. Also, young children (three to six) 
are curious about body parts but do not have 
the same taboos around them that adults do. As 
adults, we may have anxiety around this, but 
we do not want to pass that anxiety on to our 
children. So, when children are toileting be 
sure to use the appropriate names for children’s 
body parts. If a child has a penis, remind them 
to point their penis at the toilet bowl when 
urinating. If a child has a vagina, name it when 
you remind them to wipe their vagina after 
using the toilet. It is not only healthy, but also 
important to call body parts by their biological 
names and raise children without the stigma and 
bodies issues that so many adults have. It also 
helps children of all genders understand their 
bodies, and, if necessary, name the parts of their 
bodies that they might not feel comfortable with. 

Choosing Books for the Classroom

Take care that the children see themselves reflected 
in the books that are on the bookshelf. Also 
choose books that represent children that are 
different from those in the community. Choosing 
books that feature children of all colors as well 
as books that feature a variety of families helps 
children learn about families other than their own. 
When children listen to and read books about 
families that are different than their own, they 
hear about the similarities between their fam-
ilies and other families. They come to accept 
the differences with love, respect, and without 
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any judgments or second thoughts. Be sure to 
include books that feature children who might 
be blind or deaf and children who use wheel-
chairs. Children need to read and know about 
those different than them so that they focus on the 
similarities of the children and not the differences.

Inclusive Celebrations

Reflect on the traditions in your school: Are 
they inclusive of all the children, families, and 
faculty in your community? How do these 
traditions present to other families who are 
not part of your community? Holidays such as 
Mother’s Day and Father’s Day are so much 
fun, but do they take into account the children who 
don’t have a mother or a father? Be very aware 
of each family, and who they are; there are other 
gatherings that you can have that acknowledge 
the humans in each child’s life. Also, be mindful 
of the “Hallmark” type holidays you celebrate; 
some like Valentine’s day could reinforce 
heteronormative ideas that might inadvertently 
alienate children, teachers, and families.

When we look at the Montessori pedagogy with 
the intention of social justice, we can under-
stand why incorporating inclusion of LGBTQIA+ 
individuals is essential. Our positions as Mon-
tessori educators are critical. Every choice we 
make affects change. We have the power to educate 
and support all the children, families, and faculty 
in our schools. Dr. Montessori (1995) wrote: 

This is education, understood as a help to life; 
an education from birth, which feeds a 
peaceful revolution and unites all in a 
common aim, attracting them as to a single 
center. Mothers, fathers, politicians: all must 
combine in their respect and help for this 
delicate work of formation, which the little 
child carries on in the depth of a profound 
psychological mystery, under the tutelage of 
an inner guide. This is the bright new hope 
for mankind. (p. 17)

Working as a Montessori practitioner 
requires much inner work and humility. Work-
ing to support the LGBTQIA+ community, 

whether it is children, educators, or families, 
requires patience and support and the un-
derstanding that there is always something new 
to learn. Attending seminars and workshops, 
reading articles, and joining a community of 
like-minded humans will help you keep current 
about the latest approaches around anti-bias, 
LGBTQIA+, and gender diversity. Reach out 
and ask questions even if you feel they are 
foolish. Dr. Montessori (1972) wrote:

Times have changed, and science has made 
great progress, and so has our work; but our 
principles have only been confirmed, and 
along with them our conviction that man-
kind can hope for a solution to its prob-
lems, among which the most urgent are 
those of peace and unity, only by turning 
its attention and energies to the discovery 
of the child and to the development of the 
great potentialities of the human personality 
in the course of its formation. (p. ix) 

The Montessori movement has an incredibly 
vast base of educators who are devoted to the chil-
dren they teach. When we collectively embrace 
all the LGBTQIA+ humans in our schools and 
communities, we will help shatter stereotypes 
and save so many lives. We will bring ourselves 
closer to the vision that Dr. Montessori envi-
sioned so many years ago.
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Montessori Crossed the Street
A Story of Access and Social Justice in Puerto Rico
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Puerto Real, Vieques, Puerto Rico. Credit: Courtesy 
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degrees from Harvard University. 
García Blanco is currently executive 
director of Instituto Nueva Escue-
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2008. The nonprofit organization 
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tional transformation through 
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island’s first Montessori children’s 
house there. She has also taught at 
the University of the Sacred Heart, 
the University of Puerto Rico, and 
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García Blanco is the author of 
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In 1987, in Juan Domingo—a poor inner-city 
barrio in Guaynabo, Puerto Rico—a group 
of community members decided to stop the 
vicious cycle of school negligence and poverty. 
They resisted a school that was failing them: 
40% of the local children never reached the 
ninth grade, many ended up involved in gangs 
and drugs, many failed at least once while in 
elementary school, and the gates were always 
closed to community participation. The com-
munity had a high unemployment rate, preva-
lent domestic violence, and broken homes. The 
Department of Education official’s response to 
this situation was to close the school in 1987, 
arguing that there were “not enough children 
and young people in the community of Juan 
Domingo to justify a public school.”

The community organized, protested, 
and three years later, on August 1990, they 
reopened the school. The first months of that 
school year were difficult. The older youth of the 
community would come to the gate and throw 
rocks at us every day. Until one day we invited 
them in, started a conversation, and learned 
from them what the school should not be. 

In 1994, as the movement matured, the 
Juan Domingo community embraced the 
Montessori method as a pedagogical model 
and the school became the first public Montes-
sori program in Puerto Rico. Why Montessori? 
Montessori provided a scientifically proven 
approach that would combat low academic 
progress, violence, and dropout rates. Within 
less than a year, violence and illiteracy were 
already decreasing in the community. Until 
then, Montessori schools on the Island were 
only available to people able who could afford 
expensive private schooling. In Juan Domingo, 
Montessori “crossed the street”; she returned 
to the place where she once started her work 
and to the children she worked for: “We then 
become witnesses to the development of the 
human soul; the emergence of the New Man, 
who will no longer be the victim of events but, 
thanks to his clarity of vision, will become able 
to direct and to mold the future of mankind” 
(Montessori, 1995, p. 9).

In 1990, 90 students were enrolled, 99% 
under the poverty level; in 2019 the school 
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had 450 students. A recent examination of 
the trajectory of the alumni from 1990 to 
2010 showed that 100% graduated from the 
ninth grade and went on to high school, 17% 
of them went on to very selective Specialized 
Schools, 90% went on to university or are now 
studying at that level, 71% completed a BA, 
and 8% completed a MA. An excellent school 
for all proved to be a concrete way of achiev-
ing social change in our barrio. Choosing 
Montessori situated this small inner-city com-
munity at the center of an education reform. 

In 2000, four other schools joined our 
initiative; they brought with them similar 
stories: low academic achievement, high levels 
of school violence, high dropout rates, and 
lack of parental participation. In 2012, twelve 
additional schools joined an emerging collec-
tive. In August 2014, after months of parents’ 
advocacy, the first Montessori Secretariat came 
to life, and eleven additional schools joined. 
On December 2018, the governor of Puerto 
Rico signed a law that officially recognizes 
Montessori as part of the public education sys-
tem. Montessori is now present in 45 schools 
in both rural and urban communities (with 
75–95% poverty rates), serving around 14,500 
students and 28,000 parents. 

Our communities found in Montessori a 
philosophy and methodology that were oppo-
site of those schools that kept their children 
out for decades. This method provides a solid 
academic and social experience that prepares 
our children while helping them develop 
character and commitment to the common 
good. Maria Montessori’s dream of “changing 
the world” through an excellent education for 
children found a scenario to flourish in Puerto 
Rico—as it once did in the marginal communi-
ties of Rome. 

Montessori is based on a profound respect 
of human beings and their potential. It creates 
environments that emerge from values that our 
communities are searching for in a new collab-
orative “society”: justice, peace, love, union, 
and solidarity. As our schools provide calm 
environments designed for learning at each 
stage of development students develop inde-
pendence, self-discipline and self-motivation. 

Every child experiences success at their own 
pace. This educational model enables our chil-
dren and youth to become decisive, organized, 
and focused individuals. Partaking in a culture 
that sets high standards for them, they try to 
do their best. While absorbing cognitive tal-
ents needed to succeed in life, the children also 
engage in a culture that values behavior that 
leads to a more peaceful society. These children 
and youth will be successful both in further 
studies and in the modern workplace. This is 
the citizen that will construct and transform. 
They will no longer be at the “margin of the 
state and society.” 

Montessori public schools become the 
center of the community and a model of 
peaceful democratic culture. Both children 
and adults live under a code of honor. Mon-
tessori’s required multiage classrooms and 
inclusion provide a concrete experience needed 
for transforming school environments. Older 
children “grow up” to become big brothers 
and sisters to younger ones; they have a “high 
bar” of expected behavior. Violence, bullying, 
and poor work are not part of the environ-
ment. Children help each other; they do not 
engage in unhealthy competition. Montessori 
public schools enroll families with every child 
that comes to school. Parents have a role at the 
decision-making tables where public policy is 
developed. 

The tools we use to organize the commu-
nity of adults around this school must be in 

Barrio La Esperanza, Vieques, Puerto Rico. Credit: 
Instituto Nueva Escuela
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harmony with the school we dream for our 
children. They must be the opposite of the 
structure and experience that the community 
had undergone for decades and that kept them 
out of decision-making processes. The tools we 
use must reconstruct a social tissue that has 
been broken and must bring back community 
members’ confidence and trust in themselves 
and one another. A new form of collaboration 
is being developed while making space for a 
humanizing pedagogy.

Collective work and round tables emerged. 
Teachers, school personnel, parents, students: 
everyone is part of the transformation; every-
body is responsible, has a dignified place at the 
table, and is part to the consensus. The school, 
as a community, comes together to reflect upon 
their reality. They “dream” of an improved 
reality for their children and for themselves: 
What is best for the child? What is the optimal 
outcome for our community? In the process of 
transforming their children’s education, they 
become a unified healthy community of adults. 
Led by a code of honor and commitment to 
their dreams and goals, members of the com-
munity reconcile their differences and discard 
unhealthy day-to-day behavior. Members of 
these round tables become “family” in the 
process of altering their reality. As communi-
ties build their new schools, they become more 
robust as communities. Collective work is the 
first curriculum for a child. It is learned from 
the way we relate to each other and organize 
ourselves to get things done. 

During the last three years Puerto Rico has 
undergone an unprecedented economic and so-
cial crisis. Good public schools in Puerto Rico 
are more necessary now than ever. The island 
went through two major hurricanes that left it 
devastated and more impoverished. Under the 
terms of a PROMESA, a federal law approved 
in 2016, a seven member board controls the is-
land’s internal budget process. Since 2017, the 
government has closed more than 300 public 
schools. The unemployment rate is at 9% in 
the context of a very low labor participation 
rate of 40% and high levels of migration to 
the United States. Although we are observing a 

decrease in the total number of children, there 
is an increase in the number of poor children: 
57% of all children in Puerto Rico live under 
the poverty level. Puerto Rico’s crisis affects 
the soul of our people in many ways, including 
by creating a collective sense of hopelessness, 
powerlessness, and growing division. 

Maria Montessori gave us a mandate that 
has served us well—good education for all chil-
dren is a right and the way for a new mankind. 
“The child, that ‘forgotten citizen,’ must be 
appreciated in accordance with his true value. 
His rights as a human being who shapes all of 
mankind must become sacred, and the secret 
laws of his normal psychic development must 
light the way for civilization” (Montessori, 
1992). 

