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From the Editor
We are pleased to be wrapping up the Journal of Montessori Research’s 10th year with an informative fall issue. In the first 
article, Elyse Postlewaite, Dalia Avello, Catherine Massie, and Ayize Sabater share their work examining the perceptions 
and impact of the Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ) developmental screening tools when adapted for Montessori 
guides and administrators. 

In the second article, Genevieve D’Cruz proposes the Critical Montessori Model, which centers high-fidelity Montessori 
practice encompassed by critical race theory, as a way for researchers and practitioners to interpret the Montessori Method.

Jennifer Moss and Theodore Wheeler in the third article examine differences in beliefs of Montessori and traditional 
teachers regarding effectiveness, normality, and ease of autonomy-supportive and controlling teaching, as well as 
differences in motivating styles. 

Two review articles conclude this issue. Mira Debs reviews an important translation of Christine Quarfood’s 2017 
Swedish book Montessoris Pedagogiska Imperium: Kulturkritik och Politik i Mellankrigstidens Montessorirörelse now available 
to English-speaking readers as The Montessori Movement in Interwar Europe: New Perspectives. Quarfood explores how 
diverse intellectual networks between World War I and World War II were actively debating Montessori education and 
defying its representation as a single ideological monolith. 

Finally, Heather Gerker continues the journal’s series “Rediscovering the Child: Review of Montessori Educator 
Research Projects 2023–2024” with a discussion of four graduate research papers.

In closing, I also encourage you to read, if you have not already, the September special issue in which we reprinted five 
articles from the European Journal of Montessori Research and Education (MoRE) published by the Stockholm University 
Press, as MoRE has joined the Journal of Montessori Research.

Sincerely,

Angela K. Murray, PhD
Editor, Journal of Montessori Research
Director, Center for Learner Agency Research and Action (CLARA)
Program Chair, AERA Montessori Education SIG

November 2024

Ongoing American Montessori Society (AMS) financial support for the Journal of Montessori Research makes open access possible 
without requiring authors to pay article processing charges.

https://clara.ku.edu/
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Implementing the Ages and 
Stages Questionnaires in a 
Montessori Setting
Elyse L. Postlewaite, Montclair State University
Ayize Sabater, Association Montessori International of the United States
Dalia Avello-Vega, Portland State University
Catherine Massie, Montessori Medical Partnership for Inclusion
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Abstract: Montessori educators face increasing demands to support growing numbers of students who have 
developmental delays or disabilities, and early detection and support are essential. Yet, detecting developmental 
delays is a complex task, and early childhood educators do not typically receive specialized training. The Ages and 
Stages Questionnaires (ASQ) is a set of valid and reliable developmental screening tools widely used in education and 
health settings, but ASQ use has not been assessed in Montessori settings. In a pre/post, multimethod design, this 
study examined the perceptions and impact of an ASQ training—adapted for Montessori settings—for guides and 
administrators. The results suggest the ASQ training and implementation of its tools were perceived as beneficial and 
valuable. The training positively influenced participants’ attitudes and beliefs, skills and knowledge, confidence and 
self-efficacy, and access to resources. Alumni of the training had similar attitudes and beliefs, as well as confidence and 
self-efficacy, compared to recent trainees, although alumni’s skills and knowledge, as well as access to resources, were 
more advanced than the recent trainees. Qualitative findings also point to the benefits of the training while highlighting 
the realities, needs, and challenges Montessori educators face. This study provides evidence that Montessori educators 
benefit from ASQ developmental screening training. Through ASQ training and implementation, Montessori 
educators can gain a better understanding of students’ developmental milestones, more effectively observe their 
students’ behaviors, and more confidently advocate for students’ support needs.
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Early detection and support in schools are essential 
for young children who have developmental delays 
or disabilities (Hirai et al., 2018; National Center for 
Learning Disabilities, 2020). However, a significant 
number of developmental disabilities and delays go 
undetected, potentially hindering children from reaching 
their full potential (Weitzman et al., 2015). Like other 
teachers, Montessori educators face increasing demands 
in their schools to support growing numbers of students 
who have developmental delays or disabilities. The 
current national estimate of school-age children who have 
at least one developmental disability is about 17%, or one 
in every six children—a number that has been on the rise 
since it has been tracked (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2024). The COVID-19 pandemic 
intensified the demand and urgency of supporting these 
students since their behavior could not be easily observed 
during distance learning (Macy, 2022). 

Extensive research highlights the benefits 
of universal early screening and intervention for 
developmental delays (Hirai et al., 2018; National 
Center for Learning Disabilities, 2020). However, 
despite federal requirements to identify such students 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2017), educators 
receive little funding or training to effectively detect and 
support developmental disabilities, and build positive 
relationships with caregivers while doing so. Montessori 
educators, like others, face challenges in identifying 
and supporting children with developmental delays or 
disabilities (Danner & Fowler, 2015; Epstein, 1998; Long 
et al., 2022), hindering the creation of truly inclusive 
educational spaces and positive teacher-caregiver 
relationships. 

The education and welfare of children depend on 
effective educators and systems that nurture their growth. 
Montessori schools, known for their unique pedagogical 
philosophy, aim to cater to the distinctive needs of 
every child, emphasizing individualized instruction and 
holistic development. As a result, many families seek 
Montessori schools to support their children’s optimal 
development. Even though Montessori schools are a 
natural choice for many families, Montessori guides and 
administrators sometimes feel unprepared to meet the 
diverse needs of students and their families (Epstein, 
1998; Long et al., 2022). In this context, the Ages and 
Stages Questionnaires (ASQ), a universal developmental 
screening tool and training modality, emerged as a 
promising strategy for Montessori programs, enabling 
Montessori educators to identify students’ developmental 
delays in collaboration with parents and caregivers. 

The ASQ tools can also facilitate crucial conversations 
with caregivers, potentially ensuring children get the 
appropriate interventions, resources, and support they 
need. 

However, the ASQ training and implementation 
guidelines had not been previously adapted for use 
specifically in Montessori schools—an important step, 
given Montessori programs’ unique pedagogy, settings, 
and practices. For instance, in addition to learning about 
Montessori’s unique theory of development (i.e., the 
planes of development), Montessori guides also receive 
specialized training on how to observe and engage with 
children in the classrooms and how to interact with 
caregivers. Therefore, in 2019, a Montessori-specific 
ASQ training was designed by ASQ trainer and AMI 
Montessori guide Dalia Avello-Vega to equip Montessori 
educators and administrators with the knowledge and 
skills necessary for effective implementation of this tool 
specifically in Montessori settings. 

Although the ASQ is well-regarded in traditional 
settings, given the unique education approach and 
training of Montessori practitioners, it is important to 
examine empirically how Montessori educators perceive 
the training and implementation of the ASQ. To address 
this, a research study commissioned by the Association 
Montessori International of the United States (AMI/
USA) was conducted during the 2022–2023 academic 
school year to explore the outcomes, perspectives, and 
experiences of Montessori guides and administrators who 
were trained to use the ASQ in their schools. 

About Montessori
Montessori education, as originally conceived by 

Maria Montessori, was designed to serve students with 
special needs. Montessori created the Montessori Method 
in alignment with her developmental theory, the planes 
of development, which she identified through her direct 
observation of children (Montessori, 1971; 1989). More 
detailed elaboration is provided by Murray and colleagues 
(2020, p. 205), concerning the life of Montessori and the 
Montessori approach:

Maria Montessori was one of Italy’s first female 
physicians, and she developed a groundbreaking 
educational method based on astute observation 
of children’s behavior while working in one of the 
poorest neighborhoods in Rome (Gutek, 2004; 
Kramer, 1988). . . . She was a woman before her 
time in suggesting that children learn through 
hands-on activity, that critical brain development 
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occurs during the preschool years, and that children 
with disabilities could and should be educated 
(Montessori, 1912b). . . . Montessori education 
is an individualized approach with a long-term 
perspective. Children remain with the same teacher 
[ideally] in multiage classrooms for three years, 
allowing for continuity in the learning experience 
(Montessori, 1912b). In this environment, children 
work at their own pace with opportunities for 
cooperative learning while working in small, mixed-
age groupings according to ability and interest 
(Montessori, 1912b; Montessori, 1972). Montessori 
programs typically limit the emphasis on whole 
group instruction, grades, and tests and instead 
focus on student-chosen work with specially designed 
materials during long blocks of uninterrupted 
time (Montessori, 1912b; Montessori, 1965a; 
Montessori, 1965b).

Today more than 3,495 Montessori schools in the 
United States (National Center for Montessori in the 
Public Sector, 2023) follow the distinct Montessori 
philosophy along with its accompanying practices and 
emphasis on nurturing environments. Such practices 
embody a promise for the welfare of all children, 
including those with disabilities (Long et al., 2022).

Teacher Training and the Preparation of the Adult
Teacher preparation is crucial for ensuring that 

educators are equipped with the necessary knowledge, 
skills, and competencies to effectively manage classrooms 
and facilitate student learning. Typical teacher 
preparation tends to be competency-based; however, 
teachers also need knowledge of behavioral strategies, 
identification of special needs, curriculum adaptation, 
legal regulations, and collaboration skills to effectively 
support inclusive classrooms (Kamens et al., 2000). 
Given the evidence suggesting students with disabilities 
fare better in inclusive classrooms (Downing & Peckham-
Hardin, 2007; Kefallinou et al., 2020; Van Mieghem et al., 
2020), general education teachers need special training 
pertaining to developmental disabilities and inclusive 
education practices. Mounting evidence supports the 
premise that general education teachers who receive 
training in special education are better at implementing 
inclusive practices (Zagona et al., 2017). Importantly, 
whereas teacher training is crucial to preparing educators 
for the classroom, also critical is ongoing professional 
development beyond initial training to refresh knowledge 
and skills as well as learn the best practices from cutting-

edge research (Creemers et al., 2012; Van Mieghem et 
al., 2020). Moreover, a team including specialists and 
highly trained personnel with expert knowledge in 
special education can ensure a truly inclusive education 
experience (Division for Early Childhood of the Council 
for Exceptional Children, 2014; Mastropieri et al., 2011).

For classroom preparation, guides receive Montessori-
specific teacher training aligned with the Montessori 
pedagogy. For example, in Association Montessori 
Internationale (AMI) training, 

… trainees study the Montessori philosophy about 
child development and how to practically apply 
it in their work with children. [Trainees] engage 
in a deep study of Montessori theory and practice 
through lectures and demonstrations on [the] use 
of the Montessori materials that support the child’s 
development at each plane, as well as practical 
application through observations and practice 
teaching. (R. Sabater, personal communication, 
September 18, 2024)

While Montessori teachers receive training on child 
development, it is the authors’ understanding that some 
Montessori training does not include in-depth focus on 
developmental delays or disabilities. There is little publicly 
available information on the content of Montessori 
teacher training; therefore, the conclusions we can draw 
are limited. However, personal communications and web 
data confirm the focus on early childhood development, 
educational pedagogy, observations, implementation, 
and classroom management in Montessori teacher-
preparation programs (American Montessori Society, 
n.d.; Association Montessori Internationale, n.d; S. 
Werner Andrews, personal communication, August 22, 
2024). Few of the courses involve the same depth and 
preciseness of understanding developmental disabilities 
as is reflected in the ASQ training. Evidence from 
research studies suggests that, like traditional educators, 
many trained Montessori educators feel underprepared 
to identify and support children who have developmental 
delays or disabilities (Danner & Fowler, 2015; Epstein, 
1998; Long et al., 2022). Montessori educators may 
benefit from additional training to support students who 
have developmental challenges. 

Developmental Screening Tools and the ASQ
Early detection with developmental screening is 

critical for identifying students who have special needs 
so a diagnosis and support plan can be established. 

https://www.montessoricensus.org/


4 Journal of Montessori Research   Fall 2024   Vol 10 Iss 2

fine motor, gross motor, expressive and receptive 
communication, problem-solving, and personal-social.

2.	 Ages and Stages Questionnaires: Social-
Emotional, Second Edition (ASQ:SE-2) focuses 
exclusively on socioemotional indicators. The 
questionnaires can be used across different settings 
including early childhood education (Veldhuizen et al., 
2015).

The ASQ is a parent-completed set of standardized 
universal screening tools developed by a research team 
at the University of Oregon to produce an effective and 
culturally sensitive set of questionnaires that are also 
valid and reliable (Bricker et al., 1988). The ASQ enables 
trained guides to work with caregivers to detect delays, 
engage in vital and potentially challenging conversations 
with caregivers, and ensure that children receive the 
appropriate interventions, resources, and support they 
require. Figure 1 depicts the process of implementing the 
ASQ, from staff training to conversations with caregivers 
to formal diagnosis to continual monitoring.

The systematic use of the ASQ in Montessori settings 
began as part of The ASQ Trailblazers Project launched 
by the Oregon Montessori Association (OMA) in 2019 
to support Montessori educators wanting to (a) more 
accurately identify children at risk for developmental 
delays, (b) better support developmentally delayed 
students needing access to evaluation, and (c) be 
better prepared to have compassionate and meaningful 

Standardized screening tools allow for systematic, 
continuous monitoring and evaluation, which are 
essential for effective intervention and creating successful 
environments for students and families (Khan, 2019). To 
meet this need, a variety of developmental screening tools 
have been created. An exhaustive review of developmental 
screeners is beyond the scope of this paper; however, we 
provide a brief overview of several key considerations 
for selecting an appropriate developmental screener. For 
example, developmental screeners can vary regarding 
content (e.g., motor, social, cognitive, behavioral), 
completion time, financial cost, reliability and validity, 
standardization, and who completes the screener (Rydz 
et al., 2005). The appropriateness and usefulness of 
each type of screener depend upon the needs of the 
community. The Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ) 
was selected to be adapted and utilized in the Montessori 
setting—and as the focus of this study—because the 
questionnaires are relatively easy to train and implement 
in collaboration with families. Additionally, the ASQ 
is widely used, research-based, standardized, culturally 
sensitive, and translated into many languages (Bricker et 
al., 2010; Macy, 2012; McCrae & Brown, 2018). 

The ASQ training and tools facilitate identification 
of developmental delays among children ages 0 to 6. The 
questionnaires are divided into two tools:

1.	 Ages and Stages Questionnaires, Third Edition 
(ASQ-3) measures development across five areas—

Figure 1. 
Typical ASQ Developmental Monitoring Implementation Flow for Montessori Programs
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conversations with parents and caregivers about these 
challenges. In Oregon, Montessori programs participating 
in the Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), 
also known as Spark, were encouraged to use the ASQ. 
However, the training and implementation guidelines 
they found available were mostly applicable to Early 
Head Start and Head Start models, and did not match 
the way Montessori programs functioned. Learning 
how to effectively use these tools and implement a 
developmental monitoring program—one that is 
compatible with both the Montessori pedagogy and 
the way Montessori programs work—has been a core 
goal of the project. Since its inception, more than 150 
Montessori guides and administrators across Oregon and 
southern Washington have received training and support 
from ASQ trainer Avello-Vega, setting the foundation for 
this study.

The Need for This Study
Over the last several years, one of the largest 

Montessori associations in the United States, AMI/USA, 
repeatedly received inquiries from guides and parents 
regarding inclusive education. An influential Montessori 
leader directly asked in an email message:

I have been asked a few times about the 
[Montessori] Inclusion Course being offered 
again…. [It] was so well received. Do you know if 
there are any plans to offer it again? There is such a 
great need for this [type of] help for teachers.
		           Thank you, Allyn Travis 

(personal communication, March 24, 2023)

Additionally, during AMI/USA’s annual 
conference—the 2024 Montessori Experience: Refresher 
Courses & More in Addison, Texas—nearly 25% of the 
approximately 1,000 registrants filled out a survey that 
included a question asking respondents to identify the top 
issues facing the Montessori community. Approximately 
13% of respondents identified some version of 
“neurodiversity,” “special education,” or “inclusive 
education,” which when combined into one category 
(inclusive education) was the most pressing topic.1 This 
moved the AMI/USA leadership team to seek a host of 
interventions in an attempt to address this pressing need. 
One strategy was to establish a human rights and social 

1 “Family partnerships” was the second most pressing topic, and 
“racial equity” was the third.

justice (HRSJ) committee, which established a group of 
advisors who quickly identified “inclusive education” as 
one of its top priorities. During a meeting of the HRSJ 
advisors, Montessori special educator Catherine Massie 
suggested that Avello-Vega be invited to talk about her 
groundbreaking work using a Montessori-adjusted early 
childhood developmental screener known as the Ages 
and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ). After Avello-Vega’s 
presentation at an HRSJ committee meeting, committee 
members decided a formal study was needed on how the 
Montessori-adjusted ASQ training was received within 
the Montessori community. 

Current Study
Although research confirms the positive benefits 

of developmental screeners (Bellman et al., 2013; 
Hirai et al., 2018), it is unclear how Montessori guides 
and administrators perceive the potential benefits and 
challenges associated with the ASQ implementation— 
a gap the present study aimed to fill. Specifically, this 
multimethod study aimed to assess the attitudes, beliefs, 
knowledge, skills, confidence, self-efficacy, and access 
to tools of Montessori guides and administrators before 
and after completing the Use and Implementation of the 
Ages and Stages Questionnaires in a Montessori Setting 
training. In addition, the study sought to explore the 
realities and needs of Montessori educators in supporting 
students who have disabilities, as well as ascertain the 
perceived benefits and challenges guides experienced in 
implementing the ASQ after being trained. 

To inform the study, the following research 
questions were addressed: (1) Do Montessori guides’ and 
administrators’ attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, skills, confidence, 
self-efficacy, and access to tools for supporting students with 
developmental disabilities or delays change before and after 
completing the ASQ in a Montessori Setting training? (2) Do 
the effects of participating in the ASQ training persist over 
time for trained alumni? (3) What are the realities and needs 
of Montessori guides and administrators for serving students 
with developmental disabilities or delays? (4) What are the 
perceived benefits and challenges of the implementation and 
use of the ASQ by Montessori community members? 

Methods
To address the research questions, the study featured 

a multimethod, pre/post design. The pre/post design 
was used to assess Montessori guide and administrator 
perceptions and experiences toward universal screenings, 
as well as gauge their experiences supporting students 
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who have developmental disabilities or delays, from 
before and after completing a Montessori ASQ training. 
The strengths of using both quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies are useful for drawing rich, contextual 
findings and conclusions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
Quantitative methods included Likert-style, self-report 
response items on a pre-survey, post-survey, and post-
only survey. The survey provided numerical scores of 
guides’ and administrators’ attitudes, beliefs, confidence, 
and perceived skills around identifying and supporting 
young students who have developmental delays or 
disabilities. The quantitative numerical scores were used 
to address the first and second research questions. It 
was hypothesized that participants in the ASQ training 
would have significantly higher scores on the outcomes of 
interest after completing the training compared to before. 
It was further hypothesized that the alumni of the ASQ 
training would have similar scores on the outcomes of 
interest compared to the recent completers of the ASQ 
training. In other words, it was hypothesized that the 
effects of participation in the program would be sustained 
over time for alumni. 

