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Public Montessori: 500+ schools and growing!
500 schools and counting 
in the Montessori Census 
– but we know there are 
more. Stand up and 
be counted! 

BY NCMPS STAFF

In 2014, when the last issue of Public 
School Montessorian came out, the 
Montessori Census listed 490 public 
programs. We know there were more 
than that even then, since, try as we 
might to encourage schools to register 
and be counted, not every school does. 
(Is your school’s information up to date? 
Check it out at montessoricensus.org!) 

Today, that number stands at 511. 21 
schools in two years: That’s a lot, and a 
little, at the same time. 21 schools in 11 
states is great in absolute terms. But as 
a growth rate, ten schools a year is just 
2% per year. At that rate, we can expect 
to double our reach by…sometime in 
2052! Not soon enough. 

But actually, it’s a little better than 
that, for three reasons. First, we’ve been 
adding (to the Census) better than 
twenty schools a year for the last few 

years – 22 in 2012, 24 in 2013, 24 again 
in 2014, 18 last year – and there’s no 
reason to think that has slowed down. 
That’s more like 4% per year, which 
doubles by 2034. 

Second, we know not every new 
school gets in the Census. Maybe they 
don’t know it exists, or just maybe the 
pressure and intensity of getting a new 
program going is so all-consuming that 
a detail like this just can’t be a priority. 
Just this year, Detroit launched eight 
classrooms in three schools, Racine, 
Wisconsin started four, and Syracuse 
and St. Paul have new programs as well. 
We would love to have them represent-
ed in the count. 

Finally, public programs often start 
big and get bigger. The private schools 
in the census top out at 470 children, 
with only 20 (of the 1500 or so listed) 
at 300 or above. Public programs go 
up to 1376 (Yonkers Montessori Acad-
emy in New York), and 130 of the 500 
or so schools enroll 300 or more. Not 
every program keeps is enrollment up 
to date in the Census, and schools that 
add classrooms as they grow don’t show 
up in the school count. 

All of which is to say, stand up and be 

NCMPS provides coaching 
and leadership support, 
teacher residencies, 
and Montessori 
assessment tools

BY DAVID AYER

The National Center for Montessori in 
the Public Sector (NCMPS), founded 
in 2012, is a non-profit organization 
dedicated to expanding access to Mon-
tessori education and strengthening 
existing public Montessori programs. 

Beginning in 2011, Rich Ungerer, 
Executive Director of the American 
Montessori Society (AMS) was the 

driving force behind the Center’s cre-
ation. His work with NCMPS founders 
Keith Whitescarver and Jackie Cos-
sentino, after meetings with AMI and 
AMS leaders, school reform advocates, 
academics, and journalists, led to a 
startup grant from Judith Scheide and 
New York Community Trust.

Originally aff iliated with AMS, 
NCMPS launched independently in 
2012 with support from the AMS 
leadership and funding along the way 
from The Trust for Learning, The 
Harold Simmons Foundation, The 
Walton Family Foundation, and indi-
vidual contributors. 

continues on page 12 >

counted! Anyone in public education 
and public policy knows it’s a numbers 
game. Numbers of children present on 

“Count Day” translate into state fund-
ing dollars. Numbers of families with 
children in public Montessori schools 

translate into registered voters. And 
numbers of schools, and children en-
rolled, translate into impact. Regis-
tering and updating at www.montes-
soricensus.org is easy, fast, and counts 
for a lot. 

from montessoricensus.org

The National Center for Montessori 
in the Public Sector

Breakthrough Montessori School
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Under Denny Schapiro’s 
tireless leadership, PSM 
thrived. Now we pick up 
where he left off

BY DAVID AYER

28 years ago, when the late Denny Scha-
piro launched Public School Montes-
sorian, “the Montessori community 
newspaper”, the public landscape was 
very different. The Montessori Cen-
sus shows just 30 public programs go-
ing that far back. Milwaukee Public 
Schools had just three of its ten current 
programs. Arlington, Virginia had four 
of eleven. Texas had two of what is now 
more than 30. 