A week after hurricane Maria, I visited a 
public Montessori school in Barranca, Barran-
quitas, in the island’s central mountain region. 
The river had gone inside the school; many 

Escuela Juan Ponce de León, Juan Domingo, 
Guaynabo, Puerto Rico, September 25, 2017, five 
days after Hurricane Maria. Credit: Instituto Nue-
va Escuela
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neighbors had lost their homes and many had 
no food or water. When I arrived, I found a 
round table of community and school peo-
ple talking, planning, setting up strategies of 
survival. The common good was the theme. I 
was impressed to see that the Barrancas school 
personnel knew exactly where the students 
and their families were and what they needed. 
Very early on, the school was serving its chil-
dren, who were themselves eager to go back 
to “normal life.” This experience was not an 
exception. In all the Montessori public schools 
I visited during that time, the scenario was the 
same: the round table, the collective listening, 
visiting, and taking care of on another. All over 
the island these schools were resuming normal 
operations even before official permission was 
given—some because they never got the mes-
sage that they could not open, others simply 
because they knew that there were, literally, 
life-or-death repercussions. 

The general policy orientation of both the 
local government and the PROMESA-instituted 
oversight board has been to drastically reduce 
the public-school system, even in the midst of 
the collective pain and impoverishing of our 
communities after the hurricanes. Of the 300 
schools that have been closed, around 85% 
served elementary school children living under 
the poverty level. 

Public Montessori communities resist-
ed this drive to eliminate public schools and 

staunchly opposed a charter privatization 
strategy. This grassroots movement emerged 
from the interest of parents, teachers, and 
community members. On April 5, 2018, the 
secretary of education announced that fourteen 
of our schools where in the list of schools to 
be closed. Parents and teachers from the 45 
public Montessori schools worked day and 
night to save their schools. Groups of parents 
all over the island organized and sent a strong 
message to the authorities. Their language did 
not speak about the “closing” of schools—the 
slogan was nos quedamos—“we are staying.” 
Today these 45 schools are still open and serv-
ing their communities. Parents and community 
members from all of the schools protected the 
fourteen in danger. In conversations with the 
secretary of education when she would ask 
some of the school principals, “Why are you 
here? Your school is not in danger of being 
closed,” their response spoke about the spirit of 
our struggle and unity of purpose: “If you close 
one school, you hurt us all.”

Citizens resisted by building, by creating, a 
reality that spoke for itself about the empow-
erment of our communities and a clear view 
about schooling and its importance to their 
children. While 50% of schools in our school 
department informed different types of vio-
lent incidents, 95% of the Montessori schools 
describe their classrooms as peaceful. While 
approximately 3,000 students leave school 
every year, in our public Montessori schools 
there are no dropouts. Children and young 
people are growing up in a different culture: 
one of possibility, hope, and participation; one 
in which they leave behind the “victim” role 
and become makers of history and solutions. 

Eugenio María de Hostos, a Puerto Rican 
pedagogue of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, spoke about the responsibility that 
a school has in the social transformation of a 
society. According to Hostos (2009), a school’s 
first purpose is to transform the place in the 
world that it serves to be more just. Its finality 
is the transformation of society (pp. 139–42). 

This is responsibility is actively addressed 
in the Montessori public schools, which serve 
children from two months to eighteen years 

Round table of principals from 45 public schools 
around the island, at INE, Rio Piedras, Puerto 
Rico. Credit: Instituto Nueva Escuela
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of age in whole-day programs. The first candi-
dates for school-related jobs—from “assistant 
teachers” to Montessori staff—are people that 
belong to the community. The experience, once 
lived in Juan Domingo, now is now common 
to other communities with active Montessori 
programs. A mother who starts as a volunteer 
in the school becomes assistant teacher, takes 
the assistant teacher course and gets engaged in 
the process of the transformation of the school. 
Her status in the barrio changes—now she has 
a job; her children look at her as a “teacher,” 
and she brings to the barrio a new vision of 
childhood and brings to the school important 
perspectives of the community she is a part of. 
For many, this is also a way back to formal 
education and their entrance to university. 

Social change emerges from communi-
ty-building experiences in which people devel-
op strong relationships with each other, with 
their community, and with their goals. It is a 
concrete experience and results from tangible 
actions; it implies a change in the way people 
see the world and their capacity to transform 
it. Montessori’s pedagogy is a concrete way of 
strengthening the communities it serves as it 
stands for the highest values of human equality 
and dignity; it is the practice of these values. 
Children grow up in this social justice “gym” 
and adults organize around the protection of 
the new society that emerges from this pedagogy. 

Do we believe and constantly insist that 
cooperation among the peoples of the 
world is necessary in order to bring about 

peace? If so, what is needed first is collab-
oration with children. [. . .] All our efforts 
will come to nothing until we remedy the 
great injustice done the child, [. . .] If we 
are among the men of good will who yearn 
for peace, we must lay the foundation for 
peace ourselves, by working for the social 
world of the child. (Montessori, 1937) 

The Montessori curriculum is the practice of 
“the new world” she proposed 100 years ago: 
a world where peace emerges through justice, 
equality, and dignity for all. Montessori, as 
Hostos did, recognized the power and the re-
sponsibility a school has for real social change. 
Montessori crossed the street in Puerto Rico 
and is contributing to its transformation, to a 
real social change.
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Montessori in South Africa
The Challenge, the Dream, and the Promise
 
Orcillia Oppenheimer

Orcillia Oppenheimer was founder 
of both the Montessori Centre, 
Inanda, South Africa, and the 
Montessori Society of Southern 
Africa. She was also a member of 
the advisory committee of AMI.

Orcillia Oppenheimer’s initial 
commitment to Montessori in 
South Africa has indirectly, over 
time, resulted in numerous Mon-
tessori schools today in South Af-
rica, nearly half of them devoted 
to the needs of the “poorest of the 
poor.” Montessori in South Africa, 
she maintains, has made a perma-
nent impact on all early childhood 
education in her country.

This presentation was made at the NAMTA 
conference titled Montessori Past, Present, and 
Possible: A Global Celebration, in Baltimore, 
Maryland, April 23–25, 1998, and has been 
reprinted from The NAMTA Journal, 24(1), 
61–68.

We are South Africans—I am Strilli Oppen-
heimer, an evangelical Montessorian for the 
past 21 years. Clare Collecott, who has been 
involved with me for all those years, partic-
ularly in Montessori training, accompanies 
me; as does Marina Gafoor, who runs a child 
welfare day care center in an area southwest 
of Johannesburg; and Nomonde Matiso, who 
runs a community development program in the 
rural area of the Transkei. She has 63 small pre-
schools as her responsibility. This is the part of 
South Africa where Nelson Mandela was born.

This short presentation is hopefully to show 
that what Montessorians in Africa have done 
has relevance to Montessori internationally. 

South Africa is the southern tip of the 
African continent. A country of contrasts—
from the trees of the dinosaurs to the oceans; 
from wilderness to farmlands and rural homes; 
roads that lead nowhere and to the cities and 
suburbs and slums; from shopping to the 
homes of the very poor and the very rich. I 
came to Montessori through our son, The  
Secret of Childhood, and a year at the Maria 
Montessori Training Organisation in London, 
myself upstairs and our son downstairs.

I was converted! And with the San Lorenzo 
example, I had a belief that Montessori could 
solve third-world educational problems. I 
badgered Mario and Ada to become involved; 
I asked for training, but there was no one 
available. There was no Montessori in South 
Africa, and education was strictly segregated by 
language and color.

Credit: Photo by David Kahn
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But children are the hope of the future.
I thought that if there was one Montessori 

environment, it could be a shopwindow, and 
that people, seeing children free and normal-
ized in a prepared environment, would be 
converted. However, there was resistance to 
Montessori, both from government and from 
the established nursery school community.

Fortunately Clare, who was matron of 
Sandton Clinic, offered the clinic day care 
center staff and children to me. This catered 
to children from three months to after-school 
care, 365 days a year, from seven a.m. to seven 
p.m. My immersion in real-life Montessori had 
begun.

A first private school was opened in our 
house with pressure from parents. When 
working with children, I had difficulty with the 
four-year-olds, who had played all the sensorial 
games and did not have the reading ability to 
do their own research. I went to Mario Mon-
tessori and suggested I thought there was a gap 
in the Montessori material. He said, “Strilli, are 
the children connecting the keys back to the 
world?” This was a revelation and has been the 
basis of my understanding of what Montessori 
is all about ever since.

It became obvious that the Sandton Centre 
experiment should be extended to the day care 
centers in the Black townships. I approached 
several nongovernmental organizations as 
well as Hanna Jeff of African Self-Help, which 
agreed to become the pilot project.

The first step was to have a beautiful living 
environment. We constructed a garden, in-
troduced practical life activities, painted, and 
cleaned.

It became apparent that to be successful, 
one had to have beautiful and extended envi-
ronments—and not just to do with the inside 
of the classroom. And from these types of 
environments a need for training was created, 
much of which took place at the Montessori 
Centre in Inanda. Because the training meant 
many more director/esses were available, many 
new programs started. Children responded as 
they always do.

From the interest shown in these programs, 
we believed it was the right time to hold an 

international conference. This was chaired by 
Clare Collecott and called “To Educate the  
Human Potential.” The 1980s were a violent 
and destructive time in South Africa, partic-
ularly in education; yet Montessori was seen 
and accepted as “people’s education.” This con-
ference was seminal for Montessori in South 
Africa—there were over 2,000 delegates from 
all communities, and even though some of our 
keynote international speakers were put off by 
the violence, Renilde Montessori did come.

After this conference, there was an explo-
sion of grassroots Montessori training and 
programs.

For example, Nomonde Matiso, who started 
with Woz’obona and is here with me, started 
her own training or the Transkei rural areas. 
Zama, part of the Learning Project, has also 
done extensive training for grassroots urban 
situations. And there were centers established 
from Zimbabwe to Namibia and Swaziland to 
the Cape.

Marina Gafoor also has been involved with 
the training at her center and has made a great 
impact in the child welfare world. I have also  
established a Montessori-based program for 
100 children on our game farm, which includes 
Erdkinder.

Looking back on 21 years, what has Mon-
tessori contributed to South Africa and what 
have we learned?

It has definitely contributed to national 
education. Montessori thinking has profoundly 
influenced OBE (Outcome-Based Education) 
and Curriculum. Much of this has stemmed 
from people who were directly involved with 
the Montessori Centre. There has definitely 
been a paradigm shift from chalk and talk and 
rote learning to a focus on the individual learners’ 
interests.

From working with children and observing 
at schools worldwide for over twenty-one 
years, I believe I have some insights that are 
relevant to all Montessorians. I would like to 
make three points. There are two fundamen-
tals that are missing from most Montessori 
programs. The first is a real connection and a 
freedom to be in nature—what I call reality, not 
virtual reality, where so many children now 
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come from—artificial worlds with no contact 
at all with the nature itself. At the most some 
potted plants, but many of these are now made 
of plastic or synthetic, non-fading, non-dying 
material. Children need to have a connectedness 
to mother nature. Your own Robert Bly in The 
Sibling Society quotes a Dutch scientist, Louis 
Balk, who says that small children need contact 
with nature for the full development of the 
neocortex (is this parallel to and as important 
as Montessori’s reference to de Vries in connec-
tion with the sensitive periods [1949, p. 48]?). 
I believe they need the contact of nature herself 
and her cycles of life and death, for without 
this reality we do not have a point of reference 
for life. And with this contact comes a wonder 
for the universe itself—the last frontier to be 
explored—the minutiae of sustainable relation-
ships and ecosystems. Montessori herself said 
about nature:

Let the children be free; encourage them; 
let them run outside when it is raining; let 
them remove their shoes when they find a 
puddle of water . . . 
 