Qualitative methods included open-ended survey 
questions and semi-structured focus groups with 
Montessori guides and administrators, addressing the 
third and fourth research questions, which explore 
perceptions around realities and needs for inclusive 
educational experiences for students as well as perceived 
benefits and challenges of using the ASQ. Since the third 
and fourth research questions were explored qualitatively, 
no hypotheses were generated. 

Sample and Procedures
Pre/Post Survey

An online training, Use and Implementation of the 
Ages and Stages Questionnaires in a Montessori Setting, was 
conducted via Zoom across three Saturday mornings in 
January 2023. Approximately four to six weeks after the 
completion of the training, participants who completed 
the ASQ pre-survey and the training were emailed invites 
to complete the ASQ post-survey. For completing the 
training and ASQ pre- and post-surveys, each participant 
received a certificate of completion for professional 
development hours and a chance to win one of four $50 
AMI/USA bookstore gift cards.

Montessori guides and administrators were invited 
to participate via email through the AMI/USA member 
LISTSERV, which was distributed to approximately 
10,000 individuals. The aim was to recruit 100 guides 
and administrators to participate in the training. A total 

of 127 Montessori guides and administrators completed 
a consent form and registered for the training to account 
for attrition. A total of 67 participants completed the ASQ 
pre-survey and training (Table 1). A majority of the ASQ 
pre-survey participants were female (94%) and had an 
average age of 44.7 (SD = 10.4). A total of 45 participants 
completed the ASQ post-survey (Table 1). A majority of 
the ASQ post-survey participants were female (91%) and 
had an average age of 47.1 (SD = 7.78). 

Most participants were Montessori guides (52% 
pre-survey and 58% post-survey) or administrators 
(34% pre-survey and 42% post-survey). The average 
number of years participants had been educators was 
18.6 (SD = 10.6). It was most common for participants 
to have never previously completed any specialized 
coursework besides a child development course (37%), 
whereas 22% had completed a specialized course in 
developmental delays or disabilities. Most participants 
worked at private Montessori schools (48%), and 4% of 
the schools were AMI/USA-recognized . 

Post-only Survey
Montessori guides and administrators who were 

alumni of the ASQ in a Montessori Setting training, having 
completed the training prior to January 2023, were 
invited to participate in the post-only survey via email. 
Approximately 80 guides and administrators received 
the invitation to participate in the post-only survey. Each 
participant received a $5 gift card for completing the 
survey.

A total of 27 alumni participants completed the 
post-only survey (Table 1). A majority of the alumni 
participants were female (48%) and had an average age of 
47.7 (SD = 10.2). A majority of the alumni participants 
were White (64%). Most alumni participants were 
administrators (59%) followed by guides (33%). 

Focus Groups
Guides and administrators who participated in the 

training and surveys were invited to participate in the 
focus groups. Participation in the focus groups was low, 
therefore, an additional town-hall-style focus group was 
scheduled for guides and administrators invited through 
a member listserv. Participants received a $5 gift card for 
participating in a focus group.

A total of 20 guides and administrators participated 
in the focus groups. All participants were female (100%) 
and had an average age of 50.5 (SD = 9.95). A majority 
of focus group participants were White (55%). The average 
number of years of being an educator was 18.7 (SD = 7.51). 
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Pre-Survey Post-Survey Alumni Survey

  N % N % N %

Sex
    Male 3 4% 1 2% 0 0%
    Female 63 94% 39 91% 13 48%
Race and Ethnicity
    White 41 61% 23 53% 9 33%
    American Indian or Alaska Native 1 1% 1 2% 0 0%
    Asian 5 7% 5 12% 9 33%
    Black or African American 1 1% 0 0% 9 33%
    Filipino 2 3% 1 2% 9 33%
    Latinx or Hispanic 5 7% 3 7% 3 11%
    Middle Eastern or North African 1 1% 0 0% 0 0%
    More than one race or ethnicity 6 9% 3 7% 0 0%
    Other 0 0% 2 5% 2 7%
    Prefer not to disclose 5 7% 3 7% 1 4%
Number of Years as an Educator
    < 6 years 15 22% 5 12% 1 4%
    6 - 15 years 19 28% 9 21% 3 11%
    16 - 25 years 24 36% 19 44% 7 26%
    > 25 years 8 12% 8 19% 3 11%
Educator Role
    Guide 35 52% 25 58% 9 33%
    Administrator 23 34% 18 42% 16 59%
    Other 1 1% 0 0% 2 7%
Prior Coursework
    No specialized coursework 10 15% 7 16% 3 11%
    Only a child development course 13 19% 6 14% 4 15%
    At least one specialized course 34 51% 27 63% 6 22%
Montessori Member
    Yes 30 45% 21 49% 6 22%
    No 24 36% 19 44% 5 19%
    Unsure 5 7% 3 7% 3 11%
School Type
    Private 51 76% 37 86% 13 48%
    Public 2 3% 1 2% 1 4%
    Other 6 9% 5 12% 0 0%
School Is AMI/USA Recognized
    Yes 28 42% 17 40% 1 4%
    No 25 37% 21 49% 13 48%
    Unsure 6 9% 5 12% 0 0%

Table 1. 
Survey Sample Demographics
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Most participants had previously completed a specialized 
course in developmental delays or disabilities (65%), 
whereas 35% had never completed any specialized 
coursework besides a child development course.

Measures
Survey

The researcher developed the self-report survey— 
for the pre-survey, post-survey, and post-only survey— 
to measure participants’ attitudes and beliefs, knowledge 
and skills, confidence and self-efficacy, and access to 
requisite tools and resources to use universal screeners 
to support students with developmental disabilities or 
delays. An example item that measured attitudes and 
beliefs was, “Using [a developmental screener] is essential 
for the detection and development of developmental 
delays in young children.” An example item that measured 
knowledge and skills was, “I have the knowledge I need 
to be able to detect developmental delays within all my 
students.” An example item that measured confidence 
and self-efficacy was, “I believe I can always identify 
difficult-to-detect developmental delays in all my 
students.” An example item that measured access to tools 
and resources was, “I have the tools I need to provide 
appropriate interventions for my students in need.” All 
items were presented randomly in a Likert-style format 
for participants to rate their level of agreement from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

Demographic and background information, such as 
the number of years being a Montessori educator, were 
also collected. In addition, several open-ended items 
were included to assess the benefits and challenges of 
implementing the ASQ.

Focus Group Protocol
The researcher developed a semi-structured focus 

group protocol. The focus group questions invited 
participants to reflect on their attitudes toward universal 
screeners, how their experiences supporting students who 
have developmental disabilities or delays had changed 
since completing the ASQ training, and any benefits or 
challenges of implementing the ASQ in their respective 
school settings.

Analysis
To address the first and second research questions, 

which are related to participants’ attitudes, beliefs, 
knowledge, skills, confidence, self-efficacy, and access 
to tools for supporting students with developmental 
disabilities or delays, survey items were grouped into a 

series of corresponding subscales: attitudes and beliefs, 
perceived knowledge and skills, confidence and self-
efficacy, access to resources and tools around universal 
screeners, and identifying and supporting students with 
developmental delays or disabilities. Cronbach’s Alpha 
tests of reliability were calculated for the pre-survey, 
post-survey, and post-only survey for each subscale and 
demonstrated high reliability (see Appendix). To answer 
the first research question, a series of repeated measures 
t-tests were conducted to analyze the differences between 
ASQ training participants’ pre- and post-training 
scores for each subscale. To answer the second research 
question, a series of independent sample t-tests were 
conducted to analyze differences between ASQ post-
survey participants’ (recent completers) scores and 
alumni participants’ scores on each subscale.

To address the third and fourth research questions, 
a conventional thematic analysis approach (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005) was conducted with the open-ended 
survey items from the post-only survey, along with guide 
and administrator focus group responses. The final set 
of codes was developed through an iterative process of 
creating and combining codes through multiple rounds of 
reviewing and coding the qualitative data.

Results
Results and findings are categorized by the research 

questions. Descriptive statistics from the self-report 
surveys (items and subscales) are provided in Table 2, to 
address the first research question: Do Montessori guides’ 
and administrators’ attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, skills, 
confidence, self-efficacy, and access to tools for supporting 
students with developmental disabilities or delays change 
before and after completing the ASQ in a Montessori Setting 
training? Results from the pre/post survey analyses (Table 
2 and Table 3) indicate that guides and administrators 
were significantly more likely to recognize the benefits 
of using a universal screener after completing the ASQ 
training (M = 5.89, SD = 1.05) compared to before the 
training (M = 5.20, SD = .93, p < 0.01). Similarly, guides 
and administrators were significantly more likely to self-
rate their skills and knowledge as higher after completing 
the ASQ training (M = 5.45, SD = .90) than before the 
training (M = 4.42, SD = 1.30, p < 0.001). Results also 
indicate that guides and administrators were significantly 
more likely to self-rate their confidence and self-efficacy 
as higher after completing the ASQ training (M = 4.52, 
SD = 1.25) than before the training (M = 3.64, SD = 
1.46, p < 0.001). Finally, results indicate that guides and 
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Survey Responses

ASQ Pre-Survey ASQ Post-Survey ASQ Alumni 
Survey

  N M SD   N M SD   N M SD  
Attitudes and Beliefs 49 5.20 0.93 41 5.89 1.05 14 6.05 0.58
Using [a developmental screener] is essential for 
the detection of developmental delays in young 
children

50 5.14 1.39 41 5.90 1.30 15 5.47 1.55

[Developmental screeners] should be a 
requirement in early childhood school settings 49 5.43 1.49 42 6.02 1.37 14 6.29 1.54

[Developmental screeners] are a waste of 
resources (reverse scored) 54 1.78 1.24 42 1.74 1.62 15 1.40 1.06

[Developmental screeners] are effective at 
detecting students’ developmental delays 52 4.87 1.22 42 5.90 1.30 15 5.93 1.16

Using [developmental screeners] leads to harmful 
labeling of students (reverse scored) 53 2.32 1.22 42 1.95 1.51 15 1.60 1.12

[Developmental screeners] ensure more students 
get the support that they need 50 4.92 1.61 42 6.14 1.00 15 5.93 1.22

[Developmental screeners] ensure equitable 
access to developmental resources 51 4.61 1.69 42 5.38 1.72 15 5.33 1.45

[Developmental screeners] are useful for having 
conversations with caregivers about their child’s 
developmental delays 

49 5.78 1.30 41 6.24 1.22 15 6.80 0.41

Skills and Knowledge 62 4.42 1.30 44 5.45 0.90 14 5.81 0.95

I know what universal developmental screening is 63 4.33 1.85 44 6.34 1.03 14 6.43 0.85

I can digest technical information (e.g., research 
articles) about child development outside of the 
Montessori context

63 5.21 1.44 44 5.57 1.25 14 6.07 1.07

I regularly use my skills to talk to caregivers about 
their child's developmental delays 63 4.22 1.68 44 5.14 1.32 14 5.86 1.35

I have a strong understanding of the types of 
developmental delays that can exist for children 63 4.29 1.56 44 5.27 1.09 14 5.36 1.45

I have the knowledge I need to be able to detect 
developmental delays within all my students 63 3.48 1.58 44 4.73 1.30 14 5.50 1.40

I have the skills I need to talk to caregivers about 
their child’s developmental delays 63 4.13 1.61 44 5.34 0.99 14 5.79 0.97

I can explain to others the types of developmental 
delays that can exist for children 62 4.08 1.56 44 5.18 1.19 14 5.50 1.45

I regularly apply my knowledge to detect 
developmental delays within all my students 62 4.23 1.56 44 5.11 1.37 14 6.00 1.36
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Confidence and Self-efficacy 62 3.64 1.46 43 4.52 1.25 16 4.59 1.12

I feel I can always identify all of the students in my 
school setting who have developmental delays 62 3.58 1.89 43 4.28 1.62 16 4.69 1.49

I am always confident in my ability to have 
conversations with caregivers about their child’s 
developmental delays

62 3.71 1.76 43 4.67 1.34 16 5.06 1.29

I feel I can effectively support the needs of all my 
students who have developmental delays 63 3.32 1.61 43 4.35 1.46 16 4.13 1.50

I am confident I can appropriately refer all my 
students who may be in need of a disability 
diagnoses 

62 3.84 1.67 43 5.09 1.54 16 5.06 1.61

I believe I can always identify difficult-to-detect 
developmental delays in all my students 62 2.79 1.74 43 3.74 1.54 16 4.00 1.26

Tools and Resources 62 4.21 1.18 43 4.92 1.08 16 5.22 0.84

I have a clear process for having conversations 
with caregivers about their child’s developmental 
delays

62 3.68 1.60 43 5.12 1.24 16 5.13 1.41

I have the tools I need to provide appropriate 
interventions for students in need 62 3.34 1.33 43 4.33 1.51 16 4.25 1.81

I am supported by my colleagues in helping my 
students with developmental delays 62 4.87 1.50 43 5.21 1.21 16 5.75 1.39

I know the appropriate next steps to take after 
detecting developmental delays within my 
students 

62 4.05 1.65 43 5.47 1.33 16 5.81 1.17

My school administration supports me in helping 
my students with developmental delays 62 4.77 1.68 43 5.16 1.51 16 6.06 1.12

I feel supported by Montessori leadership in 
helping my students with developmental delays 63 3.97 1.69 43 4.21 1.67 16 4.31 1.62

administrators were significantly more likely to report 
their access to resources and support as higher after 
completing the ASQ training (M = 4.92, SD = 1.08) than 
before the training (M = 4.21, SD = 1.18, p < 0.001 ).

Results addressing the second research question—
Do the effects of participating in the ASQ training persist over 
time?—are presented in Table 2 and Table 4. Alumni of 
the training had significantly higher skills and knowledge 
(M = 5.81, SD = .95, p < 0.05) and significantly greater 
access to tools and resources (M = 5.22, SD = .84,  
p < 0.05) than guides and administrators who recently 
completed the training (skills and knowledge M = 5.45, 
SD = .90; access to tools and resources M = 4.92,  
SD = 1.08). No significant differences are shown between 
the recent completers (M = 5.89, SD = 1.05) and the 

alumni group (M = 6.05, SD = .58, p = 0.428) concerning 
attitudes and beliefs toward universal screeners. No 
significant differences are shown between the recent 
completers (M = 4.52, SD = 1.25) and the alumni group 
(M = 4.59, SD = 1.12, p = 0.328) for confidence and self-
efficacy.

The next set of findings addresses the third research 
question: What are the realities and needs of Montessori 
guides and administrators for serving students with 
developmental disabilities or delays? The study results 
offer valuable insights into the realities and needs of  
Montessori educators (Figure 2 and Figure 3). According 
to participants in the study, the increasing number of 
special needs students requiring additional support 
has created a pressing demand for effective solutions. 
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Table 3.
Paired Sample T-Test Results of Guide and Administrator Scores Regarding Universal Screeners and Supporting Students with Develop-
mental Disabilities or Delays

  N Pre-Survey 
Mean Score

Post-Survey 
Mean Score

Difference 
Score SD t (df) p

Attitudes and Beliefs 29 5.20 5.89 0.69 1.32 2.80 (28)** 0.009
Skills and Knowledge 38 4.42 5.45 1.03 0.77 8.28 (37)*** <.001
Confidence and Self-efficacy 39 3.64 4.52 0.88 1.25 4.42 (38)*** <.001
Tools and Resources 39 4.21 4.92 0.71 0.89 4.96 (38)*** <.001
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 4
Independent Sample T-Test Results of Recent Completer and Alumni Scores Regarding Universal Screeners and Supporting Students with 
Developmental Disabilities or Delays

  N Post-Survey 
Mean Score

Alumni 
Survey 
Mean 
Score

Difference Score SD t (df) p

Attitudes and Beliefs 29 5.89 6.05 0.69 1.32 2.80 (28)** 0.009

Skills & Knowledge 38 5.45 5.81 1.03 0.77 8.28 (37)*** <.001

Confidence & Self-efficacy 39 4.52 4.59 0.88 1.25 4.42 (38)*** <.001

Tools & Resources 39 4.92 5.22 0.71 0.89 4.96 (38)*** <.001

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Figure 2. 
Reported Realities of Montessori Guides and Administrators

Note: In the figure, larger circles represent more frequently reported themes while smaller circles represent less frequently reported themes.
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However, the availability and accessibility of resources 
have struggled to keep pace with these growing needs, 
putting pressure on policies, finances, and staffing. 

In this study, we found that Montessori guides often 
perceived themselves as bearing the weight of supporting 
these students, especially in under-resourced schools. 
This led to concerns about providing adequate assistance 
or having access to sufficient training. Furthermore, there 
is a lingering fear of blame and mistrust, likely a historical 
relic from past challenges, that can permeate groups 
involved in supporting students who have developmental 
disabilities or delays. For instance, participating guides 
and administrators described being worried that 
caregivers would blame school staff for relaying to parents 
that their child might have developmental delays. On the 
other hand, participants were also aware that children’s 
parents and other caregivers, too, feared being blamed. 
For example, some caregivers fear that in advocating 
for their children they might be seen as “problems” by 
teachers. Caregivers may also worry about students being 
“advised out” of their school by administration citing 
that the school lacks necessary resources to support their 
child. Importantly, according to study participants, all 
members of the community had the potential to be givers 
or receivers of blame or mistrust.

Despite these challenges, the study shows the 
incredible dedication of Montessori guides. Most took 
personal initiatives to seek out additional resources, 
training, and support. They expressed a profound moral 
obligation to identify each student’s unique needs and 
tailor the classroom experience accordingly. For example, 
one guide in the study reported, “I have to educate 
myself. It’s only the right thing to do for them and for me 
because it’s so frustrating when I see a child is struggling 
and I have no idea what to do or where that struggle 
came from.” Early detection was also seen as key. When 
a screener is applied universally, it helps avoid picking 
out and labeling children with concerning behavior: “I 
believe a schoolwide program normalizes the screening 
process since it would be done by all families. It reaffirms 
to caregivers the school’s awareness of child development 
milestones and the importance of early intervention.”

Themes around the specific needs of guides and 
administrators were also identified (Figure 3). There 
was a clear call for more specialized training and 
ongoing professional development to effectively support 
and manage students who have special needs. This is 
illustrated in the following quote from a guide who 
participated in the study: “There needs to be an overall 
retraining. [We] can’t just say okay, what you learned  

Figure 3 
Reported Needs of Montessori Guides and Administrators

Note: In the figure, larger circles represent more frequently reported themes while smaller circles represent less frequently reported 
themes.
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20 years [ago] is still going on today.” Participants stressed 
the importance of keeping up to date with evidence-
based strategies and the need for more adaptable, flexible, 
and aligned systems within the Montessori framework 
to cater to all types of learners. While the Montessori 
approach and training are highly regarded for their value 
in individualizing instruction, some participants felt strict 
standards and practices could sometimes act as barriers 
to providing necessary support for students who have 
special needs.