“Hard, Lonely Work”
But in 1988, Schapiro saw an unmet 

need. At that time, working in public 
Montessori was “hard, lonely work,” 
in the words of Mark Anderson, a 
longtime PSM contributor. Those 30 
schools were spread across 19 states, 
with ten of them the only school in their 
state. Within the public system, those 

teachers and leaders were strangers in 
a strange land, often misunderstood 
and deprecated by their convention-
al education colleagues. Even within 
the movement, public Montessori was 
at times regarded with suspicion, and 
seen by some as compromised or wa-
tered down. National Montessori or-
ganizations (for complicated institu-
tional and political reasons) were slow 
to throw their full support behind 
public Montessori. 

Schapiro had been a journalist, pub-
lic school teacher, and education pro-
fessor, and his children attended a pub-
lic Montessori school in Minneapolis, 
where he learned first-hand about the 
challenges of public Montessori. He 
knew other similar schools around the 
country were facing the same prob-
lems, and he launched Public School 
Montessorian to connect with them, 
share information and resources, and 
work together to find solutions. As it 
turned out, there was a market for this 

connection, and as the public Mon-
tessori movement grew, Public School 
Montessorian grew with it. 

Schapiro was not just a reporter, but 
an advocate as well. He gathered and 
shared data on the schools he covered – 
How did their test scores compare? How 
did they pay for Montessori materials? 
How did they balance Montessori cur-
riculum and teacher training with state 
requirements? How were they keeping 
up enrollment? He built a database 
that fed directly into the 2014 Montes-
sori Census project, which continues 
to gather national data. He went to 
national events for organizations large 
and small, and (by one account) set up 
Public School Montessorian with the 
movement’s first toll-free 800 number. 

The newspaper grew and thrived, 
and reached far beyond the public 
school world, living up to its tagline 
as “the Montessori community news-
paper”. Many Montessorians first en-
countered it in private schools thanks 
to Schapiro’s tireless distribution. The 
paper hosted writers from across the 
Montessori spectrum, notably includ-
ing the late AMS Lifetime Achievement 

Award recipient Lakshmi Kripalani and 
veteran AMI Elementary Guide and au-
thor John Snyder (featured in this issue). 
When Schapiro passed away in 2014, he 
left a space that no one individual could 
fill, and the newspaper ran its last issue. 

NCMPS and MontessoriPublic
At the beginning of Schapiro’s work, 

there was no national organization fo-
cused on public Montessori, and that 
remained true through several de-
cades. But in 2012, the National Cen-
ter for Montessori in the Public Sector 
launched (story on page three), and in 
2014 the organization was ready to con-
sider taking on the publication. Con-
versations with Schapiro’s family en-
sued, and an agreement was reached to 
relaunch the newspaper in digital form, 
with the resources of an institution 
behind it. In April 2016, Public School 
Montessorian was reborn as Montes-
soriPublic – a website, Facebook page, 
email newsletter, and even a Twitter 

feed. That 800 number was a bold step 
into the modern world. 

MontessoriPublic picks up where 
Public School Montessorian left off. We 
run in-depth public school profiles for 
schools as small as Alder Montessori in 
Portland and as large and well-estab-
lished as Tobin Montessori School in 
Cambridge. We highlight the current 
explosion of Montessori research, in-
cluding the newly launched Journal of 
Montessori Research and the massive 
Furman study in South Carolina (sto-
ry on page four). We cover the chang-
es in in public Montessori, such as the 
emerging Montessori for Social Justice 
movement. We explore the frontiers of 
Montessori for the public, with stories 
on tuition-based, access-oriented pro-
grams across the country, Montessori in 
for developmentally disabled children 
at the Penfield Academy in Milwaukee, 
and Montessori for the homeless in in 
South Bend and St. Paul. Public School 
Montessorian’s Field Notes are now 
State Updates, sharing the news of new 
programs large and small as it happens. 
The website, Facebook page, and Twit-
ter feed bring our readers Montessori 
public news as it happens, on laptops, 
tablets, and smartphones. 