A child, who more than anyone else is a 
spontaneous observer of nature, certainly 
needs to have at his disposal material upon 
which he can work . . .  
 
Prepare teachers through prolonged prac-
tice with observation of nature . . . (1912, 
pp. 66–77)

And when I talk about freedom in nature 
we come to the question of freedom itself. All 
of us Montessorians can identify with the equi-
lateral triangle that was part of our training: 
the prepared environment, the adult, and the 
child—each having the same weight. But this 
is not true! The adult has the power in the tri-
angle. The adult has the authority, the knowl-
edge, and the physical size to dominate and the 
training in child psychology and development 
to manipulate the environment. The adult is 

all-powerful. How do we empower the child? 
Only by allowing real free choice. And why 
do we not do this? Is it because there is not 
enough faith that humans need to learn to live? 
Children always choose or gravitate toward that 
which meets their need.

And this brings me to my third point. 
This is given as an observation, perhaps, to be 
debated. I believe that the roles of assistants 
and directresses should be reversed, so that the 
Montessorian can become a scientist, observing 
the needs and interests of children. She cannot 
do this if she is giving lessons. And the lesson 
presentation is a skill technique which, with 
exactitude and detail, can be learned. Thus the 
Montessorian would again become the direc-
tress, which, after all, was the role played by Maria 
Montessori herself in San Lorenzo. This will 
free the directress to step back and once again 
“follow the children.” What we need are centers 
of excellence, and training that emphasizes 
these points. For only then will Montessori 
become a light for the world’s future instead of 
just a footnote to educational history. But this 
excellence is fragile; it seems we revert all too 
easily to teaching and control.

However, when this ethos does exist, you 
have service, which is love manifested.

As Renilde said in Rome last year, “Mon-
tessori pedagogy has not yet been perceived as 
a means of servicing the glory of existence.”
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Lynedoch Ecovillage, South Africa (video)
 
The Sustainability Institute

The Lynedoch Eco-Village presumes no dif-
ference between social justice and ecological 
justice. It is currently developing four planes 
of education including the blended lifestyles of 
children and adults, resulting in a very unique 
graduate study program that leads to interdis-
ciplinary studies rooted in food production, 
ecology, and food processing. The video linked 
below was developed by Great Work and Da-
vid Kahn and Andrew Marshall in  2017. The 
on-site developer is Eve Anneke. Click here to 
view the video (vimeo.com/224792105).
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The Expansion of the Montessori Method in 
India and Neighboring Countries
 
A. M. Joosten
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Speech given at the XIV International Montes-
sori (Centenary) Conference, Rome, September 
12–15, 1970. Published in Maria Montessori’s 
Contribution to Educational Thought and 
Practice, edited by A. M. Joosten and R. K. 
Gupta, published on behalf of the National 
Montessori Centenary Committee by the Asso-
ciation of Delhi Montessorians, New Delhi, © 
Association of Delhi Montessorians, July 1971.

Quite extraordinary really is the impact of 
Maria Montessori’s work on India and neigh-
boring countries. Today in India the name 
of Dr. Montessori has become synonymous 
with educational facilities offered to children 
below school age. When people speak about 
preprimary education, when institutions are 
established for children of this period of devel-
opment, it is almost customary to use the name 

“Montessori.” We may—and must—deplore 
this indiscriminate, often even irresponsible 
use of the name for a particular age rather than 
for a definite answer given to the needs of the 
whole period of development, but it does cer-
tainly prove the impact Dr. Montessori’s work 
and her indefatigable apostolate have had and 
still have. The celebration of her birth centenary, 
the immediate and undiscussed, unanimous 
acceptance by the Philatelic Commission and 
by government of the proposal to issue a special 
postage stamp on the occasion also prove it.

The influence of the Montessori Movement 
is then seen directly in the genuine Montessori 
institutions in India so far only for children below 
school-going age, in the Indian Montessori 
Training Courses conducted under the auspices 
of the Association Montessori Internationale, 
the several Associations of Montessorians at 
different major centers in the country, and in 
the annual journal Around the Child of the As-
sociation of Montessorians, Kolkata. Indirectly 
in the many “off-shoots”—institutions and 
training centers inspired by Dr. Montessori’s 
work and the diffuse but considerable influence 
it has had and has on education as a whole 
and at all stages. All textbooks on education 
mention the Montessori Method and its impor-
tance for the renewal in outlook and practice. 
Editor’s note: Place names in this article have been changed to those 
currently in use.

Examination papers always contain a question 
referring to it. The name “Montessori” is found 
in all English as well as vernacular dictionaries 
and even “Indianized” in its pronunciation 
and consequent transliteration. It is equally 
significant that Montessori-trained teachers are 
in constant and insistent demand, as proved 
also by the almost daily advertisements asking 
for them and not even mainly by Montessori 
school—also by institutions (even primary) not 
following the Montessori Method proper.
 
History of the Montessori Movement 
in India
Is this the result of a long history? It is, even of 
a history almost as long as that of the Move-
ment itself. We can and should clearly distin-
guish three periods: (1) that until Dr. Maria 
Montessori’s and Mr. Mario Montessori’s arriv-
al in India in 1939. (2) That of their nearly ten 
years’ residence and work under most trying 
circumstances as the larger part was spent in 

“restricted freedom” as enemy aliens during the 
second World War when India was still under 
British rule. (3) The period after Dr. Montes-
sori and Mario Montessori’s final return to 
Europe in 1949.

1913–1939

We just mentioned that the history of the Mon-
tessori Movement in India is almost as old as 
that of the Movement itself. In fact an official 
delegate of the princely Government of Mysore 
State attended the first International Montes-
sori Training Course held in Rome in 1913. 
Ever since Dr. Montessori started her biannual 
International Training Courses in London in 
1919, no course was held without some Indian 
trainees participating. They also came to those 
held in Rome in 1930 and 1931, to that in 
Barcelona in 1933, and others. On their return 
they tried to put their new vision and studies 
into practice. Montessori Houses of Children 
started soon in Allahabad, Benares, Mumbai, 
Kolkata, Hyderabad, and elsewhere. Mostly for 
obvious, both economical and social reasons in 
large cities only; the rural population, an over-
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whelming majority and most in need, could 
during this phase hardly be reached. In Gujarat, 
where Mrs. Saraladevi Sarabhai, for many 
years vice president of the AMI and a personal 
friend of Dr. Montessori, had called a Mon-
tessori expert, Mr. E. M. Standing, to guide 
the education of her children, a fast-spreading 
movement inspired by Dr. Montessori’s work 
was started by Gijubhai Bhadeka. It soon also 
entered neighboring Maharashtra and was 
responsible for a first translation into Gujarati 
of Dr. Montessori’s first book on her Meth-
od. Translations into other languages, Hindi, 
Marathi, Tamil, etc., of other books followed.

This first interest was found mainly among 
Hindus and Theosophists. Other communities 
would join only later. Among the earliest 
admirers and sponsors were such eminent 
personalities as Mahatma Gandhi, who met Dr. 
Montessori and visited Montessori institutions 
in London and Rome at the time of the Round 
Table Conference in 1931, and Rabindranath 
Tagore, who met Dr. Montessori in New York 
during the first World War and also took an 
active interest in her work, which inspired him 
when he established his educational institution 
of Shanti Niketan. He also fostered it in the 
Tagore-Montessori schools. Pandit Jawahar 
Lal Nehru, Mrs. Vijayalakshmi Pandit, Sir C. P. 
Ramaswamy Aiyar, the presidents of India, Dr. 
S. Radhakrishnan and Dr. Zakir Hussain, and 
other prominent personalities would later accept 
honorary membership of the AMI. A num-
ber of (particularly Austrian) Montessorians 
who came to India for personal reasons or as 
refugees promoted the movement institutions. 
Several invitations to visit India and conduct 
lectures and training courses there were extended 
to Dr. Montessori. The first official invitation 
came from the University of Calcutta, a town 
which by a strange coincidence she never was 
able to visit.

1939–1949

In October 1939, shortly after the outbreak of 
the second World War, Dr. and Mr. Montessori 
finally arrived in India and started nearly ten 
years of the most fruitful activity. Only one 

year of unhindered work was granted to them. 
Thereafter, the vicissitudes of the war imposed 
restrictions of movement, rather than work, 
though naturally, the work also suffered. Yet, 
as so eloquently described by Mr. Mario Mon-
tessori in his contribution to the centenary issue 
(vol. XIII) of Around the Child, these very re-
strictions also proved constructive and fecund. 
They gave Dr. Montessori an opportunity to 
study (she wrote at that time that she was 
studying like a young student) and to personally 
guide the application of her method, and to 
greatly enrich and deepen its scope along truly 
cosmic dimensions as far the primary school was 
concerned. She actually conducted two courses 
in the advanced method. They also saw the 
explicit discovery of the “absorbent mind” and 
disclosed the mysterious world of early devel-
opment from birth and before. They extended 
her message to the whole of human develop-
ment. Each of her courses, which towards the 
end of the war she was permitted to conduct at 
different places, was attended by large num-
bers of students from all walks of life, all com-
munities and social and cultural conditions, 
and gave an almost amazing proof of the pow-
er of the child, love and interest in whom urged 
those concerned to overcome social and cultural 
barriers considered unsurmountable. Institutions 
sprang up all over the country; groups of Mon-
tessorians organized themselves around her 
and the Association Montessori Internationale. 
Model institutions were established in some 
places, among them that in the Rajputana 
desert, which would verify the as yet unfulfilled 
part of the prophecy of Isaiah, which Dr. Mon-
tessori had quoted when inaugurating the first 
Casa dei Bambini in San Lorenzo on Epiphany 
Day in distant 1907: “The multitude of camels 
shall cover thee, the dromedaries of Midian 
and Ephah,” as camels and dromedaries were 
at the time the only means to reach that particu-
lar House of Children.

Everywhere Dr. Maria Montessori was 
welcomed and honored, as India so well knows 
how to do for great seers and spiritual teachers. 
Princes and simple villagers, temples and cen-
ters of learning, all vied in proving their appre-
ciation and affection. Almost everywhere—and 
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still now—she was called “Mother Montessori,” 
or even simply “Mother.” How narrow-minded 
to ascribe this to a “personality cult,” how 
utterly untrue to insinuate any ambition or 
even complacency on Dr. Montessori’s part. It 
was—and remains—recognition of her great 
gifts of mind and heart, of her championship 
of the rights of man-in-course of development, 
of her battle for the emancipation of man-the-
child and hence of the release of the mysterious, 
but so awfully needed, powers of human re-
generation embodied in him. And who would 
appreciate this better than a people still held 
in bondage, diminished in its human potential? 
Who better than a people who for the first time 
in history fought for its liberation using, as its 
weapon, “non-violence”? Thereby they opened 
a new era in human history, which, however, 
needs the child educated in and by nonviolence 
to consolidate and render universal this great 
conquest. Truly providential appears the coin-
cidence of these great campaigns: the non- 
violent conquest of political freedom and that 
of the “delivery of the human personality from 
the aggression of age-old prejudices regarding 
education” as Dr. Montessori herself circum-
scribed the nature of her work in The Formation 
of Man, her spiritual testament written in India. 
Therefore also it is a challenge we should all 
take up and honor. That is perhaps the only 
homage of her centenary Dr. Montessori herself 
would have appreciated.