Establishing trust-based relationships with 
service providers and involving Montessori trainers in 
understanding current needs were seen as crucial steps. 
A strong emphasis was also placed on the importance 
of specialized staff dedicated to supporting students 
who have special needs, as well as the value of forming 
support groups and providing opportunities for guides 
to connect and learn from one another. A community-
based approach, involving all members and distributing 
the workload, can be a particularly effective solution for 
schools that do not have the resources to hire a full-time 

specialized staffer. As one administrator noted, “[We 
need] staff training, collaboration, changes in school 
policies, having people partner to accomplish change and 
implement [a] call to action.”

The final set of themes was identified with respect 
to the fourth research question: What are the perceived 
benefits and challenges of the implementation and use of 
the ASQ by Montessori community members? Thematic 
analyses reveal that participants viewed the ASQ training 
and tool as highly beneficial (Figure 4). The training 
boosted participants’ confidence and self-efficacy, 
empowering them to more effectively support students. 
For example, one guide reported, “Our confidence level 
is greater, and the fact that…the staff, the teachers, the 
primary and toddler teachers are just discussing a lot 
more and talking about ways that we are refining our 
resource list and referral list.” Furthermore, the training 
enabled early detection and facilitated communication 
with parents and caregivers. Study participants 
considered the ASQ a reliable and externally validated 
tool that normalized the screening process to provide 

Figure 4 
Reported Benefits of Implementing and Using the ASQ

Note: In the figure, larger circles represent more frequently reported themes while smaller circles represent less frequently reported 
themes.
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valuable information and resources for guides, parents, 
and families. This is illustrated in the following quote 
from a guide who participated in the study: “[The] ability 
to screen all children with a consistent set of benchmarks 
across developmental domains. [It] avoids any feelings a 
parent might have that their child is being unfairly singled 
out, because everyone is being screened.” 

On the other hand, thematic analyses also reveal 
challenges in implementing the ASQ (Figure 5). 
Challenges included concerns about bandwidth and 
logistics, families’ resistance to change, and the need 
for buy-in and training among colleagues. To address 
these challenges and ensure successful implementation, 
participants stressed the importance of creating seamless 
support systems and fostering collaboration within 
the school community. Overall, Montessori guides 
and administrators perceived the ASQ as a valuable 
tool for detecting and supporting students who have 
developmental delays or disabilities. 

Discussion
This study explores the realities and needs of 

Montessori educators who aim to support students who 
have special needs. It further explores the perceptions of, 
and associated benefits and challenges for, Montessori 
educators using the ASQ before and after completing 

a specialized Montessori-centered ASQ training. The 
results suggest that the ASQ training and tool were 
perceived as beneficial and valuable. The training 
positively influenced participants’ attitudes, beliefs, 
skills, knowledge, confidence, self-efficacy, and access 
to resources. In addition, the effects of the training were 
sustained over time for alumni concerning their attitudes 
and beliefs, as well as confidence and self-efficacy, 
in using universal screeners. Importantly, research 
suggests educators’ positive attitudes and beliefs around 
supporting students who have disabilities are essential 
for effective inclusive teaching practices ( Jordan et al., 
2009). This study also provides preliminary evidence 
that positive effects of training as related to Montessori 
educators’ skills and knowledge, as well as access to tools 
and resources training, may increase over time. This is 
a substantial finding, given that participating in teacher 
special education training does not always guarantee 
satisfactory preparation (Forlin & Chambers, 2011). 

Qualitative findings suggest that addressing 
challenges and needs identified around supporting 
students who have disabilities, and implementing the 
ASQ, are crucial for creating more inclusive classrooms. 
Findings further include the establishment of a culture 
of trust, provision of specialized training and support, 
alignment of systems and resources, integration within 

Figure 5
Reported Challenges of Implementing and Using the ASQ

Note: In the figure, larger circles represent more frequently reported themes while smaller circles represent less frequently reported 
themes.
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the Montessori framework, and implementation of 
universal screening tools such as the ASQ. To address 
issues identified in this study, a set of practice and 
policy recommendations were developed (Table 5). 
Importantly, while findings from this study suggest 
that participating in the ASQ training in a Montessori 
setting is beneficial, truly inclusive education requires a 
coordinated team. This includes highly trained specialists 
with expertise in developmental disabilities (Mastropieri 
et al., 2011). In addition, the ASQ is but one important 
tool, and to facilitate inclusive education practices, 
Montessori educators may also benefit from a deeper 
dive into developmental disabilities in their teacher 
preparation courses, as is supported in the literature 
(Zagona et al., 2017 ).

The first step in serving children with developmental 
and learning difficulties is to identify as accurately as 
possible who these children are and with what obstacles 
they may be struggling. It is well established in the 
developmental sciences that early intervention is more 
effective and more efficient for supporting children who 
need interventions and therapies in reaching their growth 
potentialities (Hirai et al., 2018; National Center for 
Learning Disabilities, 2020). Developmental screening 
tools, such as the ASQ, are widely accepted as valid and 
reliable for tracking developmental trajectories and 
flagging discrepancies that are worth investigating or 
giving a little extra attention and observation (Bricker et 
al., 2010; Macy, 2012; McCrae & Brown, 2018).  

Table 5
Recommendations by Stakeholder 

Guides

•	 Have conversations with school personnel and parents/families about students who may need 
special support early and often.
•	 Develop a plan of support for students with special needs with administration, specialized staff, 
parents, and available resources.
•	 Establish trusting relationships with service providers to ensure coordinated support for stu-
dents with special needs.

Administrators

•	 Provide additional and ongoing specialized training and professional development opportuni-
ties for guides and administrators to effectively support and manage students with special needs.
•	 Sustain the positive effects of the ASQ training over time by providing ongoing support and 
reinforcement.
•	 Foster a culture of trust and collaboration among guides, administrators, and parents to pro-
mote transparent communication and collaboration.
•	 Work to align systems and resources to support all types of learners, including students with 
special needs.
•	 Establish specialized professional staff positions, such as directors of inclusion or school-wide 
occupational therapists, dedicated to supporting students with special needs; or implement a com-
munity-based approach that distributes the workload and involves all stakeholders in supporting 
students with developmental disabilities or delays.

Trainers
•	 Ensure that training programs are responsive to the current needs and realities and include 
training on evidence-based strategies for supporting neurodivergent students and those with devel-
opmental disabilities or delays.

Leaders and Policy 
Makers

•	 Provide adaptable, flexible, and aligned systems within the Montessori framework, policies, 
and practice standards to support all types of learners, including students with special needs wher-
ever possible.
•	 Work closely with recognition organizations to promote inclusive practices (e.g., make univer-
sal screening a requirement or recommendation alongside recognition). By aligning policies and 
practices, schools can enhance the credibility and consistency of their inclusive policies.
•	 Involve Montessori trainers in understanding the present needs of educators and aligning 
requirements and policies accordingly.
•	 Create specialized support groups and opportunities for guides and school personnel to con-
nect and learn from each other.
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Montessorians are keenly aware of the need for and 
value of early intervention—or as they commonly say, 
“early aid to life.” Maria Montessori was perhaps the 
earliest and most vocal advocate for early intervention. 
Her groundbreaking theory of the four planes of 
development expounds a uniquely vital role of the first 
plane of development—the plane of the absorbent mind 
and its sensitive period of development. During this 
period, intervention is vastly more effective because of the 
natural developmental processes taking place and general 
neuroplasticity. Montessori explains what happens when 
developmental deviations are not identified early: “Many 
defects which became permanent, such as speech defects, 
the child acquires through being neglected during the 
most important period of his age, the period between 
three and six, at which time he forms and establishes his 
principal functions” (Montessori, 1912, p. 34). She also 
advocates for early identification and intervention: 

If for the attention which we paid to the correction 
of linguistic defects in children in the upper grades 
we would substitute a direct direction of the 
development of the language while the child is still 
young our results would be much more practical and 
valuable. (Montessori, 1912, p. 228)

The value of the ASQ training to Montessori 
educators is evidenced from this study. Through 
professional development tailored to Montessorians and 
high-fidelity implementation of the ASQ tool, Montessori 
guides can refine their observations of the unfolding 
development of each student and confidently advocate 
for individual needs of each and every child. Universal 
screening can lay a foundation in Montessori education to 
fulfill Montessori’s plea that we do not “neglect” a child’s 
developmental need for aid to life during the first plane—
the best plane for effective interventions.  

We have discussed the practical issues of inclusive 
education and now turn to implications for research. 
Future research considerations include replicating this 
study with a larger diverse sample. Future research may 
also consider more deeply exploring the relationship 
between guide and caregiver in Montessori settings, 
given the importance of a sympathetic and constructive 
relationship in supporting students who have special 
needs (Sucuoğlu & Bakkaloğlu, 2018). Additionally, 
research demonstrates the challenges of preparing adults 
for inclusive classrooms (Forlin & Chambers, 2011). 
Specific training, and keeping up with the current 

science of learning and development of students who 
have disabilities, is critical to supporting these students 
and their families (Creemers et al., 2012; Zagona et al., 
2017). Little research exists on the current preparation 
practices of the Montessori guide. Therefore, an empirical 
examination of the preparation of the Montessori teacher 
may be a worthwhile endeavor.  

In conclusion, as Montessori schools aim to become 
more inclusive, Montessori educators can be better 
prepared to serve children with more diverse needs 
by having the necessary tools and training. By doing 
so, Montessori educators can confidently collaborate 
with families and school staff to identify, support, and 
advocate for each child’s individual needs. This is the 
path to successful and joyful Montessori inclusion 
where every child can belong. This study provides 
evidence that Montessori educators benefit from 
the ASQ developmental screening training. Through 
training and consistent implementation of the ASQ, 
Montessori educators can gain a better understanding of 
developmental milestones, more effectively observe their 
students, and more confidently advocate for students’ 
support needs.
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Appendix
Cronbach Alpha Scores by Scale      

To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following statements 
about universal developmental screening tools?  

Cronbach’s 
Alpha Pre-

Survey

Cronbach’s 
Alpha Post-

Survey

Using them is essential for the detection of developmental delays in young 
children

Attitudes and 
Beliefs 0.807 0.890

They should be a requirement in early childhood school settings 

They are a waste of resources (reverse scored)

They are effective at detecting students’ developmental delays 

Using them leads to harmful labeling of students (reverse scored)

They ensure more students get the support that they need 

They ensure equitable access to developmental resources
They are useful for having conversations with caregivers about their child’s 
developmental delays 
I know what universal developmental screening is

Skills and 
Knowledge 0.903 0.888

I can digest technical information (e.g., research articles) about child 
development outside of the Montessori context

I regularly use my skills to talk to caregivers about their child's 
developmental delays

I have a strong understanding of the types of developmental delays that 
can exist for children 

I have the knowledge I need to be able to detect developmental delays 
within all my students

I have the skills I need to talk to caregivers about their child’s 
developmental delays 

I can explain to others the types of developmental delays that can exist for 
children

I regularly apply my knowledge to detect developmental delays within all 
my students 

I feel I can always identify all of the students in my school setting who 
have developmental delays 

Confidence and 
Self-efficacy 0.880 0.886

I am always confident in my ability to have conversations with caregivers 
about their child’s developmental delays

I feel I can effectively support the needs of all my students who have 
developmental delays

I am confident I can appropriately refer all my students who may be in 
need of a disability diagnoses 

I believe I can always identify difficult-to-detect developmental delays in 
my students 
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I have a clear process for having conversations with caregivers about their 
child’s developmental delays

Tools and 
Resources 0.830 0.853

I have the tools I need to provide appropriate interventions for my 
students in need 

I am supported by my colleagues in helping my students with 
developmental delays

I know the appropriate next steps to take after detecting developmental 
delays within my students 

My school administration supports me in helping my students with 
developmental delays 

I feel supported by Montessori leadership in helping my students with 
developmental delays 

Note: The stem for the survey was, “To what extent do you disagree or agree with the following statements about universal developmental 
screening tools?”
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The Critical Montessori Model: 
Supporting the BIPOC Community 
Through Montessori Research and 
Practice
Genevieve D’Cruz, independent researcher

Keywords:  Montessori education, critical race theory, BIPOC teachers, BIPOC students

Abstract: Despite an increase in race-related Montessori research over the past decade, the Montessori community 
lacks a unified framework to examine the Montessori Method and its philosophy through a critical racial lens. Without 
explicit discussions or universal training about race and whiteness, the Montessori Method can be interpreted 
through a color-blind lens unless scholars and practitioners explicitly use a critical racial perspective. This paper 
proposes the Critical Montessori Model (CMM), which centers high-fidelity Montessori practice—including the 
Montessori materials, child development, respect for and relationships with children, and observation as a learning 
tool—encompassed by critical race theory, as a way for researchers and practitioners to interpret the Montessori 
Method. This theoretical model critiques systems of whiteness and instead proposes centering the lived experiences 
and knowledge of the BIPOC community, drawing from theories such as culturally relevant/sustaining pedagogy 
and community cultural wealth (CCW). The hope is that this model will be the start of calibration among critical 
Montessori research to unify Montessori practitioners in their interpretations of Montessori education and the 
possibilities it provides for anti-racist education that centers Black, Indigenous, and other people of color (BIPOC). 
The paper ends with recommendations for future research using the CMM as a framework and calls for more BIPOC 
voices to be highlighted in the Montessori research community. 
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The Montessori Method, a progressive, child-
centered model of education, has been practiced since 
the early 1900s, when Maria Montessori opened her 
first school in Rome. Montessori was a physician who 
was asked to work with a group of poor children in San 
Lorenzo, Rome. Montessori was a supporter of peace 
education, developing her method through observation 
of the children she was tasked to support. Her method 
spread quickly as educators and communities learned 
about its focus on supporting and teaching children to 
be independent and self-sufficient while following their 
natural trajectory of growth and development. Roughly 
16,000 Montessori schools operate worldwide in more 
than 140 countries (Debs et al., 2022), with more than 
3,000 Montessori schools in the United States, 570 of 
those U.S. schools being public (National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector, 2022). Despite the 
popularity of the method, it is not trademarked, which 
therefore leads to a variety of ways in which Montessori 
education is practiced and interpreted (Debs et al., 
2022). Although Montessori education has a reputation 
in the United States of being aimed at White, wealthy 
families, various Montessori leaders have recently created 
more opportunities and pathways to equity through 
sponsorship and support of the Association Montessori 
Internationale and the American Montessori Society. 
Such pathways include ongoing research; development of 
anti-bias, anti-racist courses for students; and professional 
development centering justice, equity, diversity, and 
inclusion. 

In the Montessori research community, studies 
have attempted to establish what it means to practice 
high-fidelity Montessori education, ascertain which 
materials are essential, and define specifically what 
makes a classroom Montessori-based (Lillard & Heise, 
2016; Murray et al., 2019). In a census study about 
Montessori schools, many schools’ policies agreed on the 
following core principles of Montessori implementation: 
supporting Montessori philosophy, mixed-age groups, 
Montessori-trained teachers, Montessori materials, 
students’ freedom of choice, and uninterrupted work 
time (Debs et al., 2022).  Montessori research has 
also addressed topics such as racial diversity in public 
schools; anti-bias, anti-racist teaching in schools; and 
racial disproportionality in disciplinary actions (Brown 
& Steele, 2015; Canzoneri-Golden & King, 2020; Debs, 
2019). 

While the Montessori research community continues 
to expand its scope of research, a limited number of 
studies focus on BIPOC Montessori educators. With 

an estimate of more than 257,000 BIPOC Montessori 
educators currently in the field in the United States, there 
is a wealth of experiences from which to learn (Zippia, 
2024). BIPOC Montessori educators historically have 
used the method to support their communities of color, 
including communities whose members are less wealthy 
(Debs, 2019). We know BIPOC Montessori educators 
have successfully used Montessori principles to support 
their communities and sustain their cultures (Debs, 
2019), but existing Montessori research lacks a focus on 
BIPOC Montessori educators’ strengths and teaching 
approaches. With an increase in public Montessori 
schools in the United States, some research showing that 
BIPOC Montessori educators have lasting impacts on 
BIPOC students (Lillard et al., 2023), and 55% of public 
Montessori school students being BIPOC (Debs, 2016), 
more studies are required to better understand BIPOC 
Montessori educators’ experiences, specifically in public 
Montessori schools. Such research requires a focus on 
educators’ successful practices and strengths, as well as 
a critical racial lens through which to view Montessori 
education to ensure it is implemented critically, and 
reflects and builds on the experiences of BIPOC 
educators and students. 

I propose a framework, the Critical Montessori 
Model (CMM), which I’ve created for Montessori 
research and practice. The CMM centers BIPOC students 
and educators, values their perspectives, views their 
experiences as strengths, and describes how to implement 
Montessori practice in a critical racial way. The CMM 
is a model for interpreting and practicing Montessori 
methods. Framed by critical race theory (Bell, 1993) and 
critiques of White epistemologies (Leonardo, 2009), the 
CMM1 is a way for the Montessori community to view 
BIPOC students and educators in such a way that values 
their strengths, assets, and lived experiences. The model 
explicitly centers race and the racialized experiences of 
BIPOC students, educators, and their communities, and 
thus disrupts the White epistemological assumptions 
of color blindness and individualism (Leonardo, 2009) 
within current Montessori methods. My background as 
an Asian American Montessori educator has led me to 
the work of introducing critical theory as a lens through 
which to interpret the Montessori Method’s philosophy 
and practice. 

This paper is an introduction to the CMM, its 
elements, and how to use those elements with Montessori 

1 Appendix 1 gives an overview of the acronyms and theories used in 
this paper. 
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education as the focus. I present an overview of whiteness 
in U.S. education and contextualize this discussion 
around the assumptions of White epistemologies in the 
Montessori Method. I discuss critical race theory and 
how it forefronts the experiential knowledge of BIPOC 
community members. I then discuss how other critical 
theories (community cultural wealth, culturally sustaining 
pedagogy, and counter-storytelling) extend critical race 
theory into classroom practice. These theories applied in 
the classroom could help educators and teacher trainers 
interpret and practice the Montessori Method in critical 
and identity-affirming ways, de-centering whiteness 
as the norm and centering the BIPOC experience. I 
conclude with recommendations for how the Montessori 
community can use the CMM to interpret the Montessori 
Method. 

What Is the Critical Montessori Model?
I examine and confront the ideological structures 

that provide a strong foundation for the method but also 
constrain it in certain aspects. The CMM (see Figure 1) 
includes important Montessori principles, such as the 
materials, shared language and understanding of child 
development; the use and purpose of observation; and 
the relationships between adults and children. The shared 
language and understanding of child development is, 
ideologically, what distinguishes the Montessori Method 

from other alternative or holistic methods. Montessori 
educators use a distinctly Montessori lens to view child 
and student development. 