1949–1970

We may conclude this short historical review 
of the expansion of the Montessori Method by 
pointing out its diminished vitality and fertility. 
After Dr. and Mr. Montessori returned to Eu-
rope, the authorized Indian Montessori Training 
Courses continued to be held and gradually 
extended their duration to a full academic year. 
People continue to attend them in large num-
bers, between 150 and 200 every time. They 
come from all parts of the country and often 
at the cost of incredible sacrifice, on their own 
part and on that of their families. The courses 
are held in different cities in turn to give an op-
portunity to the whole of this vast subcontinent, 

and also to avoid the accumulation of people 
who may find it difficult to obtain employment. 
There is, more providentially then premedi-
tatedly, a certain circuit that brings them back 
to the major centers about once every six to 
nine years. Associations have been formed. The 
Montessori apparatus is manufactured in the 
country and with indigenous material by a firm 
authorized to do so and supervised by the AMI. 
The presentation of the written language and 
of grammar has been worked out for several 
vernacular languages, each with its own script 
and peculiarities. A major breakthrough was 
circular of the Ministry for Education of the 
Government of India, which in 1952 recom-
mended to all state governments (which have 
jurisdiction over education) that the diplomas of 
the Association Montessori Internationale be 
granted recognition, as was thereafter done by 
nearly all. Refresher courses were also held.

On 31st August a solemn celebration of 
Dr. Montessori’s birth centenary was held at 
Delhi, organized by a specially formed National 
Montessori Centenary Committee when a spe-
cial postage stamp was also released. The same 
Committee is organizing an all-India Montes-
sori Seminar and also a representative exhibition 
to be held during the first week of October, to 
coincide with school holidays.

Neighboring Countries: Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Others

When briefly referring to neighboring countries, 
mainly Pakistan and Sri Lanka, we should 
remember that they were governed from Delhi 
until shortly before independence. The impact 
of Dr. Montessori’s work during the two periods 
before 1947 therefore naturally spread over 
what are now the sovereign states of Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka. Dr. Montessori herself conducted 
two courses at Karachi, one before and one after 
the creation of Pakistan. In recent years the 
movement in Pakistan has made great progress, 
and for a few years, regular training courses 
have also been held there, and an association 
was formed.

Dr. Montessori gave a training course at 
Colombo in 1944 at the request of the Asso-
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ciation of Headmistresses of Sri Lanka, which 
organized it at the Good Shepherd Convent. 
She visited the island a few times, the last time 
officially invited to attend the declaration of 
independence. Many Houses of Children were 
established, and in 1957 the Good Shepherd 
Maria Montessori Training Centre at Colombo, 
which conducts two years’ courses every year. 
An interesting development is the establishment 
of a crèche for abandoned and illegitimate chil-
dren at the Good Shepherd’s Provincialate at 
Nayakakande. Two Sisters were sent to Rome 
to follow the Training Course for Montessori 
Assistants of Infancy for this purpose.

The same congregation started the first 
Montessori House of Children at Kuala Lumpur, 
the capital of Malaysia, and built and opened 
a second one there to honor the centenary. 
Increasing numbers of Malaysian (and Singa-
porean) students come to India to attend the 
Indian Montessori Training Courses, which 
are on the way to becoming truly international 
with students from there and from the United 
States, Canada, and Sikkim, and, twice already, 
groups of Tibetan refugees from their special 
colonies or camps where Montessori Houses of 
Children are being established with promising 
results.

Myanmar’s internal conditions unfor-
tunately prevent a development of initial 
attempts to develop Montessorian activities 
there also, further increased by entry and exit 
difficulties.

A beginning has also been made in Vietnam 
and the Philippines, and Japan is energetically 
pushing forward its own Montessori Move-
ment, which recently started a Montessori 
Training Course attached to the renowned So-
phia University at Tokyo. It held a convention 
this year. We, also, had one Japanese student 
deputed from Kyoto and two students from 
Thailand. The special conditions and still limited 
accessibility of the Kingdom of Nepal has so 
far prevented development of our Movement, 
though a beginning was made during Dr. Mon-
tessori’s presence in India and our courses do 
have Nepali students settled in India or Sikkim.

General Impact
 
Where the Movement has had its greatest 
impact is in the widespread awakening of the 
conscience of adult society with regard to the 
importance not only of early child education, 
but of the child himself as a powerful member 
of human society deserving infinite and active 
respect and assistance in his unique mission 
of building up man-the-adult and a better and 
more humane and human society. Moving is 
the consciousness of many, mothers and fathers, 
who realize—as they themselves express it 
again and again—how profoundly they have 
changed as a result of intimate contact with Dr. 
Montessori’s message. How would you look 
when—as happened to me once—a husband 
comes and tells you he is so happy with his 
new wife? What he meant was that his wife, 
a Montessori student, had changed beyond 
recognition. Others tell and give example of 
their greatly improved and happier relations 
with their children and in their families. Many 
are the students sent also by religious congre-
gations for the formative value of the Montes-
sori Courses without any directly professional 
purpose. With the same idea there are Army 
officers, doctors, social workers, and grand-
parents who come to “discover the Child” and 
enrich their own personal lives.

Special Branches

In India also, the Montessori Method has 
been taken advantage of to help the develop-
ment of special categories of children. First to 
be mentioned is the promising expansion of 
Montessori Houses of Children among and for 

“Adibasis.” It was our good fortune to be able 
to hold two Montessori Training Courses at 
a center of an area largely inhabited by them 
and at a time when some 100 years of mainly 
missionary effort had created a large number 
of schools up to matriculation standard and 
several colleges. The sincere and honest efforts, 
serious hard work, and true zeal of the stu-
dents of these courses, of whom nearly 75% 
were Adibasis, make them memorable. Some 
ten Houses of Children in the area and an 
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active Association of Montessorians were the 
immediate result. The progress made and the 
response given by children still living under 
primitive conditions were most remarkable. 
They “jumped”—thanks to their absorbent 
mind—from a type of life as it was lived else-
where centuries ago, right into our twentieth 
century; acquired literacy and proficiency in 
arithmetics most eagerly and effectively; and 
astonished all by their perfect manners—not 
necessarily ours: theirs, in consonance with 
their own culture. A new lease of life was given 
to their ever threatened art forms, particularly 
community dancing. They introduce into their 
families hygienic habits and have become val-
iant auxiliaries of the “Grihini courses” given 
to nubile girls and young married women, which 
themselves are inspired by and take advantage 
of Dr. Montessori’s method applied to this form 
of adult education.

A beginning has also been made to intro-
duce the Montessori method to the education 
of young children in rural areas still so badly 
in need of development. Wherever this could 
be done it has invariably proved successful and 
it deserves to be mentioned that the more com-
pletely and precisely the Method was applied, 
the greater the benefits derived therefrom and 
the more eager the response. It is unfortunately 
still widely held (better perhaps it would be to 
say widely cherished) that “something is better 
than nothing” and “anything is good enough” 
for those who find themselves at the bottom of 
the social ladder. The contrary of course is true 
and if anyone has a claim to the best, it is those 
who have nothing. This our Montessori Houses 
of Children for rural populations, and the 
few attempts made in urban slums, have amply 
proved. Some special features of the Method are 
particularly suited to work on these lines, for 
instance the emphasis laid on starting below 
school age. Children in rural areas or slums 
just cannot be spared for primary education, nor 
is it enough to make it “free.” Their parents 
lose valuable help if children above six years 
go to school; they have no means to substitute 
it with adult labor, nor would the work done 
satisfy a youth or mature adult laborer. They 
will no longer look after herds of cattle, goats, 

and sheep; gather wood; collect berries; etc., 
and for lack of other employment will migrate 
to cities and fill the slums. Then there is the 
possibility to not merely “acquire” literacy and 
basic skills in mathematics, not to mention other 
cultural knowledge, but to “make these one’s 
own” at a sensitive period and consequently 
for life. This is nowhere as important as in an 
environment offering few stimuli to them and 
very limited scope for continued practice. We 
should also mention the psycho-pedagogical 
principle of having children of three successive 
ages live and develop together, which is a 

“must” in a rural environment where there 
are not enough children of each age to make 
agewise teaching economically possible. The 
ordinary school, compelled for economy’s sake 
to keep them together, is being badly handi-
capped and its teachers are not prepared to do 
so. A Montessori House of Children needs this 
social environment to do justice to the human 
needs of development and gets a wonderful 
chance here.

At a few places a beginning has also been 
made to establish Montessori Houses of 
Children in factories and on industrial estates, 
meeting a great need that should be fostered as 
much as possible.

Some work has also been done very suc-
cessfully to apply the Montessori Method to 
the blind. An institution at Delhi made a very 
impressive and promising start. Unfortunately 
the untimely death, within a brief interval, of 
both its founders prevented the private insti-
tution from continuing its good work. The 
manageress of the firm that manufactures the 
Montessori apparatus devised adaptations that 
made some items accessible to the blind, and 
these, with other items requiring no adaptation, 
are produced as a special set on demand. Also, 
institutions for the rehabilitation and education 
of mentally defective children are showing 
interest in the help the Montessori Method can 
give to them. The forthcoming biannual Con-
ference of the Federation for the Welfare of the 
Mentally Retarded (India) will be dedicated to 
the birth centenary of Dr. Maria Montessori 
with a representative of the Montessori Move-
ment addressing it.
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Difficulties

The expansion of the Montessori Method not 
in breadth but in depth also, has to meet many 
and varied difficulties. First and foremost are, 
of course, in a developing country, those of 
the economical order. Preprimary education 
is still left almost entirely and deliberately to 
private initiative, and very little financial assis-
tance is made available in the few states that 
offer any at all. Some central government bodies, 
like the Social Welfare Board, offer some help. 
Private organizations, for instance the Indian 
Council for Child Welfare, Lions and Rotary 
clubs, etc., also do the little they can. This, on 
the one hand, often makes of preprimary, and 
therefore also Montessori education, a com-
mercial object where the method takes second 
place if even that; and, on the other hand, it 
deprives those most in need of it, and having 
undoubtedly first claim to it, of its benefit for 
themselves and society. These difficulties do 
not only adversely affect the establishment and 
running of such institutions, but also the adults 
in charge who cannot devote themselves to 
their work as generously as they would wish. 
They have to seek additional sources of in-
come and lack the necessary independence and 
status with regard to both parents, and often 
managements lacking in understanding of or 
openness to the principles of the Method and 
their integral application. The same handicap 
often prevents sufficiently frequent and or-
ganized contact with parents, staff members 
among themselves, and the “home work” of 
the adult in charge (not of the children), which 
is so essential both with regard to continued 
preparation of material and to continued study 
and contact with the development of the work. 
Here we must also mention the difficulty that 
the vastness of the country and individual states 
of the union cause to the promotion of frequent 
organized contact between those working in 
Montessori institutions.

Another considerable problem is more 
social in nature. Ladies in India [in 1970] are 
lacking in “mobility,” and more than 90% of 
those who receive training and form part of 
the Montessori Movement are, perhaps also, 

ladies. They can often not go where they are 
needed and called, as they cannot live entirely 
on their own and either require the presence of 
at least an elderly relative or hotel accommo-
dation, which is still far from sufficient.