The CMM brings together a variety of theories 
and strategies to uplift BIPOC students’ and educators’ 
identities. None of these theories individually 
encompasses the entire Montessori experience. Because 
the Montessori Method is comprised of a combination 
of tangible materials and lessons plus philosophy and 
perspective, and exists in white supremacist structures 
in the United States, the CMM is necessary to address 
teaching methods, guide educator perspectives and 
interpretations of their students’ experiences, and uplift 
BIPOC identities. Culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) 
has the following key features: valuing community 
languages and ways of being; schools being accountable 
to the community; curricula that connect to cultural 
and linguistic histories; and sustaining cultural and 
linguistic practices while providing access to the 
dominant culture (Paris & Alim, 2017). Whereas 
CSP encourages educators to value students’ ways of 
being and experiences, the community cultural wealth 
(CCW) framework through its lens offers educators 
guidance on precisely how to identify their own and their 
students’ strengths. Additionally, both aforementioned 
theories support, yet do not explicitly address, counter-

Figure 1
The Critical Montessori Model (CMM)
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Silva, 2018; Leonardo, 2009). Color blindness appears 
in the Montessori community through the curriculum 
taught during Montessori teacher training, the lack 
of representation of BIPOC Montessori educators’ 
and students’ voices, and demographics of the public 
Montessori community dictating whose voices are 
represented. Because critical race theory assumes 
whiteness is the dominant standard, a lack of explicit 
anti-racism means racism is automatically embedded into 
Montessori training and philosophy as it is interpreted in 
the United States. Racial inequality is present in American 
infrastructure, through policies, laws, practices, cultural 
norms, and narratives (Archer, 2022). For example, my 
Montessori training taught that a normalized student 
works quietly and independently. However, this concept 
results in the othering of students who do not work 
quietly or independently due to personality or cultural 
background. 

The structural nature of racism in the United States is 
inescapable for the education system (Leonardo, 2009), 
pervading Montessori and conventional schools. Current 
Montessori programs assume White epistemologies that 
normalize White ways of knowing (racial knowledge). 
These programs lack consistent anti-racist practices, 
including honoring the lived experiences and racial 
knowledge of the BIPOC community (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2007). Framed by White epistemologies, 
Montessori training, accreditation programs, and schools 
continue to function in a historically White and racist 
education system. 

Okun (2021) described characteristics of white 
supremacy, including individualism, the idea that there 
is only one right way, objectivity, worship of the written 
word, and more. For example, a characteristic of white 
supremacy is worship of the written word. As an antidote 
to this characteristic, training centers could consider 
storytelling, art, or other forms of demonstrating 
knowledge instead of written theoretical essays. Rather 
than focus on one right way to use a material, educators 
might open up to the idea that a child use a material 
in a different way from what they were shown. This 
is a particular challenge teachers face, in attempts to 
distinguish between purposeful exploration and fantasy 
play. But were teachers to acknowledge that assuming 
“one right way” is a characteristic of white supremacy, 
they might engage in more critical conversations about 
exploring multiple ways to use a material. Additionally, 
the emphasis on objective observation in Montessori 
training assumes there is such a thing as objectivity, and 
thus, an ultimate truth. To counter this, the Montessori 

storytelling. Counter-storytelling is a powerful and 
necessary tool to combat dominant (White) narratives, 
and must be emphasized as significant so as not to get lost 
in the teaching strategies and lenses of CSP and CCW. 
As critical race theory assumes whiteness as the standard, 
or norm, CSP and CCW frameworks help provide 
ways to resist centering whiteness by centering BIPOC 
community members. Counter-storytelling also gives a 
groundwork from which to examine how racism pervades 
education (Canzoneri-Golden & King, 2023). 

Although the aforementioned frameworks could 
be used individually to interpret Montessori education, 
they do not fully encompass all aspects of Montessori 
principles. Research shows that even with culturally 
relevant and anti-bias, anti-racist practices intentionally 
focused on equity training, non-Black teachers still 
hold deficit perspectives about their BIPOC students 
(Canzoneri-Golden & King, 2020). Canzoneri-Golden 
and King (2023) offered two approaches (culturally 
relevant pedagogy and anti-bias/anti-racist practices) to 
support BIPOC students in the Montessori classroom. 
The CMM uses various theories, including culturally 
relevant pedagogy, to establish a new framework 
altogether. Again, an emphasis on child development 
and a shared understanding of philosophy are what 
distinguish Montessori education—and thus the 
CMM—from current emergent educational frameworks 
and theories. I propose a theoretical model to change the 
way Montessori educators look at the Montessori Method 
in such a way that centers the voices and experiences 
of BIPOC community members while acknowledging 
Montessori philosophy. The core assumption of the 
CMM is that the Montessori Method needs to be 
read, interpreted, and practiced through a critical 
racial perspective. Such implementation considers the 
racial power structures and white supremacy BIPOC 
community members face (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

The Role of Whiteness in U.S. Education and the 
Montessori Community

Leonardo (2009) described racial privilege as the 
idea that White individuals are advantaged simply by 
being racially constructed as White. White individuals, or 
individuals who possess aspects of whiteness—through 
culture, language, hair texture, and more—benefit 
from racial privilege whether or not they are aware of it 
and despite any attempts to distance themselves from 
whiteness (Leonardo, 2009). The perpetuation of White 
racial privilege and systems of white supremacy appears 
in multiple ways, one being color blindness (Bonilla-
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community could acknowledge that all individuals have 
different lived experiences and realities, so there is no 
such thing as objectivity. 

If Montessori philosophy centralized race, it could 
address hierarchical and oppressive systems, at the same 
time uplifting students’ racial identities (Bonilla-Silva, 
2018). Because of the lack of explicit centering of race in 
Montessori education, Montessori spaces are not always 
culturally inclusive of BIPOC community members and 
require active work to become inclusive spaces. 

Critical Race Theory and Montessori 
Education

To disrupt the pervasiveness of whiteness in 
education, the CMM is grounded in critical race theory, 
which is based on the following tenets (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2007; Harris, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1998; 
Omi & Winant, 2014): storytelling and experiential 
knowledge of oppression to uplift the lived experiences of 
minoritized groups; racism as normal and permanent, and 
whiteness as property; a critique of the slow process of 
civil rights; interest convergence; a strong commitment to 
social justice; and that minoritized groups are racialized 
differently in ways that all benefit whiteness. 

Bell’s (1993) work around the permanent nature 
of racism asserts that racism is not only endemic to the 
United States, but is so pervasive and permeates so much 
of U.S. society that it is permanent. Using critical race 
theory, I assume racism is built into U.S. society and thus 
the structures of Montessori education in the United 
States. This permanence of racism in society presents 
itself in the Montessori community, through teaching 
practices and training centers. This means racism appears 
in teaching practices, classrooms, and training centers 
around the United States because racism is inherent in the 
ways institutions function. The mere fact that Montessori 
education is practiced in the United States implies that, 
as racism permeates U.S. structures and perpetuates 
racial inequality, it also permeates Montessori structures 
and practices. Without an explicit commitment to and 
discussion of anti-racism in the Montessori community, 
it, as the United States, will remain inherently racist. 

Bell (1993) maintains that interest convergence 
is how and why change occurs for the BIPOC 
community, meaning the BIPOC community does 
not progress and has not historically progressed unless 
the White community also benefited. In the context of 
the Montessori community, this means the only way 
progress would occur for BIPOC community members 

were if White individuals also benefited. The critique 
of liberalism is a critique of racial progress—a critique 
which maintains that change in the racial constructs in 
the United States will happen slowly and over time. By 
critiquing liberalism as a tenet of critical race theory, 
critical race theorists push for radical and monumental 
changes (Ladson-Billings, 1998). I interpret the critique 
of liberalism as a critique of Montessori classrooms’ small, 
surface-level actions, such as making sure art and books 
are representative of all students. Although representation 
is important, it is not enough to stop there. Only explicit 
anti-racist teaching can benefit BIPOC Montessori 
educators and students; anything else is insufficient and 
performative. 

Storytelling and counter-storytelling emphasize 
the importance of lived experiences as knowledge. 
Counter-storytelling is a method that centers stories 
of those historically oppressed due to racialization and 
racism (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Counter-storytelling and 
experiential knowledge mean examining the experiences 
and practices of BIPOC Montessori educators, and 
considering their experiences to be knowledge. 

Finally, Harris’s (1993) work describes whiteness as 
property. Those who “possess” whiteness benefit from the 
way U.S. society is structured (Harris, 1993). Historically, 
individuals benefiting from White racial privilege received 
benefits in intangible property such as status, customs, 
or respect for their values (Harris, 1993). Whiteness 
eventually became, and still is today, the norm around 
which everything else was measured. In a Montessori 
context, whiteness as property appears through whiteness 
as the norm, whereas anything non-White (language, 
customs, art, belief systems) is a “cultural” item, photo, 
or object. Thus, Montessori training centers whiteness, 
around which other “cultural” concepts are added. 

Forms of systemic racism vary. BIPOC community 
members experience racism differently based on their 
various racializations (Delgado & Stefancic, 2007). 
Critical race theory allows me to acknowledge anti-
Blackness and how it is woven into U.S. society.2 Bell 

2 Anti-Blackness is a unique form of racism; ​​the anti-Blackness 
embedded in U.S. culture, society, and systems functions to protect 
and amplify whiteness (Dumas & Ross, 2016). Beneath whiteness is 
an anti-Black sentiment that causes rifts not only between the White 
and BIPOC community, but also serves to divide racial groups within 
the BIPOC community (Dumas & Ross, 2016). Even when it appears      
the United States is making racial progress, interests and rights of Black 
individuals are always subject to destruction (Bell, 1993). Bell (1993) 
described the anti-Black racism in the United States as a dynamic 
that will never disappear, asserting that even small events that look 
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(1993) describes the unique racism Black individuals 
face in the United States, despite the semblance of racial 
progress. There are differences in how individuals of color 
experience racism3 (Delgado & Stefancic, 2007), but for 
the purposes of this conversation I examine White and 
non-White students. Additionally, critical race theory 
allows me to prioritize the BIPOC experience and 
acknowledge that whiteness is considered the standard, or 
norm, of practice in the education community. 

Normalization Through the Lens of Critical Race 
Theory

Critical race theory provides a foundation to examine 
the aspects of race and power included—or excluded—
in the Montessori Method. It affects the way I view 
and interpret Montessori theory and the Method. For 
example, “normalization” is a term used in the Montessori 
community to refer to a child who is peaceful and 
balanced. Normalization occurs once a child is able to 
work uninterrupted, forms habits such as concentration 
and focus, and understands how to function in the 
classroom and with peers (understanding the norms and 
ways of being in class). Normalization makes no mention 
of race or societal structures. As I consider normalization 
through a critical racial lens, I am left with questions: 
How do whiteness and racism present in the classroom and 
in children’s relationships? Can children normalize if their 
classroom or school mimics racist structures? What does 
normalization look like if we consider oppressive systems that 

like progress will function to maintain white dominance. BlackCrit 
is a theoretical framework that was born out of critical race theory 
to center anti-Blackness (Dumas & Ross, 2016). Bell's (1993) work 
addressed the ongoing oppression specifically directed toward Black 
individuals. He writes, “Modern discrimination is…not practiced 
indiscriminately…Black people, then, are caught in a double bind…
even when nonracist practices might bring a benefit, whites may rely 
on discrimination against blacks as a unifying factor” (Bell, 1993). 
3 As anti-Blackness functions specifically to continue oppressing Black 
individuals despite the appearance of racial progress (Bell, 1993), it 
also means non-Black people of color can participate in systems of anti-
Blackness. For example, non-Black people of color can benefit from 
the illusory racial progress in which White individuals benefit through 
interest convergence but Black individuals are diminished. Non-Black 
people of color can also perpetuate anti-Blackness, especially by 
internalizing beliefs and assumptions about Black individuals that are 
upheld by white supremacy (Lee et al., 2022). For example, when non-
Black people of color who are immigrants are connected to anti-Black 
perspectives, they can internalize racism and exacerbate prejudices 
(Lee et al., 2022). Because the function of anti-Blackness is to oppress 
Black individuals, it can allow for non-Black individuals of color to 
progress or gain benefits to promote the illusion of racial progress, 
when in reality, it still serves to oppress Black individuals.

inevitably show up in the classroom? For example, when 
examining discipline disproportionality, Montessori 
schools still encounter racially disproportionate discipline 
outcomes (Brown & Steele, 2015). Canzoneri-Golden 
and King (2020) observed that the adultification of 
Black children is one of the ways educators contribute 
to bias and discipline disparities. Rather than question 
what children are doing wrong, a critical racial lens 
pushes us to question what systems and structures are 
in place that affect the children. For example, if Black 
students are frequently being corrected in the classroom, 
they are getting the same message that what they are 
doing, their way of being, they are wrong outside the 
classroom. If educators interpret normalization through 
a dominant (White) lens, they might expect a student to 
act, talk, or think in a particular way. Rather than giving 
the student an opportunity to embody themselves, this 
instead creates an archetype for the child to live up to. 
If we question normalization and interpret it through a 
CMM lens, we might define it as a child who is interested 
in working, enjoys time at school, and feels safe in the 
community. No mention of safety appears in Montessori’s 
definition of normalization, but we cannot expect 
children to find joy in work and in their schools if they do 
not feel physically or psychologically safe (Heidelburg 
et al., 2022). Canzoneri-Golden and King (2020) gave 
multiple examples of Black students in particular who 
were reprimanded or responded to differently than were 
their White peers. This often led to confusion on the part 
of students, and inequities in the ways teachers responded 
to and interpreted behavior. We cannot expect children 
to feel physically or psychologically safe when they are 
reprimanded and treated differently than their peers are 
due to race. Heidelburg et al. (2022) found that racial 
discipline disproportionality is a common experience 
for Black students, and that schools must analyze their 
systems, policies, and practices to ensure psychologically 
safe environments and avoid perpetuating the oppression 
of BIPOC, specifically Black, students. Because U.S. 
systems of whiteness create an inequitable environment 
for BIPOC community members, a critical Montessori 
educator must actively pay attention to how they interact 
with, interpret the behavior of, and respond to behaviors 
from students. These considerations surely affect the 
children’s ability to normalize, as racism will affect the 
way they function in the classroom, at school in general, 
or outside of school. Additionally, with the interpretation 
of normalization including a feeling of safety, the path 
toward normalization is not only about the child’s 
relationship with work, but also about the climate in the 
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classroom and school. Banks and Maixner (2016) found 
that a broader, institutional approach is necessary when 
integrating social justice into Montessori schools, and the 
same approach applies when examining normalization. 

The above example demonstrates how to ask critical 
racial questions about Montessori education. Someone 
not using critical race theory does not consider racial 
structures and how they appear in classrooms and 
schools. Additionally, the Montessori Method was 
developed internationally. Maria Montessori did not 
explicitly consider American racist structures or how 
racist structures affect BIPOC community members. 
Without a critical racial lens, Montessori theory is left to 
be, and often is, interpreted through a lens of whiteness, 
which serves as the “standard” in the United States 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2018). The Montessori Method does 
not center race, thus making color blindness the norm. 
Additionally, with a strong emphasis on individualized 
lessons and individual development, Montessori practice 
does not frequently examine systems and structures, 
whereas a critical racial lens does. 

Montessori educators are doing critical racial work 
in the United States, and the Montessori Method takes 
a stance akin to the liberalism critiqued by critical race 
theory. Many Montessori teachers include art and 
books that represent their students. This is helpful to 
the students in the classroom, but it does not explicitly 
teach anti-racism. The example of normalization 
demonstrates how significantly a critical racial lens affects 
the interpretation of Montessori theory. Emphasizing 
counter-storytelling means the CMM must center the 
voices of BIPOC educators and students to counter 
dominant White narratives about how BIPOC students 
and educators experience and embody Montessori 
philosophy. 

Redefining Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment
The core assumption of CMM is that the Montessori 

Method must be practiced with a critical racial 
understanding and implementation of the Montessori 
Method, with an overarching framework of critical race 
theory, and employs the following theoretical elements: 
community cultural wealth (CCW) to support BIPOC 
Montessori students’ and educators’ racial identities, 
culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) to value student 
knowledge and their racial identities, and a specific 
emphasis on counter-storytelling.

When considering critical race theory in education, 
Ladson-Billings (1998) describes the relationship 
between the two by using five different examples: 

curriculum, instruction, assessment, school funding, 
and desegregation. The CMM addresses curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment. Critical race theory views 
curriculum as an artifact maintained to preserve white 
supremacy, maintaining that current instructional 
practices are race-neutral and assume Black students are 
deficient (Ladson-Billings, 1998). By using the CMM, 
educators can redefine what the curriculum is and looks 
like. 

A Critical Racial Understanding and 
Implementation of the Montessori Method

A thorough understanding and implementation 
of the Montessori Method is crucial to the CMM. 
Lillard (2019) stresses the importance of examining 
authentic Montessori practices to ensure measurable 
standards are used to compare schools and practices. 
Maria Montessori conceptualized the method as an 
interconnected system between the environment, the 
adult, and the child (Lillard, 2019). Below, I describe four 
elements I identify as essential for authentic Montessori 
practice: (a) Montessori materials, (b) an understanding 
of child development, (c) observation as a learning tool, 
and (d) respect for and relationships with children. 
These four elements reflect this interconnected system 
between environment, adult, and child. Montessori 
materials reflect the environment, understanding of child 
development reflects what the adult must consider and 
know, and observation as a learning tool reflects how 
adults identify children’s interests and abilities. Respect 
for and relationships with children are both woven 
in through the care taken to create a child-centered 
environment, the effort adults make to understand and 
follow child development, and how adults use their 
observations to follow children’s interests and abilities.

Montessori Materials
The Montessori materials serve as the curriculum. 

Lillard’s (2011) study described the various materials 
in Montessori classrooms that were most impactful for 
children’s development and academic growth when used 
appropriately. Among the many Montessori training 
organizations around the world, a few stand out as 
major authorities on Montessori education. One such 
organization is the Association Montessori International 
(AMI), whose training includes the list of materials from 
Lillard’s (2011) previous research. 

Acquiring and maintaining a complete set of 
Montessori materials depends on a school’s budget and 
resources. The materials are as essential to the curriculum 
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as textbooks, worksheets, and paper are in a conventional 
school. There are so few Montessori material-making 
companies that they have monopolies on the Montessori 
materials, as only some companies are approved by 
organizations such as AMI. If a school wants AMI-
approved materials, they must purchase them from the 
required company or build the materials themselves, 
an unrealistic task for public school teachers often left 
to their own devices to prepare and plan for classrooms 
(Walker, 2019). Additionally, materials such as three-
part cards, cultural lessons, and historical timelines often 
center European perspectives. To use a CMM lens to 
prepare the classroom environment, educators could 
make their own materials or order from companies that 
center non-European perspectives, material-making 
companies could use alternate perspectives when making 
the materials, and Montessori trainers could encourage 
teachers in training to consider the biases that Eurocentric 
materials bring into the classroom. 