Then there are the fourteen official and over 
200 vernacular languages, many with their own 
script, that restrict mobility and employability.

There also still is a deeply rooted tendency 
among parents to consider only “quick, almost 
immediate results” and their insistence on 

“saving time” to have their children come out 
of school as early as possible. They also, and 
so we, face the problem of finding admission in 
primary schools after the children have com-
pleted their preprimary education. Many pri-
mary schools have their own preprimary sections, 
and parents therefore withdraw children—of-
ten much against their own wish—and admit 
them in preparatory classes to be sure of a seat 
in the primary school. This then deprives both 
the children and the Method of yielding the 
fruits of basic and essential development and of 
its most obvious results.

Adaptation

As elsewhere, we meet with a prejudice that a 
method which naturally must have originated 
somewhere and in a particular cultural area 
is eo ipso [thereby] unsuited when applied 
elsewhere and in the midst of another culture. 
In newly independent nations with a cultural 
heritage of their own—and few countries have 
a richer and more ancient yet vital culture than 
India—this prejudice is often strongest. We call 
it a prejudice because it is often based on a pri-
ori judgment. Adaptation is then presented as a 
first need and carried out often, perhaps mostly, 
without a sufficiently well-funded knowledge 
and study (not merely theoretical and abstract 
but practical also) of either, and in the first 
place, what is presumed in need of adaptation 
(in our case the Montessori Method) or what it 
is to be adapted to (a particular culture always 
already itself engaged in adaptation to uni-
versal globewide currents and pressures). This 
leads to unfortunate so-called experiments that 
do not confirm at all to the rigorous discipline 
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and patience of a truly scientific experiment. This 
creates confusion and yet has a sentimental 
appeal. It also provides berths for those who 
by such means wish to create a name for them-
selves, though mostly strangely anxious to hold 
on to the name “Montessori” for the sake of 
its prestige and renown. We then face efforts to 
serve oneself rather than the method of which 
the name only, or some elements which are 
found suitable or appealing, are retained. It is 
difficult to recognize these as efforts to serve the 
child, and his both autonomous and universal 
development are then degraded to the role of 
a didactic material, and their psycho-pedagogical 
function is overlooked and ignored. Alien criteria 
are given priority.

We already mentioned that considerable 
adaptations to circumstantial requirements has 
been pursued and achieved where they deserve 
full attention, for instance, with regard to the 
exercises of practical life (so often neglected 
in their fundamental and lasting function) and 
language. Adaptation, in the field of the sen-
sorial material and mathematics, to mention a 
few only, is, however, contradictory. It can only 
be envisaged by ignoring their universal nature 
and true function as means of total develop-
ment and therefore ignores the true aim of 
the material as a raw material with the help of 
which the child forges its own keys of exploration 
and expression.

We already mentioned that we have found 
an integral application of the Method (which 
distinguishes between essentials to be offered 
and accidentals to be left to the free initiative 
of the child), to have always and without ex-
ception yielded the richest fruits. These are not 
skill, knowledge, and proficiency in this or that 
restricted field. They are the spontaneous and 
inspiring total development of the unknown 
and unique personality of man in course of de-
velopment; true and lasting normalization; the 
epiphany of man approaching ever closer what 
he is meant to be and revealing to us what we 
could and should have been, nay, helping us to 
renew and improve ourselves within the limits 
of our adulthood. “Human reconstruction” 
was a cherished theme of Dr. Maria Montes-
sori, but its instrument and lever is not what 
we do, but what we help the child do. With 

regard to the child we have the privilege (and 
how wonderful a privilege it is, all those who 
let themselves enjoy it know only too well) to 
help him fulfill his mission of “forming man.”  
Yet this service offered with the intelligence of 
love, with total abnegation, stimulated, guided, 
and made possible by the two virtues of service: 
charity and humility—is also an awesome 
responsibility (and how awesome, all of us also 
know). In fact it is a responsibility entrusted to 
us, on whom the mystery of human formation 
is made to be dependent. This service is part 
of the economy of development with regard to 
man-the-child in the first place, and thereafter 
also with regard to all living beings and the 
whole world in which and of which we live, pre-
cisely to fulfill this cosmic mission on which our 
own health and that of human society depend.

We try and do our work in the “poor” part 
of the world, but ours is the grace to realize 
that indeed blessed are the poor who in their 
poverty possess riches we all need and can 
receive from them. Theirs in fact is the kingdom 
to come; in them it has already come, and they 
are willing, nay, desirous to share it with us and 
the poorest among them; their children are richest 
in and through it and most generous and pow-
erful to let us share it.

In our courses we try to heed, as much as 
in our poverty we can, Dr. Montessori’s warn-
ing in The Secret of Childhood that “it would 
be a mistake to think we can prepare ourselves 
for our mission by means of the acquisition of 
knowledge and by study only. First there are 
required precise dispositions of a moral order.” 
I sincerely believe that it is this that exercises 
so strong an appeal to all who, in India, come 
in contact with our Movement, and that is 
responsible for its expansion against such great 
odds and with so few means and so little assis-
tance. The devotion, self-sacrifice, and wonderful 
perseverance of those who have joined us in our 
efforts spring from this source and keep them 
united in their heroic battle for and with the 
child, “around the child.” This we owe to the 
inspiration and guidance of “Maria Montes-
sori of the Child,” born 100 years ago, but still 
so very much present among and before us in 
India, as our Mother.

Return to contents
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Letter to a Future Teacher
 
Paige M. Bray

Future teachers in the primary environment at 
Montessori Training Center Northeast, Butter-
worth Hall (Center for Montessori Studies).  
Credit: Jerry Clapis
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Dear Future Teacher,
 
Welcome to our chosen profession and to the 
journey of becoming the most impactful, caring 
teacher you can be in any given moment, on 
any given day, and over the span of years. You 
have decided, with all the possible life choic-
es, to teach for reasons that are yours—know 
those reasons now, for they will bring you clarity 
and strength along your journey. You have 
decided to pursue Montessori education, and 
in doing so I hope you see the common ground 
you have with other educators who value 
intentional care for each person, the classroom 
as a space for democratic deliberation, and the 
collective protection of human dignity and edu-
cation as a recursive act of liberation. 

Throughout the Montessori movement 
there has been a centrality of the “aid to life,” 
or what I think of as offering care to each and 
every person. To actually care for each person 
is to see their humanness, and requires what 
I refer to in my first-year undergraduate 
classroom as a “reflex,” an automatic default 
response intentionally developed by examining 
who we are and what implicit biases we hold, 
be they held consciously or unconsciously. By 
keeping company with other thinkers who ask 
clear questions that unravel assumptions, such 
as Zaretta Hammond (2015) through implicit 
bias and the brain, Blake Noel (2018) via ex-
amining and interrupting normative practices, 
and Christopher Emdin (2016) through reality 
pedagogy, I am able to stay vigilant to my own 
blind spots and attend to my own reflexes. 
Find these allies for yourself now and along the 
way, for they will be whom you turn to in the 
face of the uncertainty within you, with parents, 
colleagues, and administrators.

I am reminded daily that each of us has 
amazing capacities to contribute, and I want 
you as a future teacher to know that I see this 
in each class I teach. Pat Carini (2001) articu-
lates the resource of human capacity in stating, 
“To resist a constricted educational vision and 
devaluing of humanness, I offer humanness it-
self. I offer humanness as widely distributed ca-
pacity, as active making, as value, as resource, 
as scale, as process, and as responsibility” (p. 1). 
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When Montessori and non-Montessori students 
come together in classes to learn and think 
together, there is an overwhelming demonstration 
of human capacity to listen, observe, make 
sense of new information, and refine values 
and beliefs explicitly because they engage with 
a diversity of opinions, beliefs, experiences, and 
perspectives. James Steele, Peter Jordan, and 
Ethan Cochrane (2010) emphasize that inno-
vation and sustainability come from diversity. 
I hope you seek diverse learning spaces for 
yourself in this journey knowing they are more 
complex, even more complicated, and yet more 
generative. 

As veteran teachers committed to dem-
ocratic practices and equity, Steve Gordon 
and Mary Cowhey (2003) name the immense 
emotional commitment required to address 
the inequities seen in the classroom each day 
as well as the emotional toll of the racial and 
economic injustices students face. Find your 
sustaining emotional energy so that you may 
also learn and relearn how to create generative 
spaces in your own classroom each day, each 
year. Your classroom, my classroom, outdoor 
classrooms, and classrooms without windows 
all are potential spaces for democratic deliberation 
to occur—the very act of exchanging ideas and 
giving considerations to new, even opposing 
views. bell hooks (1994), in her framing of 
teaching as a way to transgress personal and 
institutional oppressions when education is a 
practice of freedom, stated, “The classroom 
remains the most radical space of possibility in 
the academy” (p. 13). 

I have been waiting for you, future teacher, 
to arrive in my classroom each semester, for 
over three decades. Be that an early childhood 
classroom, the eight a.m. class of a first-year, 
first-semester college student or the virtual 
classroom space created for adult and graduate 
students, I wait with anticipation for you at 
each beginning. For you are the sign of hope, 
of what is possible, of what more we can learn 
about how this beloved work of teaching and 
learning will continue to benefit individual 
people and our human collective for genera-
tions to come. Paulo Freire (1970), one of the 
greatest liberatory educators in the last century, 

named the purpose of education as a liberating 
of each individual from internalized oppressive 
consciousness. Through praxis (Freire, 1970) 
that connects theory and practice, persons 
can access “themselves” to enact strategies of 
personal agency (Bray, 2008). Find your own 
agency that compels you, find your inner peace, 
know not only how you might liberate others 
but also yourself so that you may educate for 
liberation from a place of peace.

As you may already know, a peaceful en-
vironment comes when people’s needs are met. 
Many have offered this wisdom, including Maria 
Montessori, who did so through a focused 
environment, with purposeful offerings of each 
material so that with practice each person may 
come to identify, articulate, and meet needs. 
In my classroom I think of this as a collective 
protection of human dignity. Human dignity 
matters at all planes or stages of life. Each of 
us can maintain our sense of dignity through 
at least one community or aspect of our lives. 
Each resistance or survival story teaches us this. 
Think now, future teacher: What sources may 
you draw on to affirm your dignity? What 
narrative in your life may you draw upon 
to maintain your grace, courtesy, and sense of 
purpose? Perhaps it is a counter-narrative of 
your own, an aspect of your life journey that 
provides strength even though it is unseen or 
less noticed. 

Patricia Hill Collins (2000) offers self- 
preserving modes of self-validation and re-
sistance from her Black feminist perspective. 
These ways of self-care are also echoed in the 
intersectionality paradigm, which rejects one 
singularly defining social position and rather 
draws upon multiple social identities or posi-
tions to validate and resist. Poststructuralist 
feminist notions that do not recognize one 
single dominant narrative and reject the idea 
of any person having a fixed social position 
reinforce the possibility and utility of the inter-
sectionality paradigm. As such, you and your 
narrative unapologetically shape your journey 
as future teacher, daughter, dancer, mathema-
tician, baker, activist, knitter, and all the other 
expressions of self you offer. These particulars 
matter, for together they are who you are at 
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any given moment in a specific context. To 
assert a broadly “humanist” agency is to assert 
an idea that historically translates into agency 
for those in the privileged position. By attending 
to our own plurality of social positions, each 
of us can disrupt single dominant narratives.

In developmentally and culturally appro-
priate classrooms, the person is at the center 
of complex systems and the classroom may 
become a site for recursive acts of liberation. 
In my teaching at both the undergraduate 
and graduate level, this means I am preparing 
future teachers like you to educate the children 
and adolescents in their classrooms while seeing 
each student’s family, geographic context, and 
cultural communities as assets. I assist future 
teachers like you in developing your own 
awareness and a critical eye for social ineq-
uities through the use of big public and civic 
data. Use of these data challenges us all to ex-
amine the impact of our own cultural relevance 
in a global context and commit to disrupting 
and/or sustaining a community of complex 
ecological systems. Firsthand experience as a 

critical consumer of data offers tools to identify 
systemic racism and collective pathways to-
ward disrupting such systematic oppression. 

I have the honor to work in partnership 
with my Montessori educator colleagues in 
Hartford at the Montessori Training Center 
Northeast. By working in tandem, we can 
contribute to Montessori efforts through our 
collaborative support of future teachers like 
you. Through ongoing programmatic and cur-
riculum work we are continuously refining the  
value added by Montessori education as part 
of a degree program. Through ongoing re-
search conducted with colleagues at the Center 
for Montessori Studies, we understand more 
specifically what core competencies and com-
plementary content best prepare you for your 
future work. For over a decade we have used 
our partnership in Hartford as a kind of “labo-
ratory” to further our own pedagogical clarity 
and contribute to the broader understanding 
of Montessori education. As Maria Montessori 
said in a letter to a colleague, “a very important 
feature of the work would be a laboratory 

Future teachers in the primary environment at Montessori Training Center Northeast, Butterworth Hall 
(Center for Montessori Studies). Credit: Jerry Clapis
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of research for the further elaboration of the 
Method which must always be enriched and 
perfected. . . . I am grateful to you for what you 
will do” (personal communication, December 3, 
1947). 

I am grateful for what you will do in your 
work and will watch carefully for opportunities 
to support you while pushing the boundaries 
of my own understandings. Montessori edu-
cation has a legacy of generatively stretching 
human capacity, at times in contrast to what is 
expected by more mainstream education. There 
will be many bumps and pauses along the way, 
times you will feel uncertain of why or even 
what you are doing. In those moments, take 
strength in knowing you are contributing to a 
legacy of humanity and learning that came before 
you and will continue beyond you. As Audre 
Lorde (1997) reminds us, “When I dare to be 
powerful, to use my strength in the service of 
my vision, then it becomes less and less important 
whether I am afraid.” 

I will end as I began—know your reasons 
for pursing teaching and Montessori educa-
tion, for they will embolden you in moments of 
internal and external challenges, keeping you 
steadfast on your journey.

Yours with hope for personal meaning, profes-
sional peace, and sustaining intellectual pursuits, 
Paige M. Bray

University of Hartford’s bachelor’s degree 
programs with a Montessori education concen-
tration offer an unparalleled opportunity for 
college students to earn a bachelor’s degree, an 
Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) 
diploma, and a state teaching certification in 
one degree program. Both the four-year and the 
degree completion bachelor’s programs are com-
mitted to college access and timely degree com-
pletion, which is made possible in part through 
a grant award to the University of Hartford 
and the Montessori Training Center Northeast 
(MTCNE) from Wend Ventures to establish an 
undergraduate Montessori education program 
and conduct research about Montessori educa-
tion preparation.

University of Hartford’s online Master of 
Education with a Montessori Concentration 
combines AMI teacher training with a graduate 
degree. MEd programs are for students cur-
rently enrolled in an AMI teacher-training 
program or for those who have completed 
an AMI teacher-training program within five 
years. If training occurred more than five years 
previously, the applicant must provide docu-
mentation of active practice in a Montessori 
setting within the last ten years. Graduates of 
this program may also seek state certification 
for teaching in public Montessori schools.

The Center for Montessori Studies is an in-
tellectual community of researchers and practi-
tioners contributing to Montessori education  
and the broader implications of Dr. Maria 
Montessori’s theories on human development, 
learning, and social reform. The center sup-
ports research, teaching, and practice through 
fellows and intentional efforts from which the 
students in our Montessori education concen-
tration programs benefit.
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The contributions to this issue of the Montessori 
Collaborative World Review capture the broad 
impact of a fully implemented Montessori 
education approach, which carries with it an 
awareness that Montessori does not depend 
exclusively on having a series of specific ma-
terials, does not get trapped within classroom 
walls, and is not limited to a set of (frequently) 
assumed communities. This review signals how 
implementing Montessori principles from an 
early age through the adolescent years can, 
beyond academic merits, provide participants 
with a renovated sense of identity, meaningful 
social role, and empowered sense of political 
participation, and affect all members involved 
in the Montessori community, including students, 
teachers, families, and others. 

In 2011, the Wall Street Journal published 
an article titled “The Montessori Mafia,” re-
ferring to a multimillionaire elite and speaking 
about how a group of creative business icons 
had become successful thanks to their Montes-
sori background. Here, rather than promoting 
Montessori education by upholding founders 
and CEOs of corporations as role models, we 
speak in radically opposite terms: “Come to 
our Montessori school, we grow revolution 
here!” The power of Montessori resides pre-
cisely in its potential to actualize social justice 

Postscript
 
Maribel Casas-Cortés

for all and not only to benefit one elite group. 
By cultivating a flourishing counterculture 
based on responding to human needs every-
where, while also celebrating and honoring all 
forms of life, Montessori education enables us 
to think and work in terms of social justice and 
ensures the growth of global citizens committed 
to each other and the universe.

The global picture presented in part 1 of 
this collaborative review challenges the reader 
to find new depth as to what makes Montes-
sori work in different places around the world. 
Rising economic disparity and wounding 
political language toward minorities (who are 
actually majorities—such as women, migrants, 
people of color) has given rise to Montessori 
grassroots initiatives across the United States 
and in the world of education. There are a 
series of explicit efforts to bring social jus-
tice and Montessori developmental teaching 
together as one way toward the urgent cultural 
transformation needed for a more sustainable, 
peaceful, and respectful way of inhabiting our 
planet.

Part 2, which follows, consists of a well- 
established collection of writings on education 
and social justice, with my own introductions 
and hyperlinks.

Return to contents
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Informed Library for Teaching and Global 
Justice
 
Tool kit about pedagogies sensitive to questions of equity, race,  
environmental justice, indigenous and de-colonial struggles

bell hooks, “Beloved Community:  
A World Without Racism” 
hooks is an American activist, writer, professor, 
and social critic; she is one of the most successful 

“crossover” academics of the late twentieth 
century. Her books look at the function of race, 
class, and gender in today’s culture, emphasizing 
alternative modes of teaching. 

From hooks, b. (1996). Killing rage: Ending 
racism (263–72). New York: Henry Holt and 
Company. 

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the  
Oppressed

Friere was a Brazilian educator and theorist 
who wrote several influential books on education 
and society, becoming a leading advocate of 
critical pedagogy. He is most well known for 
the progressive theories he advanced in his 
works, and spent much of his early adulthood 
leading literacy campaigns within Brazil. 

Freire, P. (2005). Pedagogy of the oppressed 
(M. B. Ramos, Trans.). New York: 
Continuum. (Original work published 1963). 
Retrieved from commons.princeton.edu/
inclusivepedagogy/wp-content/uploads/
sites/17/2016/07/freire_pedagogy_of_the_
oppresed_ch2-3.pdf. Hosted by Princeton 
University, under commons license.

Angeline S. Lillard, “Shunned and 
Admired: Montessori, Self- 
Determination, and a Case for  
Radical School Reform”

Known for her psychological research backing 
up Montessori education, here Dr. Lillard argues 
for radical school reform. This article reviews 
several reasons why Montessori education 
is admired, including its multiple social and 
academic benefits presented as developmental 
corollaries of Montessori’s central premise:  
independence, or self-determination. The article 
concludes with speculation as to why it is also 
shunned—namely, its presumed conflict with 
conventional education culture.

Lillard, A. S. (2019). Shunned and admired: Mon-
tessori, self-determination, and a case for radi-
cal school reform. Educational Psychology Re-
view, 1–27. Retrieved from https://link.springer.
com/article/10.1007/s10648-019-09483-3

National Center of Montessori in 
the Public Sector, “Assessment for 
Human Flourishing” 
 
This article appeared in the Winter 2009 issue of 
MontessoriPublic.org, the print and electronic 
newspaper of the National Center of Montessori 
in the Public Sector (NCMPS). This issue was 
devoted to advocacy and policy, asking what 
changes are needed to advance public Montessori. 
This article offers the NCMPS’s model for 
Montessori assessment, providing details about 
how to perform alternative and accurate forms of 
assessment consistent with Montessori principles.

https://commons.princeton.edu/inclusivepedagogy/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2016/07/freire_pedagogy_of_the_oppresed_ch2-3.pdf
https://commons.princeton.edu/inclusivepedagogy/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2016/07/freire_pedagogy_of_the_oppresed_ch2-3.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-019-09483-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-019-09483-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-019-09483-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-019-09483-3
https://www.montessoripublic.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/MP-V3N2-Winter2019%E2%80%93FINAL.pdf
https://www.montessoripublic.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/MP-V3N2-Winter2019%E2%80%93FINAL.pdf
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NCMPS Staff. (2009). Assessment for human 
flourishing. MontessoriPublic.org, 3(2), 
6–7. Retrieved from montessoripublic.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/02/MP-V3N2-
Winter2019%E2%80%93FINAL.pdf

The Montessori Center of  
Minnesota, “Access in Action”

“Access in Action” is the 2017–18 annual report 
from the Montessori Center of Minnesota 
(MCM). The report details Montessori social  
reform applied with high integrity and well-re-
searched principles portrayed through practical 
examples of reducing socioeconomic and cul-
tural barriers to accessing Montessori education. 

MCM’s vision is to serve populations that 
are often excluded, to train a diverse cohort of 
highly qualified Montessori professionals, and 
to disseminate best practices of the Montessori 
method. Too often, access to Montessori is lim-
ited to families with greater financial resources. 
One of its programs, Montessori Partners Serving 
All Children (MPSAC), is a collaborative that 
develops community-led schools to serve eco-
nomically challenged and culturally distinct 
communities, a population that historically 
has included children and families of color. 
MPSAC demonstrates how the Montessori 
approach, starting with early education, can 
be viable, effective, culturally responsive, and 
accessible for all children, even in communities 
experiencing barriers to high-quality education. 
The MPSAC approach helps communities un-
cover Montessori-based solutions for their spe-
cific early education needs and thus strengthen 
the community-based systems that bring them 
into being.

The Montessori Center of Minnesota. 2017–2018 
annual report: Access in action. Retrieved 
from montessoricentermn.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/05/MCM_AR_2017-2018.pdf 

Keres Children’s Learning Center, 
“Our Methods” 

Keres Children’s Learning Center (KCLC) 
is a bilingual Montessori school serving the 

children of Pueblo de Cochiti in New Mexico 
in their indigenous mother tongue, Keres. The 
KCLC Board of Directors has been in reg-
ular communication with tribal leadership 
and the tribal council since the inception of 
KCLC in 2006. This initiative is part of the 
Indigenous Montessori Institute (IMI), which 
aims to bring culturally relevant teaching and 
methods about early childhood education and 
Montessori training together with the goal of 
nurturing educational sovereignty: “Whoever 
controls the education of our children controls 
the future.” They offer courses in Montessori 
training with Indigenous education philosophy.