Historically, BIPOC students have been denied access 
to wealth and are more subjected to inequity in education 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006). As such, even students in 
Montessori schools are subjected to this inequity, or, 
as Ladson-Billings calls it, “education debt” (2006). 
Education debt is comprised of historical debt (historical 
inequities in BIPOC access to public education), 
economic debt (funding disparities between schools 
serving predominantly White students and BIPOC 
students), sociopolitical debt (exclusion of BIPOC 
community members from the legislative process), and 
moral debt (the identification of BIPOC community 
members as threats to society) (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 
There is yet to be any research demonstrating that public 
Montessori schools are subject to less education debt 
than public conventional schools. 

Understanding Child Development
The Montessori Method requires the adult to have 

a thorough knowledge of child development, to create 
spaces (tangible and intangible) for children to develop 
naturally. Montessori teachers use their knowledge of 
child development to determine where children are in 
their development (academic, physical, social, etc.) and 
which content they are ready for. 

Child development is strongly connected to 
Montessori materials. Montessori teachers use their 
knowledge of child development to create individualized 
learning plans for students. Educators consider 
children’s developmental readiness to know how and 
when to introduce particular lessons. Interpreting child 

development through the CMM means expanding the 
view of a child’s life experience and asking questions 
directly related to their racialized experience in society: 
How does the world view and racialize that child? How does 
racism affect that child’s family? How does that then affect 
that child’s pace of development? In addition to academic, 
physical, and social development, children are developing 
personalities and identities. How does a child’s racial 
identity affect the development of their personality and 
identity? These are a few examples of questions to ask 
when using the CMM. 

Structurally, whiteness also plays a role in how public 
Montessori educators interpret their child development 
training. Whiteness is used to set educational goals 
and objectives (Mahfouz & Anthony-Stevens, 2020). 
Assessments set by school districts prioritize particular 
aspects of child development, such as social and 
emotional learning (SEL). Many SEL objectives center 
whiteness and hold a deficit narrative of BIPOC youth 
(Mahfouz & Anthony-Stevens, 2020). When districts and 
states set SEL objectives, educators must then interpret 
their training through the funnel of predetermined 
goals that do not include a critical awareness of BIPOC 
students’ experiences and identities. Psychologists have 
found strong ethnic and racial identity are related to 
emotional well-being, so whiteness and structural racism 
negate the benefits of a strong ethnic and racial identity 
for BIPOC students ( Jagers et al., 2018; Mahfouz & 
Anthony-Stevens, 2020). Current research about SEL 
calls for an awareness of whiteness, and an integration 
of culturally responsive teaching in setting and assessing 
SEL standards ( Jagers et al., 2018; Mahfouz & Anthony-
Stevens, 2020). The data on SEL can be extended to child 
development. Critical race theory demands an awareness 
of whiteness and structural racism, and how they impact 
the ways Montessori educators interpret and assess child 
development. 

Observation as a Learning Tool
The third aspect, observation as a learning tool, 

can be used in any setting. Montessori educators must 
observe children, in an attempt to understand their 
personalities, interests, and to see what they can and 
will do when given an appropriate amount of freedom. 
Montessori training touts observation as an objective 
tool. However, lived experiences affect one’s ontology, 
or perceptions on reality or being. Researchers found 
that what teachers notice is shaped by racist systems in 
the United States (Louie et al., 2021). A math teacher 
who organizes work around the racial achievement gap 
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in the effort to close it frames Black, Indigenous, and 
Latino students as lacking, and sets White students’ 
achievements as the standard (Louie et al., 2021). 
National and local standards and assessments have 
structural impacts on what teachers notice (Louie et 
al., 2021). Because lived experiences shape how people 
understand and view the world, objective observation is 
impossible (Crenshaw, 2011). The observer must also 
be aware of how their lived experiences affect what they 
observe and how they interpret their observations. What 
one educator sees as a problem or challenge, another 
educator might see as a strength or an adaptive behavior. 
Montessori teachers should always incorporate critical 
self-reflection into their observation practices to help 
reveal and address racial or other forms of biases in their 
observations. 

Respect for and Relationships with Children
The final authentic Montessori practice is respect 

for and relationships with children. This can look like 
not interrupting their work, following their interests, 
and being aware of the power dynamic between adult 
and child and mitigating that while also establishing 
appropriate limits. Maria Montessori’s phrase “the 
forgotten citizen” referred to the way children’s abilities 
are often discounted by adults, and the fact that they 
too have opinions, relationships, voices, and capabilities 
(Montessori, 1949/2007). Rather than dismissing 
children, talking about them as though they are not 
present when they are, and underestimating their abilities, 
respecting children means acknowledging their full 
humanity, addressing problems with them, and giving 
them the freedom to demonstrate their strengths. The 
Montessori educator’s role is to connect with a child by 
observing their interests and engaging them to connect 
to the curriculum. Understanding the many ways they 
demonstrate their strengths is an essential part of 
respecting and forming relationships with children.

Using Community Cultural Wealth to 
Support BIPOC Educators’ and Students’ 
Lived Experiences

Another element of the CMM is use of CCW to 
support BIPOC Montessori students’ and educators’ 
racialized real-life experiences. In Montessori philosophy, 
the term “the prepared adult” refers to the professional, 
scientific, and spiritual preparation required of the 
adult before working with children (Bettmann, 2013). 
Professional preparation refers to characteristics 

generally required of teachers, such as communication, 
attendance and punctuality, and flexibility (Bettmann, 
2013). Scientific preparation refers to knowledge of child 
development, setup of an appropriate Montessori space, 
and how to practice observation (Bettmann, 2013). 
Spiritual preparation refers to personality characteristics 
such as empathy and sensitivity, but also includes 
understanding that children have something to teach 
adults (Bettmann, 2013). The role of the adult is to 
support children and respond to mistakes with humility 
and flexibility, and refrain from giving unnecessary help 
(Bettmann, 2013). Being a prepared adult includes having 
an understanding of one’s personal identity and strengths, 
and being able to notice children’s strengths and abilities 
that are not acknowledged by dominant White culture 
(Louie et al., 2021; Yosso, 2005). Yosso’s (2005) CCW 
framework emphasizes how and why valuing lived 
experiences is a crucial element of the CMM, and how 
to use CCW to center BIPOC students. CCW brings to 
light BIPOC communities’ cultural wealth and resists 
dominant White narratives of what is considered valuable 
knowledge (Yosso, 2005). It is an active way to resist 
power dynamics that disempower BIPOC communities. 

Yosso’s (2005) CCW framework counteracts deficit 
thinking in U.S. schools and interrupts the concept 
of the White middle class being the standard against 
which other individuals and communities are judged. 
Yosso (2005) highlights race and its role in schooling, as 
school policies often view racial differences as “cultural 
differences’’ and interpret culture in various ways. Yosso 
(2005) builds off of Bourdieu’s work to describe a term 
called “cultural wealth.” Cultural wealth, or capital, “refers 
to an accumulation of cultural knowledge, skills and 
abilities possessed and inherited by privileged groups 
in society...The dominant groups within society are able 
to maintain power [by using] these forms of capital for 
social mobility” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76). By limiting what 
is considered valuable, such as particular knowledge or 
skills, dominant (White) groups limit BIPOC community 
members’ access to specific forms of knowledge or capital 
(Yosso & Burciaga, 2016). Thus, using a CCW lens not 
only empowers BIPOC community members but also 
disrupts conventional ways of interpreting knowledge. 
By using a critical racial framework, thus acknowledging 
that cultural wealth exists, BIPOC communities’ 
cultures, strengths, and skills are empowered rather than 
discouraged or devalued. Below, I describe how critical 
Montessori educators can use the six forms of CCW 
to support BIPOC students and educators. I conclude 
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with a seventh form of capital: spiritual capital, which 
is specifically related to Black families’ cultural wealth 
(Iruka et al., 2024). 

Aspirational Capital
Students and educators with aspirational capital 

maintain a sense of hope and possibility despite the 
systems that oppress them (Yosso, 2005). Being aware of 
aspirational capital means being aware also of systemic 
barriers and one’s place in them. A BIPOC educator who 
is aware of their aspirational capital might face hostile 
racial climates in the school but still maintain hope for 
their work with the students. For example, although the 
Chicana/o community has low educational outcomes 
as compared to other groups in the United States, its 
community members maintain a sense of high aspirations 
and possibility for their children (Yosso, 2005). 

Linguistic Capital
Linguistic capital refers not only to the skills of 

speaking another language entirely, but also to speaking in 
more than one style (Yosso, 2005). BIPOC students who 
possess linguistic capital have multiple communication 
and language skills, and use these skills in their daily 
lives, such as multilingual youth who often translate for 
their parents (Yosso, 2005). Acknowledging linguistic 
capital means encouraging BIPOC Montessori educators 
possessing linguistic capital to use it in varying ways, 
using sources other than books or readings to teach 
content. Linguistic capital also means having intangible 
social skills such as cross-cultural awareness (Yosso, 
2005). An educator could use this cross-cultural 
awareness and social skills to inform how they assess and 
teach social skills (Grace and Courtesy lessons in the 
Montessori community). For example, a student’s culture 
may give them a host of skills, such as how to tell stories 
with attention to detail or specific focus on volume and 
rhythm, or prepared them to use various language styles 
to communicate with various audiences (Yosso, 2005). 
To address social skills, a teacher could give a Grace and 
Courtesy lesson about different ways people in various 
cultures greet one another—some with handshakes, 
others with a nod, and still others with a wave or other 
form of communication. In the Montessori Elementary 
classroom, students often write plays, so a Montessori 
educator valuing linguistic capital might encourage 
BIPOC students to incorporate their linguistic abilities 
and differences into a class play. By using CCW to inform 
how to interpret and practice Montessori education, 

educators can both value and actively support BIPOC 
educators’ and students’ forms of linguistic knowledge. 

Familial Capital
Familial capital encompasses the cultural knowledge 

nurtured among families and communities (Yosso, 2005). 
An educator who knows about or possesses familial 
capital understands a student’s home life affects how 
that student connects with others. Rather than face a 
challenge alone, a student with familial capital might be 
more likely to engage others to take on problems with 
them and collaborate to find solutions. Valuing familial 
capital also means extending one’s understanding of 
family to a wider community. Delgado Bernal (2001) 
writes about pedagogies of the home, an example of 
familial capital in which students do specific kinds of 
learning in their homes and communities. In a primary 
Montessori classroom environment, where students 
ages 3 through 6 engage primarily in individual work, 
possessing or being aware of familial capital can help 
educators understand why some children may be drawn 
to others and spend less time working independently. 
They can support partner or group work while also 
offering independent lessons and work time, rather than 
trying to disrupt the student’s tendencies or desires. Many 
Montessori schools do student home visits, especially 
for younger grades. A critical Montessori educator could 
interpret what they see and learn during a home visit as a 
set of assets a student and their family possess, using the 
home visit to acknowledge the student’s lived experience 
and understand that they are bringing from home into the 
classroom their personal values, such as strong dedication 
to community (Delgado Bernal, 2001). 

Social Capital
Social capital expands on familial capital, referring 

to social networks and community resources. Social 
capital reflects the BIPOC educator’s lived experience 
more so than the BIPOC student’s lived experience. 
An educator familiar with social capital knows students 
have communities and networks outside the school 
and can encourage students to utilize these networks. 
For example, community-based networks can support 
individuals in attaining legal support, health care, and 
even further education (Yosso, 2005). A school utilizing 
the CMM as a lens for practice might invite such 
community-based networks to speak at or host events, 
or provide outreach to families. BIPOC Montessori 
educators with social capital can also use their networks 
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to create opportunities for students, simultaneously 
modeling the benefits of social capital. 

Navigational Capital
Navigational capital is the set of skills acquired while 

navigating through systems and social institutions that 
do not center BIPOC community members (Yosso, 
2005). Educators with navigational capital can identify 
it in their students as knowledge, and even build on it to 
help students navigate schools and other systems such as 
the job market. An educator could support navigational 
capital by making students aware of the skills necessary 
to maneuver unsupportive or hostile social institutions. 
In the Montessori primary grades, this could be through 
a Grace and Courtesy (social skills) lesson about how to 
stand up for oneself or one another. In the Montessori 
Elementary and Middle grades, raising awareness around 
navigational capital could take place through true stories 
and critical conversations. I have seen BIPOC Montessori 
educators use their navigational capital in their jobs 
at school. A BIPOC Montessori educator possessing 
navigational capital is empowered to participate in the 
Montessori community while acknowledging how 
whiteness perpetuates hostile racial climates in schools. A 
Montessori school using the CMM could have programs 
or connections to community resources, or family 
information sessions that empower BIPOC students 
and families to navigate racist systems that serve to 
exclude them from certain opportunities. Resilience is 
recognized as a set of resources and cultural strategies to 
support individuals, and schools can support resilience 
in their communities with stable, supportive systems 
and networks, such as community-based organizations 
(Yosso, 2005). 

Resistant Capital
Resistant capital is students’ or teachers’ knowledge 

and skills that others often interpret as oppositional 
behavior. An educator might demonstrate resistant 
capital by upholding various forms of cultural wealth or 
supporting BIPOC students’ self-reliance and self-value 
in the racist, patriarchal structures they face (Yosso, 
2005). In an elementary Montessori setting, where 
teachers share stories to help children know how to 
function in the world, an educator could create lessons 
around children’s resistant capital, teaching to consciously 
talk about, identify, or defend one’s cultural capital. A 
critical Montessori educator could share true stories 
about how different communities throughout history 

have rebelled against oppression, or study current events 
and how to use resistant capital to persist under adversity. 
A school that uses the CMM could support educators to 
integrate into their teaching critical racial conversations 
about identity and how to navigate this racist society, 
rather than teach anti-racist work as an “add-on” to 
the Montessori curriculum. This could mean giving 
educators specific planning time to research ways to resist 
oppression and how to share that in classrooms. A school 
that uses the CMM acknowledges that student behaviors 
deemed disruptive may not be problem behaviors but, 
instead, responses to inequality they are experiencing 
in and outside of the classroom; resistance can include 
different forms of intentional, oppositional behavior 
(Yosso, 2005). 

Spiritual Capital
Spiritual capital refers to spirituality and religion, and 

the potential support they provide for BIPOC students 
and families (Iruka et al., 2024; Park et al., 2020); 
although not all BIPOC communities are religious or 
spiritual, Black adults in particular reported religion as 
an important part of their lives (Pew Research Center, 
2016). Spirituality is a broad enough term to encompass 
both structured religious practices and institutions and 
less structured connections to a higher power (Iruka et 
al., 2024). Churches and religious communities have 
historically played a role in community resource-sharing 
as well as activism (Iruka et al., 2024). Spiritual capital, 
thus, includes the connections, skills, and resources that 
BIPOC community members have access to through 
their spiritual communities (Park et al., 2020). Spiritual 
capital intersects with most, if not all, of the above forms 
of capital, through supporting social and linguistic skills 
in spiritual practices to leaning on spiritual communities 
to use resistant capital (Park et al., 2020). Spiritual 
communities often support students’ education through 
afterschool programs and tutoring, as well as providing 
additional education (language or religious instruction) 
(Park et al., 2020). Recognizing spiritual capital does 
not require Montessori educators to include spiritual or 
religious practices in their classrooms, but the awareness 
that students and families may have access to a strong 
spiritual community only adds to the assets-based 
perspective the CCW framework provides. 

Being a prepared adult ready to work with children 
means understanding one’s lived experience as a strength. 
An educator who can understand their own strengths 
and lived experiences can more easily observe those 



32 Journal of Montessori Research   Fall 2024   Vol 10 Iss 2

strengths in children. Once a Montessori educator 
internalizes cultural competence and relevance, their 
role as a facilitator of learning strengthens in the student-
centered Montessori environment (Brunold-Conesa, 
2019). Educators must be aware of the multiple facets of 
their identities and experiences to support their students’ 
varying capitals (Brown & Steele, 2015; Durden et al., 
2015). Learning about cultural patterns of learning and 
behavior can help educators disrupt their constructions of 
racial discourse and introduce them to a different lens for 
framing student (and their own) strengths and abilities in 
the form of CCW (Nash & Miller, 2015). The forms of 
capital above often remain unacknowledged by dominant 
White culture, and even frowned upon. Educators who 
are cognizant of CCW can build on their own strengths 
and recognize the knowledge students and their families 
already possess, disrupting dominant White ideas of 
knowledge, centering their own lived experiences, and 
continuing the Montessori tradition of a strengths-based 
pedagogy. 

Using Culturally Sustaining and Relevant 
Pedagogy to Value Educators’ and 
Students’ Community Cultural Wealth

This model also hinges on the belief that children 
have something to teach us, and that using culturally 
sustaining pedagogy (CSP) to inform Montessori practice 
provides the space to value student and educator racial 
identities and uplift student knowledge. This element is 
directly informed by Paris’s (2012) culturally sustaining 
pedagogy (CSP) and centers more tangible elements in 
teaching such as curriculum. CSP focuses specifically on 
supporting racial and ethnic identity development; these 
are aspects left out of universal Montessori training. CSP 
provides a way for teachers to help children connect (and 
remain connected) with their identities and feel confident 
in who they are (Paris, 2012). CSP is the ideal pedagogy 
for sustaining student knowledge, but realistically it 
is incredibly challenging for educators to include all 
students’ languages, backgrounds, and experiences as the 
groundwork for their teaching. CSP is an inherently anti-
racist framework due to its counter-hegemonic approach 
(Paris, 2021). For the purposes of this theoretical 
element, I will focus on culturally relevant pedagogy 
(CRP), the predecessor to CSP. 

CRP in Montessori Education
CRP emphasizes representation of student 

identities in curriculum and teaching methods that 

center students’ experiences. It explicitly combats deficit 
thinking, instead acknowledging institutional racism, 
racialization, language discrimination, and skin color 
privilege (Hammond, 2015). The cost of not using 
CRP is high: students who are unable to connect with 
course content will not learn it, and perhaps experience 
a sense of frustration and inability to fully process 
content (Hammond, 2015). Hammond’s work details 
the implications of considering culturally responsive 
teaching and its effects on the brain and learning (2015). 
Hammond describes five principles, or “brain rules,” to 
understand the role of culture in learning (2015). The first 
is that the brain seeks to minimize threats and maximize 
opportunities to connect with others (Hammond, 2015). 
Students need to feel safe and happy to learn (Hammond, 
2015). When students face microaggressions, their 
amygdala stays on alert, trying to detect other 
microaggressions and leading to “the unconscious 
safety-threat detection system” to engage, detracting 
from a focus on school content (Hammond, 2015, p. 47). 
The second principle is that positive relationships help 
the amygdala stay calm so other parts of the brain (the 
prefrontal cortex) can focus on higher order learning and 
thinking (Hammond, 2015). Third, culture guides how 
one processes information (Hammond, 2015). Learning 
is most effective if processed using common cultural 
learning aids specific to a student (Hammond, 2015). 
Fourth, attention drives learning. Culturally relevant 
methods (oral traditions, music, call and response) grab 
the learner’s attention and actively engage them in the 
learning process (Hammond, 2015). 