KCLC. (n.d.). Our methods. Retrieved from http://
kclcmontessori.org/our-methods.html

Mira Debs and Katie Brown,  
“Students of Color and Public  
Montessori Schools: A Review of 
the Literature” 
 
This article examines the relevant literature related 
to the experiences of students of color in public 
Montessori schools. Students of color comprise a 
majority in public Montessori school enrollments 
around the United States, and practitioners are 
often asked for evidence of the Montessori 
method’s benefits for these students. Mira Debs 
and Katie Brown identify opportunities and lim-
itations for students of color in diverse Montessori 
public schools. 

Debs, M. C., & Brown, K. E. (2017). Students 
of color and public Montessori schools: A 
review of the literature. Journal of Montessori 
Research, 3(1). Retrieved from https://files.eric.
ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1161350.pdf

Kateri Carver-Akers and Kristine 
Markatos-Soriano, “Our Young 
Cultural Ambassadors: Montessori 
Peacemakers for a Modern World” 

An article on the importance of bilingualism in 
Montessori education as grounded in multicul-

https://montessoricentermn.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/MCM_AR_2017-2018.pdf
https://www.kclcmontessori.org/our-methods.html
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1161350.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1161350.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1161350.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ759829
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ759829
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ759829
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tural values. This article describes the Lan-
guage Center Montessori School in Chapel Hill, 
North Carolina, where students are learning 
in a language-immersion Montessori environ-
ment. The school offers a choice to parents—
Spanish or French immersion. The school’s 
motivation for promoting bilingualism is to 
improve communication and respect across 
cultural boundaries. Though bilingualism may 
increase cognitive development, this is not the 
driving force. The school wants to foster a 
generation of “cultural ambassadors” who can 
build bridges across cultures. It also wants to 
create a new generation of peacemakers who 
value tolerance, diversity, and hope, and who 
effect change at home and across borders.

Carver-Akers, K., & Markatos-Soriano, K. (2007). 
Our young cultural ambassadors: Montessori 
peacemakers for a modern world. Montessori 
Life: A Publication of the American Montessori 
Society, 19(2), 42–47. Retrieved from ERIC.
ed.gov/?id=EJ759829

Zinn Education Project, “Why 
Teach People’s History” 
 
Historian Howard Zinn introduced an alternative 
approach to the study of history called “People’s 
Pedagogy.” Going beyond individual protagonists, 
this approach promotes engaging collective 
efforts and social movements. By realizing the 
power of organized people to promote transfor-
mations, this approach to history becomes a “tool 
for change.” According to the Zinn Education 
Project website: “For more than ten years, the 
Zinn Education Project has introduced students to 
a more accurate, complex, and engaging under-
standing of history than is found in traditional 
textbooks and curricula, [. . .] becoming a leading 
resource for teachers and teacher educators.” 

Zinn Education Project. (n.d.). Why teach people’s 
history. Retrieved from zinnedproject.org/
why/teach-peoples-history/#continue © 
Zinn Education Project, coordinated by 
Rethinking Schools and Teaching for Change, 
zinnedproject.org

Bill Bigelow and Tim Swinehart 
(Eds.), A People’s Curriculum 
for the Earth: Teaching Climate 
Change and the Environmental 
Crisis 
This book features some of the more compre-
hensive articles on environmental justice from 
Rethinking Schools magazine, alongside  
classroom-friendly readings on climate change, 
energy, water, food, and pollution—as well as 
on people who are working on those issues to 
make things better. Rethinking Schools is the 
country’s leading grassroots voice for edu-
cation reform, advocating for equitable and 
excellent public schools for all of our children. 
Back in 1986, a group of Milwaukee-area 
teachers had a vision. They wanted not only to 
improve education in their own classrooms and 
schools, but to also help shape reform through-
out the public school system in the United 
States. Today that vision is embodied in Re-
thinking Schools. It began as a local effort to 
address problems such as basal readers, stan-
dardized testing, and textbook-dominated cur-
riculum. Since its founding, it has grown into a 
nationally prominent publisher of educational 
materials. One of them is this book, which is 
part of the Climate Change Educational Kit.

Bigelow, B. & Swinehart, T. (2004). A people’s 
curriculum for the earth: Teaching climate 
change and the environmental crisis. 
Milwaukee: Rethinking Schools. Retrieved 
from rethinkingschools.org/static/publication/
apcekit/Climate-Justice-Seed-Kit-APCE-Preview.
pdf

Louise Derman-Sparks, “Guide 
for Selecting Anti-Bias Children’s 
Books”
The Social Justice Books: A Teaching for 
Change Project offers the most through selection 
of multicultural and responsive books for 
children, families, and educators. According to 
their website, “Children’s books continue to be 
an invaluable source of information and values. 
They reflect the attitudes in our society about 

https://www.zinnedproject.org/why/teach-peoples-history/#continue
https://www.zinnedproject.org/why/teach-peoples-history/#continue
https://www.rethinkingschools.org/static/publication/apcekit/Climate-Justice-Seed-Kit-APCE-Preview.pdf
https://www.rethinkingschools.org/static/publication/apcekit/Climate-Justice-Seed-Kit-APCE-Preview.pdf
https://www.rethinkingschools.org/static/publication/apcekit/Climate-Justice-Seed-Kit-APCE-Preview.pdf
https://www.rethinkingschools.org/static/publication/apcekit/Climate-Justice-Seed-Kit-APCE-Preview.pdf
https://socialjusticebooks.org/guide-for-selecting-anti-bias-childrens-books/
https://socialjusticebooks.org/guide-for-selecting-anti-bias-childrens-books/
https://socialjusticebooks.org/guide-for-selecting-anti-bias-childrens-books/
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diversity, power relationships among different 
groups of people, and various social identities 
(e.g., racial, ethnic, gender, economic class, 
sexual orientation, and disability). The visual 
and verbal messages young children absorb 
from books (and other media) heavily influence 
their ideas about themselves and others. De-
pending on the quality of the book, they can 
reinforce (or undermine) children’s affirmative 
self-concept, teach accurate (or misleading) 
information about people of various identities, 
and foster positive (or negative) attitudes about 
diversity. Children’s books teach children 
about who is important, who matters, who is 
even visible. Consequently, carefully choosing 
quality children’s books is an indispensable 
educational and child-rearing task.” 

Derman-Sparks, L. (2013). Guide for selecting 
anti-bias children’s books. Retrieved from 
socialjusticebooks.org/guide-for-selecting-anti-
bias-childrens-books/

Heather McGregor, Decolonizing 
Pedagogies: Teacher Reference 
Booklet
 
Based on research in Canada, this an introductory 
booklet to help teachers, parents, and learning- 
community members explore the potentials 
and challenge of decolonizing pedagogies. This 
is not only an Indigenous concern, but has 
deep implications for settler societies; one of 
the document’s desired outcomes is recentering 
Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing.

McGregor, H. (2012). Decolonizing pedagogies: 
Teacher reference booklet. Retrieved from blogs.
ubc.ca/edst591/files/2012/03/Decolonizing_
Pedagogies_Booklet.pdf

Sample of Initiatives Working  
Explicitly at the Intersection of 
Montessori and Social Justice

Montessori for Social Justice supports the 
creation of sustainable learning environments 

that dismantle systems of oppression, amplify 
voices of the global majority, and cultivate part-
nerships to liberate the human potential. (mon-
tessoriforsocialjustice.org/resources)

Embracing Equity is a social change agency 
dedicated to centering racial justice in education 
through racial and ethnic identity development, 
critical consciousness, and critical action. 
(wildflowerschools.org/2017/08/22/resourc-
es-for-embracing-equity)

Anti-Bias Montessori is dedicated to providing 
information and resources about anti-bias, anti-
racist, social justice Montessori education. You 
will find resources and downloadable lesson 
plans, games, and activities that may be used in 
the classroom (both Montessori and tradition-
al) and among staff. (anti-biasmontessori.com/
anti-racist-resources-for-educators)

Return to contents
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Beloved Community: A World  
Without Racism
bell hooks

From Killing Rage: Ending Racism (263–72). 
New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1996. Re-
printed by permission of the bell hooks Institute. 

Some days it is just hard to accept that racism 
can still be such a powerful dominating force in 
all our lives. When I remember all that black 
and white folks together have sacrificed to 
challenge and change white supremacy, when I 
remember the individuals who gave their lives 
to the cause of racial justice, my heart is deeply 
saddened that we have not fulfilled their shared 
dream of ending racism, of creating a new cul-
ture, a place for the beloved community. Early 
on in his work for civil rights, long before his 
consciousness had been deeply radicalized by 
resistance to militarism and global Western impe-
rialism, Martin Luther King imagined a beloved 
community where race would be transcended, 
forgotten, where no one would see skin col-
or. This dream has not been realized. From 
its inception it was a flawed vision. The flaw, 
however, was not the imagining of a beloved 
community; it was the insistence that such a 
community could exist only if we erased and 
forgot racial difference.

Many citizens of these United States still 
long to live in a society where beloved commu-
nity can be formed—where loving ties of care 
and knowing bind us together in our differences. 
We cannot surrender that longing—if we do 
we will never see an end to racism. These days 
it is an untalked-about longing. Most folks in 
this society have become so cynical about ending 
racism, so convinced that solidarity across racial 
differences can never be a reality, that they 
make no effort to build community. Those of 
us who are not cynical, who still cherish the vi-
sion of beloved community, sustain our convic-
tion that we need such bonding not because we 
cling to utopian fantasies but because we have 
struggled all our lives to create this communi-
ty. In my blackness I have struggled together 
with white comrades in the segregated South. 
Sharing that struggle we came to know deeply, 

intimately, with all our minds and hearts that 
we can all divest of racism and white suprem-
acy if we so desire. We divest through our 
commitment to and engagement with anti-racist 
struggle. Even though that commitment was 
first made in the mind and heart, it is realized 
by concrete action, by anti-racist living and 
being.

Over the years my love and admiration 
for those black and white southerners in my 
hometown who worked together to realize 
racial justice deepens, as does their love of me. 
We have gone off from that time of legalized 
segregation to create intimate lives for our-
selves that include loving engagement with all 
races and ethnicities. The small circles of love 
we have managed to form in our individual 
lives represent a concrete realistic reminder 
that beloved community is not a dream, that 
it already exists for those of us who have done 
the work of education ourselves for critical 
consciousness in ways that enabled a letting go of 
white supremacist assumptions and values. The 
process of decolonization (unlearning white 
supremacy by divesting of white privilege if we 
were white or vestiges of internalized racism if 
we were black) transformed our minds and our 
habits of being.

In the segregated South those black and 
white folks who struggled together for racial 
justice (many of whom grounded their actions 
not in radical politics but in religious con-
viction) were bound by a shared belief in the 
transformative power of love. Understanding 
that love was the antithesis of the will to dom-
inate and subjugate, we allowed that longing to 
know love, to love one another, to radicalize 
us politically. That love was not sentimental. It 
did not blind us to the reality that racism was 
deeply systemic and that only by realizing that 
love in concrete political actions that might 
involve sacrifice, even the surrender of one’s 
life, would white supremacy be fundamentally 
challenged. We knew the sweetness of beloved 
community.