Another key principle is that new information must 
be paired with students’ existing knowledge to make 
sense of new content (Hammond, 2015). Finally, the 
brain physically grows through challenges (Hammond, 
2015). Creating independent learners while challenging 
students involves introducing them to relevant work 
involving problem-solving (Hammond, 2015). Without 
incorporating students’ cultures and experiences into 
teaching, students’ cognitive processing is inhibited 
(Hammond, 2015), thus limiting efficacy of the 
Montessori Method. 

Montessori literature shows that public Montessori 
schools may be limited by the lack of diversity of 
teaching staff as well as cultural responsiveness of teacher 
education (D’Cruz, 2022; Debs & Brown, 2017). The 
Montessori Method naturally lends itself well to elements 
of CRP, such as culturally relevant art and true cultural 
stories, and the nature of a student-centered environment. 
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Despite the potential to smoothly combine Montessori 
education and CRP, there are no explicit teachings that all 
Montessori teachers learn to do so (D’Cruz, 2022). One 
way to support student identity development is through 
schools that move toward CRP and CSP (D’Cruz, 2022). 
Montessori training should also support and explicitly 
include CRP and CSP. Realistically implementing 
CSP might be challenging, so research is in process 
on how to do so (Doucet, 2019). Fostering cultural 
competency, supporting teachers’ inner reflection and 
work, and identifying ways to sustain students’ cultures 
and knowledge is an essential part of student-centered 
Montessori education (D’Cruz, 2022). Doucet (2019) 
outlines six ways to implement CSP in schools, including: 
increasing diversity knowledge; addressing diversity in its 
full capacity; promoting global perspectives; combating 
prejudice and discrimination; building classrooms 
as a community of trust; and involving families and 
communities in education. 

As the term “diversity” implies a White-centered 
perspective in which non-White individuals are 
considered the “other,” Doucet (2019) uses it to refer 
to a lack of knowledge of institutional racism and how 
it affects BIPOC students. The open-endedness of 
materials such as geography folders and cultural stories 
lends to increasing diversity knowledge through the 
curriculum in addition to acknowledging the role of 
intersectionality, thus addressing diversity in its full 
capacity and promoting global perspectives. It is the work 
of Montessori educators and teacher trainers to use such 
open-ended materials to intentionally address racism in 
their work with students. 

Whereas the first three of Doucet’s (2019) six 
concepts relate to increasing knowledge for and 
supporting BIPOC students, the final three pertain to 
the community an educator builds. Doucet’s (2019) 
commitment for culturally sustaining practices expands 
the idea of representation. Students must be exposed not 
only to representation of themselves in books and art, 
but also must know how prejudice and discrimination 
operate, and how to recognize and discuss these issues. 
Doucet (2019) gives a nod to observation, by which 
the observer writes a description of what they see, as 
helpful practice for educators to familiarize themselves 
with their classroom dynamic. However, Doucet (2019) 
does not acknowledge the impossibility of objectivity 
in standard observation. A critical Montessori educator 
could review their observation notes and identify any 
biased or discriminatory comments, or use their notes 

to address harmful classroom dynamics and to actively 
support students’ racial and ethnic identities. Building 
a classroom community of trust mimics social cohesion 
and relationship-building in Montessori philosophy 
(Doucet, 2019). Doucet suggests self-reflection as 
a way to build a warm classroom climate; a critical 
Montessori educator needs time to self-reflect and note 
what changes or learning might be necessary to support 
anti-racist teaching and a critical Montessori classroom 
that explicitly uplifts BIPOC students. Connecting with 
families also contributes to a strong, culturally sustaining 
classroom. Utilizing families’ skills and knowledge to 
involve them in the school contributes to a culturally 
sustaining approach to schooling (Doucet, 2019). In a 
Montessori setting, educators might ask family members 
to help in repairing broken materials, connecting 
educators to community resources and knowledge, or 
giving their input as to which Grace and Courtesy lessons 
they deem necessary for their children.

The six commitments serve as examples of CSP and 
how the Montessori curriculum must make way for CSP 
in schools to counteract dominant, White-centered, 
deficit lenses and instead promote anti-racist teaching 
and school environments that support development of 
students’ racial and ethnic identities. The role of CSP 
in the Critical Montessori Model (CMM) is to invite 
educators to prioritize culturally sustaining ways of 
interpreting and practicing the Montessori Method. 

Using Counter-storytelling to Support 
BIPOCs’ Lived Experiences

The final theory is counter-storytelling to support 
BIPOC students’ and educators’ lived experiences. 
Doucet suggests storytelling to help build trusting 
classroom communities (2019). Critical race theory takes 
storytelling a step further, emphasizing counter-stories, 
“stories of those people whose experiences are not often 
told…[tools] for exposing, analyzing, and challenging 
the…stories of racial privilege. Counter-stories can 
shatter complacency, challenge the dominant discourse 
on race, and further the struggle for racial reform” 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) 
proposed gathering various forms of counter-stories: 
personal stories describing individual experiences with 
forms of racism in relation to larger systems (such as 
the education system), other people’s stories revealing 
racism in larger systems, and composite stories drawing 
from various sources to convey racialized experiences of 
BIPOC community members. 
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Counter-stories can build community among 
BIPOC community members, challenge established 
dominant (White) systems accepted as the norm, show 
that there are a multitude of lived experiences, and 
illuminate reality by combining elements of existing 
and new stories (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). A critical 
Montessori school that emphasizes counter-storytelling 
can value experiences and stories of its BIPOC educators 
to reveal how racism exists and perpetuates itself in 
a school, striving to disrupt such racist practices and 
systems. Counter-stories build community among 
those most marginalized in society, challenge dominant 
narratives, show the realities of marginalized individuals, 
and demonstrate that these are not isolated incidents or 
experiences (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Self-reflection 
is a part of implementing CSP. By providing time and 
space for self-reflection, a school could invite BIPOC 
educators to write or narrate their counter-stories. If, 
for example, a school were to invite BIPOC educators 
to share counter-stories, those stories might illuminate 
their commonalities, such as hostile racial climates or the 
additional, unpaid emotional labor often done by BIPOC 
educators (Kohli et al., 2019). With this information, a 
school would be better equipped to understand how to 
address such challenges that arise and are perpetuated 
by racist practices and systems. By providing a platform 
for such stories, schools can open up dialogue and begin 
to confront racist structures in their communities. The 
Montessori community would do well to create space for 
BIPOC Montessori educators’ counter-stories, noting 
how and where racism appears in and disrupts schools 
and the wider community. 

Counter-storytelling offers opportunities to center 
and understand BIPOC experiences in education 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Using counter-stories places 
importance on voices that historically have been silenced 
and oppressed—in this case, BIPOC educators and 
students (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Gathering and 
sharing counter-stories that resist dominant (White) 
narratives thus reveal systems of whiteness and racism 
that plague the education system (Solórzano & Yosso, 
2002). 

Future Directions for the Critical 
Montessori Model

The CMM has strong implications for scholars, 
training centers, and Montessori practitioners. Centering 
the BIPOC community’s lived experiences redefines what 
is considered knowledge as well as which knowledge is 

considered valuable. The CMM’s foundation of critical 
race theory requires schools, training centers, and other 
institutions to confront their roles in perpetuating white 
supremacy through racist systems and examine how they 
might disrupt those systems. The CMM does not provide 
explicit answers but instead offers a lens through which 
to view and understand Montessori education in a way 
that specifically supports BIPOC community members 
and questions white supremacy, rather than giving into 
whiteness as the norm. The CMM’s focus on community 
cultural wealth (CCW) encourages Montessori scholars 
and educators to broaden the already assets-based 
Method to include the various ways BIPOC students 
and families show their strengths and knowledge. This 
will not only open up the idea of what knowledge is 
but also challenge the dominant (White) narrative on 
knowledge and who defines it. Highlighting the strengths, 
knowledge, and lived experiences of BIPOC members 
of the Montessori community while simultaneously 
acknowledging the racist systems in which Montessori 
education is practiced in the United States will challenge 
schools and educators to examine how they practice the 
Method, and posit researchers to examine the philosophy 
and their research through a critical lens. 

One limitation of the CMM lies in its newness. As it 
is implemented in various settings, it may well evolve and 
grow, as other theoretical models have. Another limitation 
is that, due to state and district requirements, public 
schools may struggle to fully use the CMM to guide their 
communities, as they often must follow specific guidance 
around assessment, professional development, curricula, 
and family engagement. 

Further papers and research could use CMM as the 
lens through which to interrogate various features and 
concepts in the Montessori philosophy and Method (for 
example, the concepts of normalization and deviation, 
the lack of classroom management training that leads to 
racial discipline disproportionality, and the challenges 
of bias appearing in such an individualized method). I 
recommend the research community use the CMM to 
guide their research, and to calibrate critical Montessori 
research that aims to center the BIPOC community. 
Further studies could use the CMM to examine how 
Montessori training centers prepare and train future 
teachers. Future research could also examine how a 
school might use the CMM to analyze school policies, or 
guide school practices and decision-making processes. 
Any individual or organization can use the CMM to 
interpret the Montessori Method and philosophy by 
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uplifting the BIPOC community’s lived experiences, and 
examining how racist structures and systems affect how 
Montessori education is interpreted in the United States. 

I would be remiss if I did not highlight the inequity in 
the Montessori research community, as the overwhelming 
majority of Montessori research studies are conducted 
by White scholars. Although their work is crucial and 
provides a strong foundation for future Montessori 
research, I call for more BIPOC Montessori researchers’ 
voices to be heard. The CMM explicitly centers the 
BIPOC experience. It highlights practices of already-
successful BIPOC educators using their strengths to 
embody Montessori education. Without these voices, 
Montessori educators do a great disservice to their 
communities, but by highlighting BIPOC scholars’ 
works, they can embody the belief that BIPOC’s voices, 
lived experiences, and knowledge are crucial parts of the 
Montessori research community. 
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Appendix 1
Commonly Used Acronyms and Theories

Acronym Meaning and definition
BIPOC Black, Indigenous, and other people of color: although referring to all people 

of color, this acronym purposefully leads with Black and Indigenous individuals 
to highlight the specific discrimination that Black and Indigenous people in the 
United States have historically faced and continue to face. 

CMM Critical Montessori Model: a theoretical model that provides a critical racial 
lens through which to view and interpret Montessori philosophy and practice

CRT Critical race theory: a theoretical framework that centers BIPOC individuals 
and posits that racism is a normal and pervasive part of U.S. society

CRP/CSP Culturally responsive pedagogy/culturally sustaining pedagogy: pedagog-
ical methods that recognize students’ cultural identities, reflect them in the 
classroom, and actively work to sustain and support their identities through the 
curriculum and classroom environment

CCW Community cultural wealth: an assets-based framework for identifying BIPOC 
student and family strengths and the various cultural knowledge they possess
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Abstract: Montessori education is characterized by autonomous learning, whereas traditional education is often 
depicted by high structure and fewer choice opportunities. This study examined differences in beliefs of Montessori 
and traditional teachers in regard to effectiveness, normality, and ease of autonomy-supportive and controlling 
teaching, as well as differences in motivating styles. We analyzed the U.S. subset from an international study examining 
self-described motivation styles and beliefs. Our secondary analysis revealed both groups felt autonomy-supportive 
teaching was easy and effective, and that they found controlling teaching also to be easy, but ineffective. Montessori 
teachers were more likely to believe autonomy-supportive teaching was normal, whereas traditional teachers 
believed controlling teaching was more normal. Both groups described their teaching style as autonomy-supportive, 
but traditional teachers more often rated controlling scenarios as similar to their own practices. These differences, 
supported by large effect sizes, demonstrate more potential for controlling behavior in traditional classrooms and 
suggest the possibility of a cultural difference between Montessori and traditional teachers.
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Within the context of U.S. public schools, 
Montessori and traditional educators work in contrasting 
environments and teach students in markedly contrasting 
ways. Montessori teachers foster intrinsic motivation 
so students will be naturally inclined to seek out 
knowledge (American Montessori Society [AMS], n.d.). 
Montessori students learn in multi-age classrooms and 
work independently much of the day (Lillard, 2019). In 
contrast, traditional public school teachers are more 
likely to use whole-class instruction, have high levels of 
structure and performance expectations, and provide 
fewer opportunities for students to make choices (Lillard, 
2019). A study of high school classrooms in traditional 
U.S. schools found that these students spent a majority of 
classroom time listening to lectures, watching videos, or 
engaging in a variety of other passive activities, including 
time when the teacher took attendance or managed 
technology, or while a student reported on the school’s 
daily activities (Fisher, 2009). Observations from more 
than 2,500 classrooms in more than 1,000 traditional 
elementary schools demonstrated that students in first, 
third, and fifth grades spent more than 90% of their 
time in whole-group instruction or individual seatwork, 
with fifth graders receiving five times more instruction 
devoted to basic skills than to higher-order skills, such 
as critical thinking and reasoning (Pianta et al., 2007). 
These students experienced minimal collaborative work 
or small-group instruction.

In contrast, another study showed that Montessori 
middle school students reported more time spent in 
collaborative activities and individual projects, whereas 
traditionally educated students reported spending more 
time in teacher-directed activities and socializing with 
peers (Rathunde & Csikszentmihalyi, 2005). Montessori 
students also work with specially designed didactic 
materials intended to foster internalization of learning, 
whereas traditional students spend more time doing 
schoolwork on paper to create artifacts of their learning 
(Manner, 2007).

As Montessori and traditional teachers experience 
dissimilar types of educator preparation, any discussion 
of their perspectives on autonomy support and control 
in the classroom must consider their teacher training. 
Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to undertake 
a complete analysis of traditional and Montessori 
teacher training, key differences are worthy of note. One 
difference is the cohesiveness of the training teachers 
obtain. In traditional programs, teacher candidates 
progress through their collegiate courses with little 
connection between the course content and its future 

classroom applications (Nguyen, 2018). However, in 
Montessori training, future teachers master the course 
curriculum and content while simultaneously focusing 
on how it relates to a child’s holistic development 
(Cossentino, 2009). In addition, Montessori training 
seeks to transform the adult student, too, replacing 
common behaviors, such as pride and anger, with 
virtues like humility and patience, while also fostering 
cooperation and joy among young students (Christensen, 
2019). 

The current study uses self-determination theory 
(SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017) to examine motivational 
beliefs of traditional and Montessori public school 
teachers. Analysis was conducted of the U.S. subset 
from a previously published international study (Reeve 
et al., 2014) that examined self-described motivation 
styles and beliefs from teachers in eight cultures. The 
goal of the initial study was to investigate how teachers’ 
motivating styles would be predicted by how effective, 
easy to implement, and normal autonomy-supportive and 
controlling teaching were believed to be. The initial study 
investigated these beliefs within the context of the eight 
cultures from which the samples were collected, based on 
national collectivism–individualism (Reeve et al., 2014).

The U.S. subset was collected from Montessori 
public schools and traditional public schools but was 
combined within an international context for analyses 
once the model for national collectivism–individualism 
was selected (Reeve, personal communication, May 
2011). Because the two U.S. samples were collected from 
one nation, analyzing them separately with a national 
collectivism–individualism lens would have introduced a 
confound, so the sample was combined.

However, three developments warrant further 
research on this U.S. sample data set. First, scholars have 
recently identified ways Montessori education aligns with 
SDT (Basargekar & Lillard, 2023; Lillard, 2019) and 
have issued calls for additional empirical examinations 
of the relationship between Montessori education and 
SDT (Moss & Smuda, 2022). Second, research has been 
published regarding benefits to not only students but 
also teachers through autonomy-supportive teaching. 
According to Cheon et al. (2020), benefits to instructors 
include enhanced student-teacher relationships, better 
classroom engagement from students, and an increased 
sense of professional competence. Third, researchers are 
better understanding the detriments to students that arise 
from controlling teaching, to include student amotivation, 
anger, anxiety, and oppositional defiant behaviors (Assor et 
al., 2005; Haerens et al., 2015).
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SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) posits that humans have 
three basic psychological needs: autonomy, relatedness, 
and competence. Autonomy refers to the human need 
for volition. Relatedness points to the need for a sense of 
belonging and connectedness. Competence describes the 
need for successful interactions with one’s environment. 
Considerable works demonstrate the benefits of self-
determination in the classroom, especially in that 
autonomy-supportive teaching satisfies students’ basic 
psychological needs (e.g., Cheon et al., 2014; Katz & 
Shahar, 2015; Reeve et al., 2004).

A teacher who supports student autonomy will 
work to understand student perspectives, encourage 
positive emotions and behaviors, and support student 
self-regulation. A teacher who uses controlling methods 
to manage a classroom will likely consider only their own 
perspective, undermine student motivation with “should” 
or “must” statements, and pressure students to behave in 
certain ways (Reeve, 2009, 2016).

According to self-determination theorists Deci 
et al. (1982) and Reeve (2009), teachers might adopt 
controlling behaviors for a number of reasons, including 
pressure from the demands of standardized testing, or the 
beliefs that control is valued culturally or that extrinsic 
rewards increase student performance. Although these 
methods may work in the short term, controlling teacher 
behaviors ultimately undermine intrinsic motivation 
(Ames, 1992; Basten et al., 2014; Reeve, 2016), 
foster ill-being and negative affect (Assor et al., 2005; 
Bartholomew et al., 2011; Reeve, 2016; Soenens et al., 
2012), and thwart needs for autonomy, relatedness, and 
competence (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Hein et al., 2015; 
Reeve, 2016).

As previously mentioned, there has been an increase 
in literature describing the similar perspectives held 
by Montessori education and SDT. In 2019, Lillard 
identified the similarities by pointing out that students in 
a Montessori classroom freely choose between work in 
the classroom and opportunities to engage in meaningful 
work with peers. She also points out that a Montessori 
classroom fosters students’ intrinsic motivation, which 
encourages the self-satisfaction of a job well done, 
rather than addressing their behavior with extrinsic 
punishments and rewards.

Basargekar and Lillard (2023) continued this theme 
by identifying specific ways Montessori classrooms 
meet the basic psychological needs presented by SDT. 
Autonomy is promoted by offering choices, but not 
every work is available as a choice in the classroom. 

Montessori students are free to choose activities they 
have previously received lessons on (Basargekar & Lillard, 
2023), dovetailing seamlessly with SDT’s concept of 
autonomy within a structure ( Jang et al., 2006). Teachers 
in the Montessori environment support students’ sense 
of competence through structured choices, ensuring 
that students actually engage in work in which they can 
be successful. The need for relatedness is addressed by 
removing judgment from the classroom. Montessori 
teachers do not give grades and, when students 
misbehave, teachers are trained to view the transgression 
as a fault of the environment, not the child (Basargekar & 
Lillard, 2023).

Along with a growing trend of research articles 
addressing Montessori education in general (Lillard, 
2019), several published papers and student dissertations 
or theses discuss the similarities between Montessori 
education and SDT (Casquejo Johnston, 2016; 
Krugerud, 2015; Wells, 2014). A systematic review found 
42 papers that referenced both Montessori education 
and SDT, including 23 unpublished student papers and 
19 published articles. Of those papers, only 13 took an 
investigative approach to both theories, whereas the 
remaining papers merely referenced one or both theories, 
and of those, only three were published articles (Moss 
& Smuda, 2022). Although many authors acknowledge 
the alignment between SDT and Montessori education, 
there has been scant empirical investigation involving 
both theories. This lack of empirical work motivated us to 
return to our existing data set.

Given the differences noted between Montessori 
and traditional education, along with the differences 
between autonomy-supportive teaching and controlling 
teaching more generally, we began an investigation 
with this secondary data set. In the initial analyses, it 
was apparent that traditional and Montessori teachers 
endorsed autonomy at similar levels (Reeve et al., 2014). 
As we began our secondary analysis, we believed that in 
an international context of the initial investigation, these 
U.S. teachers may have appeared to have more similarities 
than differences. However, examining them side by side 
would provide a more fine-grained analysis and highlight 
areas of divergence.

An additional and important rationale for the value 
of this study is that very few studies compare Montessori 
and traditional teachers, whether their environment 
is public or private. Rathunde and Csikszentmihalyi’s 
influential study (2005) focuses on middle school 
students in both environments. Lopata et al. (2005) 
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Participants
Our data set included 80 U.S. public school teachers, 

39 from traditional public schools and 41 from public 
Montessori schools. In aggregate, 73 teachers identified 
as female and seven as male. Seventy teachers described 
their school settings as urban, while the remainder 
described their schools as suburban or rural. On average, 
teachers were 41 years old (M = 41.17, SD = 11.66) and 
had nearly 14 years of teaching experience (M = 13.84, 
SD = 9.72). Most teachers identified as White (n = 73), 
while the rest identified as Black, Hispanic, or Native 
American. To help protect these teachers’ identities, 
participant numbers for these groups are not shared. 
The teachers were from several states but mainly the 
Upper Midwest. Teaching levels included 23 preschool/
kindergarten, 39 elementary, five middle school, and 12 
high school.

Among the Montessori teachers, three identified 
as male and 38 as female. Thirty-seven identified as 
White. To aid in maintaining participant anonymity, 
the remaining teachers’ ethnicities are not shared. The 
Montessori teachers’ age range was from 25 to 67  
(M = 42.26, SD = 12.57), with two teachers declining 
to report their ages. Teaching experience ranged from 
1 year to 36 years, (M = 14.00, SD = 10.12), with one 
teacher not reporting years of experience. As for the levels 
these teachers taught, 18 taught preschool (primary in 
a Montessori setting), 21 taught elementary, and two 
taught middle school. Forty teachers described their 
locations as urban, and one described their location as 
suburban.

Among the traditional teachers, four identified as 
male and 35 as female. Thirty-six teachers identified as 
White, and the remaining ethnicities are not shared. 
Range of ages among the traditional teachers was 23 years 
old to 62 years old (M = 40.07, SD = 10.70). Years of 
experience ranged from 2 years to 34 years (M = 13.67; 
SD = 9.41). Traditional teachers included five from 
preschool, 18 from elementary, three from middle school, 
and 12 from high school, with one not identified (see 
Table 1 ).

Upon examining the sample, it was discovered that 
none of the personal demographics, such as age, ethnicity, 
experience, or location of school, were significantly 
related to variables of interest.

Measures
All participants completed a demographic 

survey and, afterward, a two-part scenario-based 
questionnaire. Questionnaires were counterbalanced 

examined academic achievement of students in 
Montessori and traditional programs. Studies examining 
student-level social and cognitive skills, academic 
outcomes, levels of activity, and self-esteem are readily 
available (e.g., Byun et al., 2013; Dhiksha & Suresh, 
2016; Flynn, 1991; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2005; Mallett 
& Schroeder, 2015). Few articles, however, compare the 
two types of teachers; notable exceptions include work by 
Beatty (2011), who studied teachers in Frobelian settings 
and Montessori classrooms as well as those in traditional 
environments, and Danner and Fowler (2015), who 
investigated traditional and Montessori teachers’ attitudes 
toward the inclusion of disabled children in their 
classrooms.

In reviewing this U.S. data set, the first hypothesis 
was that the teacher type, Montessori or traditional, 
would predict teachers’ beliefs about the ease, 
effectiveness, and normality of autonomy-supportive 
teaching and controlling teaching. Our second hypothesis 
was that the teacher type would be correlated to the 
teacher’s description of their personal teaching style, 
whether autonomy-supportive or controlling.

Methods
Sampling

For the U.S. sample being analyzed, as well as for 
the other countries included in the initial international 
data set, convenience sampling was used to recruit 
participants. U.S. participants were recruited by 
emails sent to their school accounts or via in-person 
conversations gauging interest in participating in the 
study. Those who indicated interest were approached 
again with the survey and consent forms. For participants 
who were local to the researcher, signed consent was 
obtained in person, and likewise surveys were delivered 
to participants and then returned to the researcher in 
person. For participants who were not local, a consent 
form was mailed with the survey, along with an addressed, 
stamped envelope for their return to the researcher.

Each participant from the United States who 
completed the survey was given a thank-you gift card 
worth $20 for a national mass-market retailer. The 
participants from other countries in the larger, original 
sample had been either recruited at conferences and 
not provided with thank-you gifts, or recruited in a way 
similar to the U.S. sample and provided with a gift card 
equivalent to $20. Analyses determined that in the larger 
study (Reeve et al., 2014) no differences were apparent 
among the data from teachers who received thank-you 
gifts and those who did not.
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so the participants received either the controlling or 
autonomy-supportive scenario first. In the questionnaire, 
two scenarios were described. An excerpt from each 
scenario is printed below:

Autonomy-supportive scenario
As you plan and prepare for an upcoming lesson, 
you think about what your students want and 
need. You wonder if students will find the lesson 
interesting and relevant to their lives. To support 
their interest and valuing of the lesson, you prepare 
some resources in advance so that they can see how 
interesting and how important the lesson truly is.

Controlling scenario
As you plan and prepare for an upcoming lesson, 
you think about what needs to be covered. You make 
a step-by-step plan of what students are supposed to 
do and when they are supposed to do it. As the class 
period begins, you tell students what to do, monitor 
their compliance closely, and when needed make it 
clear that there is no time to waste.

After reading each scenario, teachers rated the degree 
to which the scenario described their own teaching, 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (yes or very much). Then they 
completed six questions to rate the degree to which they 
felt the teaching scenario presented was effective, easy to 
implement, and normative on a 7-point Likert-type scale, 

ranging from 1 (no or not at all) to 7 (yes or very much). 
These questions included, “Does this teaching scenario 
describe what the other teachers you know and work with 
do as teachers?” to assess the level at which the participant 
felt the scenario was normative and, “Can most teachers 
teach this way, or is this approach to teaching simply 
asking too much of teachers?” to assess ease.

To establish ecological validity, the two scenarios in 
the measure describe common occurrences in classrooms 
(Reeve et al., 2014). As the data being analyzed are from 
the original publication of the measure, the reliability 
was established by having seven raters, experts in 
SDT, assess the two scenarios to ascertain that one 
described autonomy-supportive teaching and the other 
described controlling teaching. Raters were asked to 
use a 7-point Likert-type scale, in which 1 represented 
highly controlling and 7 represented highly autonomy-
supportive. Analysis of those responses found the average 
rating for the controlling scenario was 1.43, the average 
for the autonomy-supportive scenario was 6.86, and the 
difference was statistically significant at p < .01 (Reeve 
et al., 2014). To ensure reliability with the sample, 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability on the autonomy-supportive 
and controlling scale items were calculated by teacher 
types. For both teacher types, and for the autonomy and 
controlling scales, the Cronbach’s alpha reliability was 
between .70 and .88 respectively, indicating the measure 
was reliable with this subset of the larger sample.

Table 1
Demographics for Montessori and Traditional Teachers

Type of 
Teacher N Mean 

Age
SD 
Age Female Mean 

Experience
SD 

Experience White Location Level

Montessori 41 42.26 12.6 38 14 10.1 n = 37 urban = 40 preschool = 18

suburban = 1 elementary = 21

rural = 0 middle school = 2

high school = 0

Traditional 39 40.07 10.7 35 13.67 9.41 n = 36 urban = 30 preschool = 5

suburban = 8 elementary = 18

rural = 1 middle school = 3

high school = 12

        Not identified = 1
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Analysis
To compare the two sets of data from the U.S. 

sample, the Montessori and traditional teachers, we ran 
eight separate two-group one-way ANOVA tests with 
IBM SPSS Statistics 25. Each ANOVA used teacher 
type (i.e., traditional or Montessori teachers) as the 
independent variable. However, the dependent variable 
for each ANOVA was different across several separate 
analyses. Specifically, our dependent variables are beliefs 
about autonomy-supportive teaching ease, effectiveness, 
and normality; beliefs about controlling teaching ease, 
effectiveness, and normality; self-reported personal 
autonomy-supportive teaching style; and self-reported 
personal controlling teaching style. Due to the number 
of comparisons, the p-value was adjusted to < .006 to 
control for the possibility of inflated Type I error. This 
significance threshold was selected based on dividing a 
commonly accepted p value of .05 by eight comparisons 
to obtain a cutoff for determining significance (Herzog et 
al., 2019).

Results
Hypothesis One:

Descriptive statistics and ANOVA results for 
hypotheses one and two are presented in Table 2. To 
explore overall differences in the perceptions of ease, 
effectiveness, and normality of autonomy-supportive 
(see Figure 1) and controlling scenarios (See Figure 2) 

between Montessori and traditional teachers, six separate 
two-group one-way ANOVAs were conducted. Of the six 
analyses (see Table 2), the only tests yielding significance 
were in perceptions of autonomy normality, F(1, 78) 
= 19.30, p < .001, η2 = 0.20, 95% CI: -0.94 to -0.36, and 
perceptions of controlling normality, F(1, 78) = 43.57,  
p < .001, η2 = 0.36, 95% CI: 0.68 to 1.27. Indeed, 
Montessori teachers perceived the autonomy-supportive 
scenario as significantly more normal than did traditional 
teachers. Conversely, traditional teachers perceived the 
controlling scenario as significantly more normal than did 
Montessori teachers .

Hypothesis Two:
To explore differences in teachers’ descriptions of 

their personal teaching styles by type of teacher training 
(traditional or Montessori teachers; see Figure 3), two 
separate two-group one-way ANOVAs were conducted. 
The first analysis of variance observed differences in 
Montessori and traditional teachers’ perceptions of their 
personal styles as related to autonomy-supportive, and 
the second analysis observed differences in perceptions 
of their personal styles in relation to controlling teaching. 
No significant difference was found between the two 
teacher types (Montessori teachers: N = 41, M = 5.22,  
SD = 1.53; traditional teachers: N = 39, M = 4.97, SD 
= 1.35) regarding their descriptions of their personal 
teaching styles as autonomy-supportive, F(1, 78) = 0.58, 

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics and One-Way Analyses of Variance of Perceptions on Ease, Effectiveness, and Normality of Autono-
my-Supportive or Controlling Teaching Scenarios between Montessori and Traditional Teachers

Variable Montessori Traditional F(1, 78) p η2 95% CI

 N M SD N M SD     

Autonomy Support 
Ease 41 4.42 1.26 39 4.32 1.04 0.13 .716 - [-0.30, 0.21] 

Autonomy Support 
Effectiveness 41 6.05 0.93 39 5.90 1.03 0.48 .492  - [-0.29, 0.14] 

Autonomy Support 
Normality 41 4.94 1.41 39 3.64 1.23 19.30 < .001 0.20 [-0.94, -0.36]

Controlling 
 Ease 41 5.02 1.42 39 5.46 1.13 2.30 .134  - [-0.07, 0.51] 

Controlling Effective-
ness 41 3.02 1.38 39 3.49 1.20 2.55 .114  -  [-0.06, 0.52]

Controlling Normality 41 3.26 1.48 39 5.21 1.13 43.57 < .001 0.36 [0.68, 1.27]
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Figure 1

Figure 2

Note: Error bars show standard deviations.

Note: Error bars show standard deviations.
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p = .449, 95% CI: -0.44 to 0.20. However, the Montessori 
teachers (N = 41, M = 2.93, SD = 1.69) described their 
personal teaching styles as significantly less controlling 
than those of traditional teachers (N = 39, M = 3.72, SD 
= 1.52), F(1, 78) = 4.81, p = .031, η2 = 0.06, 95% CI: 
0.04 to 0.76. In summary, both groups described their 
teaching as similarly autonomy-supportive; however, 
the traditional teachers described their teaching as more 
controlling than did Montessori teachers.

Discussion
An examination of this U.S. subset from a previously 

published international study found Montessori 
and traditional teachers shared similarities but also 
demonstrated some marked differences in their beliefs 
about motivation. Regarding hypothesis one, both groups 
of teachers similarly felt that autonomy-supportive 
teaching is easy and effective. Both groups also similarly 
felt that controlling teaching is easy to implement but not 
very effective.

However, the two groups differed significantly when 
asked if each style was normative, or commonly seen at 
their schools. Montessori teachers were more likely to say 
autonomy-supportive teaching was normative  
(η2 = 0.20), and traditional teachers were more likely to 
say controlling teaching was normative (η2 = 0.36). These 

large effect sizes (Cohen, 1988) indicate very meaningful 
differences between what Montessori and traditional 
teachers feel is normative in their schools, providing 
partial support for hypothesis one.

Partial support was also found for hypothesis two. 
Both groups felt the autonomy-supportive scenario 
described their personal teaching practice. However, 
traditional teachers were more likely to rate the 
controlling scenario as similar to their teaching style, 
with a moderate effect size of η2 = 0.06, suggesting that 
the two groups of teachers may conceive of motivation 
differently. Montessori teachers may see autonomy 
support as a preferred teaching style and believe they 
cannot be both autonomy-supportive and controlling. 
Since the traditional teachers were more likely to identify 
the controlling teaching as similar to their own style while 
also endorsing autonomy support, they might envision 
both motivating strategies as tools that are available when 
needed (Reeve et al., 2014).

Taken together, the partial support found for both 
hypotheses points to not only documented differences 
between the two types of teachers’ perceptions about 
motivation, but also a concern that traditional teachers 
may be more likely to engage in harmful controlling 
teaching. Traditional teachers were more likely to report 
the controlling scenario as similar to their teaching style, 

Figure 3

Note: Error bars show standard deviations.
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that autonomy-supportive teaching is less normative, and 
that controlling teaching is more normative, as compared 
with the Montessori teachers across all three variables. 
Put simply, traditional teachers see their schools and 
classrooms as places where more controlling teaching 
happens, compared to what the Montessori teachers 
report.

As mentioned, controlling teaching has considerable 
negative effects on students. In classrooms with 
controlling teachers, students feel less intrinsic motivation 
for their schoolwork, more often display negative 
emotions, and feel their needs for autonomy, relatedness, 
and competence are thwarted (Ames, 1992; Assor et al., 
2005; Basten et al., 2014 Hein et al., 2015; Reeve, 2016). 
Given the responses from traditional teachers in the 
sample, one might conclude that students in traditional 
public schools have some of these negative experiences 
as they make their way through school each day. At the 
very least, the data show these students are more likely 
to experience negativity, as compared with students in 
Montessori classrooms.

The initial study (Reeve et al., 2014) assessed the 
influence of culture on motivational beliefs. It is worthy 
of note when examining this subset of the larger data 
that there may be differences due to culture, even though 
all teachers in this sample reside in the United States. 
Undergoing Montessori training transforms the outlook 
of the teacher (Cossentino, 2009). Montessorians learn 
that children are developmentally and biologically driven 
to learn, and that adults can interfere with this process 
by misunderstanding how development and learning 
organically occur. Due to the training they receive and the 
teaching they perform in specific schools, Montessorians 
may be a culturally distinct group with its own cultural 
norms. This is noted in particular ways lessons are 
carried out, such as the precision of rolling a rug or the 
unique Language, like Stamp Game applied for a Math 
lesson. Distinctions are also clear in the various types of 
teacher-student relationships, such as hands on a teacher’s 
shoulders to gain attention rather than students’ hands 
raised while remaining seated (Cossentino, 2005, 2009). 
Given that Montessori education may be considered 
culturally distinct from traditional education, it is entirely 
possible the differences noted in this study are tied to 
culture. The original study found that in cultures that 
identify as collectivistic, likelihood is greater that teachers 
will identify with the controlling teaching scenario 
(Reeve et al., 2014). This may map on to the current 
study, considering Montessori classrooms often have 
students working on individual tasks and traditional 

classrooms more often host whole-class activities (Lillard, 
2019).

Limitations and Future Directions
The sample size is a limitation, with only 39 

traditional and 41 public Montessori teachers included 
in this study. With a convenience sample such as this, we 
were unable to fully assess the differences in endorsement 
of autonomy and control across various grade levels. 
Future research should consider using a much larger 
sample size to include the voices of more teachers 
nationwide as well as matched samples of teachers across 
grade/age levels to observe how autonomy support and 
control vary across school settings.

In addition, questions about the types of training 
the Montessori teachers received, such as from AMS, 
Association Montessori Internationale, International 
Montessori Council, or Montessori Educational Programs 
International, and how that training affects teachers’ views 
on motivation, could also be examined in a larger sample. 
All samples for the international study were collected 
from public schools, but in future research comparing 
the Montessori Method with traditional education in the 
United States, it might also be informative to include both 
public and private school teachers.

An additional limitation to examining participants’ 
beliefs in this sample is that these teachers all self-selected 
into their particular teaching method, be it traditional or 
Montessori. It is not known if the Montessori teachers 
chose that method because a less controlling nature suits 
their personality, or if the training Montessori teachers 
undertake molds them into less controlling teachers. It 
is also not known if the traditional teachers began their 
careers avoiding controlling teaching but eventually 
adopted more controlling tactics as a way to provide 
structure in the classroom and cope with the high levels 
of responsibility and accountability teachers face (Reeve, 
2009).

Conclusion
This study examined the U.S. subset of an 

international investigation on teachers’ perceptions of 
motivation and descriptions of their personal motivating 
styles. When comparing public Montessori teachers with 
traditional public school teachers, findings showed that 
both groups rated themselves fairly high in autonomy 
support, and felt that autonomy-supportive teaching was 
effective and relatively easy. It was also found that both 
groups agreed that controlling teaching was relatively 
easy but less effective. However, there were significant 
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differences between the groups when comparing types 
of teaching they felt were normative, as well as in the 
degree to which teachers felt the controlling scenario 
described their personal teaching style. Montessori 
teachers reported autonomy-supportive teaching as more 
normative and controlling teaching as less normative 
than did traditional teachers. In addition, traditional 
teachers reported that the controlling scenario described 
their personal teaching style significantly more than the 
Montessori teachers did.