What those of us who have not died now 
know, that generations before us did not grasp, 
was that beloved community is formed not by 
the eradication of difference but by its affir-
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mation, by each of us claiming the identities 
and cultural legacies that shape who we are 
and how we live in the world. To form beloved 
community we do not surrender ties to pre-
cious origins. We deepen those bondings by 
connecting them with an anti-racist struggle 
which is at heart always a movement to disrupt 
that clinging to cultural legacies that demands 
investment in notions of racial purity, authen-
ticity, nationalist fundamentalism. The notion 
that differences of skin color, class background, 
and cultural heritage must be erased for justice 
and equality to prevail is a brand of popular 
false consciousness that helps keep racist think-
ing and action intact. Most folks are threatened 
by the notion that they must give up allegiances 
to specific cultural legacies in order to have 
harmony. Such suspicion is healthy. Unfortu-
nately, as long as our society holds up a vision 
of democracy that requires the surrender of 
bonds and ties to legacies folks hold dear, chal-
lenging racism and white supremacy will seem 
like an action that diminishes and destabilizes.

The misguided idea that one must give 
cultural allegiance to create harmony positively 
emerged from religious freedom fighters whose 
faith urged them to let go attachment to the 
things of this world (status, ethnicity, national 
allegiances) in order to be one with God. Nega-
tively, it has been appropriated by the enemies 
of anti-racist struggle to further tensions be-
tween different racial groups, to breed funda-
mentalist and nationalistic feelings and support 
for racial separatism. Since the notion that we 
should all forsake attachment to race and/or 
cultural identity and be “just humans” within 
the framework of white supremacy has usually 
meant that subordinate groups must surrender 
their identities, beliefs, and values and assimi-
late by adopting the values and beliefs of  
privileged-class whites, rather than promoting 
racial harmony this thinking has created a 
fierce cultural protectionism. That conservative 
force that sees itself as refusing assimilation ex-
presses itself in the call for cultural nationalism, 
for disenfranchised groups to embrace separat-
ism. This is why black leaders who espouse 
black separatism are gaining political power. 
Many black people fear that white commod-

ification and appropriation of blackness is a 
neo-colonial strategy of cultural genocide that 
threatens to destroy our cultural legacy. That 
fear is not ungrounded. Black people, however, 
are misguided in thinking that nationalist fun-
damentalism is the best or only way to either 
preserve our heritage or to make a meaningful 
political response to ending racism.

In actuality, the growth of nationalist 
separatist thinking among black people is an 
extreme expression of collective cynicism about 
ending white supremacy. The assumption that 
white folks will never cease to be racist rep-
resents a refusal to privilege the history of 
those whites (however few) who have been 
willing to give their lives to the struggle for ra-
cial justice over that of white folks who main-
tain racist thinking—sometimes even knowing 
that they hold racist assumptions. Since white 
supremacist attitudes and values permeate 
every aspect of the culture, most white folks 
are unconsciously absorbing the ideology of 
white supremacy. Since they do not realize this 
socialization is taking place, many of them feel 
that they are not racist. When these feelings are 
rooted in denial, the first stage of anti-racist 
struggle has to be breaking that denial. This 
is one of the primary distinctions between the 
generation of white folks who were raised in 
the midst of white supremacist apartheid, who 
witnessed firsthand the brutal dehumanization 
of black people and who knew that “racism” 
permeated the culture, and this contemporary 
generation that either engages in historical am-
nesia or does not remember. Prior to desegrega-
tion, few whites would have been as arrogantly 
convinced that they are not racists as are most 
whites today, some of whom never come into 
contact with black people. During civil rights 
struggle, it was commonly understood that 
whites seeking to live in an anti-racist world 
measured their progress and their commitment 
by their interactions with black people. How 
can a white person assume he or she is not rac-
ist if that assumption has not been concretely 
realized in interaction? It was precisely the as-
tute recognition on the part of freedom fighters 
working for racial justice that antiracist habits 
of being were best cultivated in situation of 
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interaction that was at the heart of every vision 
of non-racist community.

Concurrently, most white Americans who 
believed or believe that racism is ethically and 
morally wrong centered their anti-racist strug-
gle around the desire to commune with black 
folks. Today many white people who see them-
selves as non-racist are comfortable with lives 
where they have no contact with black people 
or where fear is their first response in any en-
counter with blackness. This “fear” is the first 
sign of the internalization in the white psyche 
of white supremacist sentiments. It serves to 
mask white power and privilege. In the past 
the affirmation of white supremacy in everyday 
life was declared via assertions of hatred and/
or power (i.e., public and private subordina-
tion and humiliation of black folks—the white 
wife who sits at her dining table eating a nice 
lunch while the maid eats standing in the kitchen, 
the white male employer paying black workers 
less and calling them by obscene names); in our 
contemporary times white belief in black infe-
riority is most often registered by the assertion 
of power. Yet that power is often obscured by 
white focus on fear. The fear whites direct at 
blacks is rooted in the racist assumption that 
the darker race is inherently deprived, danger-
ous, and willing to obtain what they desire by 
any means necessary. Since it is assumed that 
whenever fear is present one is less powerful, 
cultivating in whites fear of blacks is a useful 
neo-colonial strategy as it obscures the reali-
ty that whites do much more harm to blacks 
daily than vice versa. It also encourages white 
people to believe that they do not hold power 
over blacks even as their ability to project fear 
when there is no danger is an act of denial 
that indicates their complicity with the white 
supremacist thinking. Those white people who 
consciously break with racist thinking know 
that there is no concrete reality to suggest that 
they should be more fearful of blacks than 
other people, since white folks, like blacks, are 
likely to be harmed by people of the same race. 
Let me give a useful example. When I worked 
as an assistant professor at an Ivy League 
university one of my white female students 
was raped by a black man. Even though she 

had been deeply committed to anti-racist work 
before the rape, during her period of recovery 
she found that she was fearing all black men. 
Her commitment to anti-racist struggle led her 
to interrogate that fear, and she realized that 
had she been raped by a white male, she would 
not have felt all white males were responsible 
and should be feared. Seeing her fear of all 
black males as a regressive expression of white 
racism, she let it go. The will to be vigilant 
emerged from both her commitment to ending 
racism and her will to be in loving community 
is a perspective we must all embrace if racism 
is to end.

More than ever before in our history, black 
Americans are succumbing to and internaliz-
ing the racist assumption that there can be no 
meaningful bonds of intimacy between blacks 
and whites. It is fascinating to explore why it is 
that black people trapped in the worst situa-
tion of racial oppression—enslavement—had 
the foresight to see that it would be disem-
powering for them to lose sight of the capacity 
of white people to transform themselves and 
divest of white supremacy, even as many black 
folks today who in no way suffer such ex-
treme racist oppression and exploitation are 
convinced that white people will not repudiate 
racism. Contemporary black folks, like their 
white counterparts, have passively accepted 
the internalization of white supremacist as-
sumptions. Organized white supremacists have 
always taught that there can never be trust 
and intimacy between the superior white race 
and the inferior black race. When black people 
internalize these sentiments, no resistance to 
white supremacy is taking place; rather we 
become complicit in spreading racist notions. 
It does not matter that so many black people 
feel white people will never repudiate racism 
because of being daily assaulted by white denial 
and refusal of accountability. We must not allow 
the actions of white folks who blindly endorse 
racism to determine the direction of our resis-
tance. Like our white allies in struggle we must 
consistently keep the faith, by always sharing 
the truth that white people can be anti-racist, 
that racism is not some immutable character 
flaw.
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Of course many white people are comfort-
able with a rhetoric of race that suggests rac-
ism cannot be changed, that all white people 
are “inherently racist” simply because they are 
born and raised in this society. Such misguided 
thinking socializes white people both to remain 
ignorant of the way in which white suprem-
acist attitudes are learned and to assume a 
posture of learned helplessness as though they 
have no agency—no capacity to resist this 
thinking. Luckily we have many autobiogra-
phies of white folks committed to anti-racist 
struggle that provide documentary testimony 
that many of these individuals repudiated rac-
ism when they were children. Far from passive-
ly accepting it as inherent, they instinctively felt 
it was wrong. Many of them witnessed bizarre 
acts of white racist aggression toward black 
folks in everyday life and responded to the 
injustice of the situation. Sadly, in our times so 
many white folks are easily convinced by racist 
whites and black folks who have internalized 
racism that they can never be really free of 
racism.

These feelings also then obscure the reality 
of white privilege. As long as white folks are 
taught to accept racism as “natural” then they 
do not have to see themselves as consciously 
creating a racist society by their actions, by 
their political choices. This means as well that 
they do not have to face the way in which 
acting in a racist manner ensures the mainte-
nance of white privilege. Indeed, denying their 
agency allows them to believe white privilege 
does not exist even as they daily exercise it. If 
the young white woman who had been raped 
had chosen to hold all black males account-
able for what happened, she would have been 
exercising white privilege and reinforcing the 
structure of racist thought that teaches that all 
black people are alike. Unfortunately, so many 
white people are eager to believe racism cannot 
be changed because internalizing that assump-
tion downplays the issue of accountability. No 
responsibility need be taken for not changing 
something if it is perceived as immutable. To 
accept racism as a system of domination that 
can be changed would demand that everyone 
who sees him- or herself as embracing a vision 

of racial social equality would be required to 
assert anti-racist habits of being. We know 
from histories both present and past that 
white people (and everyone else) who commit 
themselves to living in anti-racist ways need 
to make sacrifices, to courageously endure the 
uncomfortable to challenge and change.

Whites, people of color, and black folks 
are reluctant to commit themselves fully and 
deeply to an anti-racist struggle that is ongo-
ing because there is such a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness—a conviction that nothing will 
ever change. How any of us can continue to 
hold those feelings when we study the history 
of racism in this society and see how much 
has changed makes no logical sense. Clear-
ly we have not gone far enough. In the late 
sixties, Martin Luther King posed the ques-
tion “Where do we go from here?” To live in 
anti-racist society we must collectively renew 
our commitment to a democratic vision of racial 
justice and equality. Pursuing that vision we 
create a culture where beloved community 
flourishes and is sustained. Those of us who 
know the joy of being with folks from all 
walks of life, all races, who are fundamentally 
anti-racist in their habits of being, need to give 
public testimony. We need to share not only 
what we have experienced but the conditions 
of change that make such an experience pos-
sible. The interracial circle of love that I know 
can happen because each individual present 
in it has made his or her own commitment to 
living an anti-racist life and to furthering the 
struggle to end white supremacy will become 
a reality for everyone only if those of us who 
have created these communities share how they 
emerge in our lives and the strategies we use 
to sustain them. Our devout commitment to 
building diverse communities is central. These 
commitments to anti-racist living are just one 
expression of who we are and what we share 
with one another but they form the foundation 
of that sharing. Like all beloved communities we 
affirm our differences. It is this generous spir-
it of affirmation that gives us the courage to 
challenge one another, to work through misun-
derstandings, especially those that have to do 
with race and racism. In a beloved community 
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solidarity and trust are grounded in profound 
commitment to a shared vision. Those of us 
who are always anti-racist long for a world in 
which everyone can form a beloved community 
where borders can be crossed and cultural hy-
bridity celebrated. Anyone can begin to make 
a such a community by truly seeking to live in 
an anti-racist world. If that longing guides our 
vision and our actions, the new culture will be 
born and anti-racist communities of resistance 
will emerge everywhere. That is where we must 
go from here.
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