Programs exist to train teachers how to use more 
autonomy-supportive and less controlling teaching 
methods (e.g., Cheon & Reeve, 2015). Research studies, 
such as this one, can help identify subtle variations 
among groups of teachers to perhaps more accurately 
tailor autonomy-supportive education training. Teaching 
with autonomy support has many impactful benefits for 
both students and teachers (Cheon et al., 2020), whereas 
controlling teaching has been shown to be detrimental 
(Reeve, 2016). It is clear that the traditional teachers do, 
in fact, endorse autonomy support, so their training might 
focus on ways to increase their use of such methods and 
decrease controlling ones, rather than merely introducing 
them to autonomy-supportive ideas.

This research provides empirical support to confirm 
common beliefs about Montessori education: as teachers 
endorse autonomy support, students have freedom within 
an educational structure; as teachers do not use punitive 
methods to maintain order, students are not subjected to 
controlling teaching. Given this, Montessori education aligns 
well with the concepts of SDT (Moss & Smuda, 2022).
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Palgrave Macmillan, 2022, 310 pp., US$99 (e-book), ISBN 9783031140723

In recent years, biographical studies of Maria 
Montessori have increasingly moved away from 
presenting Montessori as a singular pedagogical genius 
to considering Montessori as a movement builder 
immersed in a complicated, dense, and changing 
international network of theorists, practitioners, and 
policymakers. Scholars have highlighted the wide-
ranging intellectual networks of feminists, doctors, 
anthropologists, philosophers, theosophists, Catholics, 
fascists, and pacifists whose work Montessori was reading 
and actively engaging with even after leaving academic 
research. In addition, new research presents how all 
of these thinkers were actively debating Montessori 
education, grappling with a wide range of pedagogical, 
theological, and philosophical issues, and defying the 
representation of Montessori education as a single 
ideological monolith.

Christine Quarfood, professor of history of ideas 
at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, makes a vital 
contribution to this conversation. Thanks to a translation 
from Swedish to English, Christine Quarfood’s 2017 
study, Montessoris Pedagogiska Imperium: Kulturkritik 
och Politik i Mellankrigstidens Montessorirörelse, is now 
available to English-speaking readers as The Montessori 
Movement in Interwar Europe: New Perspectives.

Quarfood is curious to examine why such dynamic 
expansion of the Montessori movement occurred around 
Europe in the interwar period. The interwar period was 
a time when the European public was sympathetic to an 
educational approach that promised lasting peace through 
transforming children’s early experiences, even as the 
adults grappled with pedagogical questions that continue 
today about the Montessori Method. 

Mira Debs, Yale University

Keywords: Montessori movement, Maria Montessori, interwar Europe
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Building off her previous research (Quarfood, 
2005) on Montessori’s early career and transition from 
working with students with disabilities to nondisabled 
children, Quarfood’s second book, Montessoris Pedagogiska 
Imperium: Kulturkritik och Politik i Mellankrigstidens 
Montessorirörelse [The Montessori Movement in Interwar 
Europe: New Perspectives] (Daidalos: 2017), brings to light 
many contemporary education journals in the United 
Kingdom and Italy that reconstruct a European audience 
vigorously debating Montessori’s ideas. 

 Even as the public was receptive to Montessori’s 
larger views, audiences in Britain, Italy, and elsewhere 
in Europe continued to grapple with questions about 
how much of Montessori’s ideas were original and what 
she borrowed from others, to what extent her approach 
was scientific or pedagogical, how freely teachers could 
innovate and whether her insistence on orthodoxy stifled 
innovation, who could train teachers, and the relative 
importance of teachers versus the educational materials.

Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the term 
“Montessorism,” which was used in the 1920s and 1930s 
to reflect Montessori’s unique worldview, akin to other 
isms like feminism and pacifism. The remainder of the 
chapter presents a snapshot outline of Montessori’s career 
up to the 1920s.

Chapter 2 takes on a debate about the “invisible 
Montessori teacher,” whom critics in the interwar period 
argued was excessively devalued in favor of emphasis on 
students’ learning directly from Montessori materials. 
Echoing arguments made by Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg 
(2007), Quarfood suggests that teachers’ central role in 
the Montessori classroom is their position as deliberate 
and studied observers conducting surveillance on their 
students. Quarfood connects the invisible Montessori 
teacher to other contemporary ideas of surveillance, 
from Michel Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power to 
Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon prison model. The chapter 
offers intriguing questions for future empirical research: 
To what extent is teacher observation impactful because the 
observation leads the teacher to modify their instruction? Or 
to what extent does the process of being observed impact the 
students in real time?

Chapter 3 attempts to explain the reasons behind 
the Montessori movement’s rapid expansion during the 
interwar period. In contrast to previous explanations that 
focused on promotional news coverage of the movement, 
Quarfood argues that a common point of resonance is 
Montessori’s emphasized view of the universal need to 
emancipate the child from adult oppression regardless of 
socioeconomic circumstance and cultural background. 

Whereas previous researchers had critiqued Montessori 
for abandoning her early work with poor children, 
Quarfood documents how Montessori perceived herself 
as the champion for universal children’s rights even as she 
accepted the financial support of wealthy patrons.

Chapter 4 documents the interwar popularity of 
Montessori education in the United Kingdom. Through 
an analysis of articles published in the Times Education 
Supplement, Quarfood follows public debates within 
the British Montessori community, especially between 
“eclectics” who linked Montessori pedagogy to other 
educational reform movements and “pure Montessorians” 
who followed Montessori’s instructions to use her 
Method in isolation. Times Education Supplement 
contributors debated on who could train Montessori 
teachers, whether teachers could modify the materials, 
and—with the emphasis on individual rather than class-
wide work—the question of the movement giving too 
much power to children. With Montessori siding squarely 
with the orthodox camp, former members of the London 
Montessori Society circulated a letter in 1922 protesting 
Maria Montessori’s “extreme autocratic government”  
(p. 81), which granted far more freedom to children than 
it did to its members, a charge that was to continue in 
other countries throughout Montessori’s career.

Chapter 5 examines interwar-era Montessorism 
through what Quarfood calls Montessori’s “cultural-
critical phase,” a middle period in her career when she 
was less focused on developing new curricula and instead 
working to influence the cultural milieu around her. 
Quarfood focuses on the debates published in European 
Montessori journal The Call of Education (1924–1925) 
with articles published in English, French, German, and 
Italian. In addition to continuing to hash out debates 
made in the British Montessori community, The Call 
of Education contributors paid special attention to 
Montessori’s articulation of the sensitive periods of child 
development, linking Montessori’s work to contemporary 
developmental psychologists and psychoanalysts.

Chapters 6 through 9 present a case study of 
Montessorism in Italy from 1918 until Montessori left 
Italy in 1934. Chapter 6 details Montessori’s initial 
optimism in the immediate post-World War I period, 
when experimental government-supported Montessori 
schools were established in Rome, Milan, and Naples. 
In 1922, Italian educational experts began to abandon 
the Montessori experiment, critiquing the prohibitive 
cost of setting up classrooms, the marginalization of the 
teacher, and Montessori’s unwillingness to allow teachers 
to innovate. Having pulled her support for the existing 
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government-supported Montessori schools in the wake of 
this criticism, Montessori pivoted enthusiastically toward 
the fascist regime as a potential new source for political 
and economic patronage.

Chapter 6 also includes a useful summary of the 
historiography (primarily in non-English sources) of 
Montessori’s relationship with Benito Mussolini and 
the Italian fascist regime. Quarfood is, as are others, to 
some extent examining a variation of the U.S. Watergate 
question—“What did the president know, and when 
did he know it?”—as she deconstructs when Montessori 
realized the dangers of collaborating with the fascist 
regime and how complicit she was as a result. In contrast 
to previous scholars who variably argue that Montessori 
was politically naive or opportunistic, Quarfood 
concludes Montessori and her son, Mario Montessori, 
were deeply invested in the regime even with mounting 
evidence of its brutal nature following Mussolini’s 
transition to dictatorial rule in 1925. In contrast to 
colleagues like pedagogist Giuseppe Lombardo Radice, 
who left Mussolini’s Ministry of Education following the 
fascist-led assassination of socialist politician Giacomo 
Matteotti in 1924, the Montessoris continued to publicly 
support the regime until the early 1930s, when they came 
under increasing suspicion and surveillance for being 
suspected of anti-fascism. 

Quarfood paints a portrait of both Montessoris 
enthusiastically and publicly endorsing Mussolini, 
meeting with him personally on several occasions, 
making Mussolini the honorary head of the Opera 
Nazionale Montessori (the national Italian Montessori 
organization), joining fascist organizations, and 
repeatedly appealing to Mussolini for greater funding 
to support their Italian and international endeavors. 
In return, Montessori schools in Italy grew to 170, and 
Mussolini supported a Montessori teacher training 
college in Rome, even as the Montessori professor of 
fascist culture was reporting on her fellow professors at 
the college.

Quarfood also reinterprets the question of why 
Mussolini was so willing to embrace Montessori 
education, given that a method focused on independence 
might be seen as incompatible with an increasingly 
totalitarian regime. In contrast to previous arguments 
that Mussolini elevated Montessori education for its 
international prestige so as to legitimize the new regime, 
she provides evidence that fascist politicians such as 
Minister of Public Education Pietro Fedele believed 
the Montessori Method could be particularly “fertile 

soil for patriotic feeling” to build fascist Italian children 
(Quarfood, 187).

Rather than the increasing intrusion of fascism in the 
classroom, Quarfood argues that the failure of the fascist 
regime to fully support a Montessori teachers’ college was 
the breaking point that led Montessori to leave Italy and 
abandon the project of building a system of Montessori 
schools throughout Italy.

Quarfood’s study has a rich array of insights and 
historical nuggets, and the vigorous debates within 
Montessorism offer ample questions for further study:

•	 To what extent did the unresolved questions debated 
by Montessori adherents and interested others limit 
the spread of the movement as measured in more 
concrete terms, such as the numbers of teachers 
trained and schools created? 

•	 As a transnational movement with expansion 
occurring simultaneously in Europe, Africa, Latin 
America, and Asia, to what extent were these 
debates connected across these regions? 

•	 Does any evidence show, as Montessori was entering 
this cultural-critical phase, that she was reflecting 
and changing her approach in response to public 
critiques, especially as she subsequently developed 
the Elementary curriculum of Great Lessons while 
working in India? 

•	 And finally, how can learning the long history of 
debate within Montessorism instruct contemporary 
Montessori educators in engaging with and 
integrating constructive criticism and critiques?

Ultimately, although Montessori might have hoped 
for obedient practitioners faithfully implementing 
her Method, Quarfood’s study documents European, 
interwar-period Montessori educators vigorously and 
repeatedly questioning every aspect of the pedagogy. 
It is refreshing to uncover how this long history of 
intellectual dynamism and debate reveals the dense, 
multilayered sediment that undergirds the modern 
global Montessori movement.
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Rediscovering the Child: Review 
of Montessori Educator Research 
Projects 2023–2024
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Montessori utilized systematic approaches to 
experimentation and observation to understand and 
support children’s learning, long before the concept of 
teacher as researcher is cited to have first emerged in 
the 1950s (Carver & Hassebroek, 2023; Henthorn et al. 
2024). Today, research conducted by teachers to inform 
and improve their teaching practices is referred to by 
many names, including classroom-based action research 
and practitioner inquiry. Both types of action research 
are common in Montessori teacher education programs. 
In this second article of a series titled, “Rediscovering 
the Child,” we begin with describing classroom-based 
action research in the context of Montessori teachers as 
practitioners. Then, we highlight two classroom-based 
studies from the University of Wisconsin-River Falls. 

Next, we explain how practitioner inquiry projects can 
deepen educators’ understanding of issues and lead to 
action.  Finally, we highlight two practitioner inquiry 
studies from Loyola University Maryland.

Classroom-based Action Research
The overarching term action research refers to an 

investigative approach that uses ongoing cycles of 
observation, reflection, and action to identify solutions 
to challenges people experience in their everyday lives 
(Stringer & Aragón, 2020). A variety of phrases and terms 
are used to describe various types of action research. The 
following two studies are classroom-based action research 
(CBAR) projects. CBAR “involves teachers conducting 
collaborative, evidence-based investigations into their 

Abstract: Maria Montessori’s early emphasis on systematic observation and experimentation to understand chil-
dren’s learning predates the formal recognition of the “teacher as researcher” role, which emerged in the 1950s. This 
article explores the use of action research today in Montessori education, focusing on classroom-based action re-
search (CBAR) and practitioner inquiry as key methodologies for enhancing teaching practices. We begin by defining 
classroom-based action research and its application in Montessori teacher education, highlighting its role in fostering 
reflective, evidence-based investigations that improve classroom practices. Two CBAR studies from the University of 
Wisconsin-River Falls are presented: (1) Kaul’s exploration of student choice in math practice and (2) Thompson’s 
investigation of structured literacy in a Montessori Children’s House. The article also discusses practitioner inquiry 
projects from Loyola University Maryland, which examine the inclusion of students with attention deficit-hyperactivi-
ty disorder (ADHD) and the effectiveness of Montessori Math materials in promoting math fluency. 
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own classroom routines and relationships with a view 
to understanding and improving the quality and justice 
of their practices in the classroom” (Coghlan & Brydon-
Miller, 2014, p. 103).

Montessori teachers are taught the importance of 
deep self-awareness and time for reflection as crucial 
to their role as teachers. CBAR builds on this aspect of 
Montessori teaching and requires teachers to actively 
collect evidence from their classrooms to focus their 
reflections. The power of CBAR is not only in classroom 
investigations but also in sharing the findings with a larger 
audience (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014). As such, this 
review supports the sharing of Montessori CBAR projects 
and describes two such studies below.

Kaul, A. (2024). An exploration of upper elementary 
students’ experiences with math practice using choice, 
self-checking, and non-didactic manipulatives [Master’s 
paper, University of Wisconsin-River Falls]. https://
minds.wisconsin.edu/handle/1793/85705 

Kaul, an Elementary teacher, conducted an action 
research project at a public charter Montessori school. 
The purpose of her project was to explore how Upper 
Elementary students in a Montessori classroom 
experience being offered choice in their Math practice 
materials. Aimed at amplifying the voices of her 9- to 
12-year-old students, her research sought to better 
understand their needs while addressing local district 
math requirements for all learners. Kaul designed her 
study to capture her students’ experiences through a mix 
of closed and open-ended survey questions. Ultimately, 
her action research aimed to empower students to make 
informed choices and develop self-awareness in learning 
math, providing valuable insights into their learning 
experiences. The study revealed that Upper Elementary 
Montessori students appreciate having options among 
various learning materials and can effectively reflect on 
why a specific choice resonates with them personally.

Thompson, S. (2024). Reading development in a 
Montessori pre-K and kindergarten classroom [Master’s 
paper, University of Wisconsin-River Falls]. https://
minds.wisconsin.edu/handle/1793/85540

Thompson’s action research project explores the 
effects of introducing structured literacy in a public 
Montessori Children’s House. Thompson hypothesized 
that applying structured literacy with 4- and 5-year-olds 
would enhance their literacy development. Through her 
research, Thompson discovered that providing a reading 
chair, where students could read to one another or to a 

teacher, motivated them to advance their skills in spelling 
variations and high-frequency words. Her study showed 
that combining encoding practices with the movable 
alphabet and image cards, along with offering a choice 
of phonetic readers, enhanced students’ learning and 
enjoyment. This approach created a feedback loop that 
was more effective than using traditional two-part image 
and word label cards. When children used the movable 
alphabet alongside label cards, they could identify 
and correct their own mistakes, thereby refining their 
encoding skills and progressing further than if they had 
focused solely on decoding from booklets. The findings 
of this study highlight the compatibility of Montessori 
methods and practices for reading instruction with the 
principles of the science of reading. Additionally, the 
findings emphasize the positive effects of adhering to the 
Montessori scope and sequence on children’s reading 
development.

Practitioner Inquiry 
Practitioner inquiry is similar to CBAR, as they are 

both conducted by educators in relation to their own 
teaching practices (Rutten and Wolkenhauer, 2023). 
Practitioner inquiry, however, does not always take 
place in the classroom. The two studies featured below 
are practitioner inquiry projects that explored topics 
the individual researchers experience in their practices: 
(1) inclusion of students with ADHD in a Montessori 
Elementary classroom and (2) the effectiveness of 
Montessori Math materials in fostering math fluency.

Josloff, R. (2024). ADHD in the Montessori Elementary 
classroom: Teacher perspectives on alignment with 
Montessori philosophy, methods, and the prepared 
environment [Master’s paper, Loyola University 
Maryland]. 

Josloff investigated Montessori teachers’ perspectives 
on their ability to meet the needs of first– through sixth-
grade students with ADHD, using both quantitative 
and qualitative survey data. Their study explored the 
alignment of Montessori philosophy and methods 
used to teach learners with ADHD. Further, the study 
assessed teachers’ understanding of ADHD’s positive 
attributes, like creativity and higher-order thinking. Key 
findings of this study reveal a need for increased ADHD 
professional development for Montessori educators. 
Additionally, the importance of movement, flexibility, and 
individualization in teaching students with ADHD is in 
alignment with core principles of Montessori education. 
Yet, these key components of Montessori may be 
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perceived by educators as both challenging and beneficial. 
Josloff ’s research aimed to enhance the effectiveness 
of Montessori education for children with ADHD and 
provided insights into maximizing the potential of 
Montessori education to serve children with ADHD.

Rojas-Rispoli, V. (2024). Exploring Montessori Math 
materials and their impact on math fluency [Master’s 
paper, Loyola University Maryland]. https://www.
montessorimathtoday.com/ 

Rojas-Rispoli explored Elementary Montessori 
educators’ perceptions of the effectiveness of Montessori 
materials in enhancing math fluency among students, 
through interviews with seven Lower Elementary-trained 
Montessori teachers actively engaged in teaching Math. 
The findings present a nuanced view of Montessori Math 
education, showcasing many positive aspects while also 
recognizing opportunities for improvement. Montessori 
educators largely support Montessori Math materials 
for their effectiveness in fostering math fluency, but they 
also encourage the inclusion of additional resources and 
methods to fill gaps and enrich the learning experience. 
Rojas-Rispoli’s study includes actionable suggestions 
for incorporating math education research findings into 
how children learn math through a dynamic approach to 
Montessori education that addresses the needs of today’s 
learners.

Conclusion
Montessori’s pioneering work laid the foundation 

for a systematic approach to understanding children’s 
learning, evolving into action research practices such 
as classroom-based research and practitioner inquiry. 
These methodologies empower educators to engage in 
reflective cycles of observation and action, fostering a 
deeper understanding of their teaching practices and 
students’ diverse needs. The studies from the University 

of Wisconsin-River Falls and Loyola University Maryland 
exemplify how teacher research enhances educational 
outcomes and promotes continuous improvement in 
classrooms. We encourage you to also explore additional 
teacher research projects in the American Montessori 
Society’s research library online.
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