And now, we’ve come full circle with 
this Print Edition. To be honest, we 
weren’t sure a print edition even made 
sense anymore. Does anyone read print 
any more? But maybe Montessorians 
do! There’s something about the con-
crete, the sensorial, about holding it in 
your hands and f lipping through the 
pages, that we like the feel of. We’re not 
entirely sure how this will turn out, or if 
it makes sense to do it again after this is-
sue. So that’s where you come in. If you 
like what you’re reading and how you’re 
reading it, drop us a line, at info@mon-
tessoripublic.org. Join the dialogue, and 
share your voice. Let’s bring Montessori 
into the public conversation. 

Public School Montessorian 
is now MontessoriPublic

Schapiro was not just a reporter, but an 
advocate as well
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public Montessori schools have led me 
to conclude that they are neither. De-
spite the veneer of scientific objectivity, 
there isn’t now, nor has there ever been, 
a universally agreed-upon standard of 
what it means to be educated. As a con-
sequence, tests are reliably random in 

their composition and not infrequently 
biased. Beyond that, standardized tests 
are limited in their capacity to predict 
subsequent performance on anything 
beyond other tests. 

Even more important are the con-
sequences for children. Whatever mi-
nor gains children may achieve from 

BY JACQUELINE COSSENTINO

The era of high stakes testing may fi-
nally be waning. The reauthorization of 
the Elementary and Secondary Schools 
Act (ESEA), replacing No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) with Every Child Suc-
ceeds (ESSA), provides significantly 
more flexibility in how progress is mea-
sured and how schools are evaluated. 
The provision for multiple measures of 
achievement is an especially good thing. 

But, like all things in education, the 
effects of NCLB will be with us for a 

long time. Chief among them is a set of 
assumptions about what it means to be 
accountable and what educational suc-
cess entails. It’s true that NCLB exposed 
a set of stark truths about education 
and equity in America. What came to 
be called “the achievement gap” refers 
to persistent disparities between the 
performance of white, middle class, En-
glish-speaking students, and students 
outside of those categories, on stan-
dardized tests. Those disparities are 
real. But, the concept of a “gap” defined 
almost exclusively by performance on 
tests of reading, writing, and math has 
not served us well.

Instead of guiding us toward educa-
tional solutions that address the sources 
of educational inequity, this discourse 
has led us to focus ever more narrowly 
on closing the gap by doing better on 
the tests. Within the discourse of gaps, 

this approach makes sense. As many 
well-meaning reformers have argued, 
just “meeting standards” on the tests sets 
a low bar. It’s unconscionable that race 
and class can predict children’s scores 
so accurately on supposedly objective 
measures. If we accept this as a given for 

poor, black, and brown children, aren’t 
we just perpetuating inequity?

Here’s the problem with that line of 
thinking: It assumes, without proof, 
that the tests are (a) legitimate and (b) 
useful in supporting children. Eighteen 
years of studying the assessment field 
and eight years of close analysis inside 

Accountability, equity, and human potential: 
cracking the assessment code

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

Cincinnati Montessori
Secondary Teacher Education Program

cmstep.com

Katie Keller Wood and Marta Donahoe, Co-Directors
For course content and scheduling information:
 visit www.cmstep.com
 call 804.869.2111
 write P.O. Box 17152 • Richmond, VA 23226

• Secondary I and II credential program

• Graduate credit and Master’s Degree option from 
Xavier University

• Based on the Montessori Method and work of the 
Clark Montessori Jr and Sr High School teaching team

• Clark Montessori Jr. and Sr. High School was 
recognized as a top model school in the U.S. by 
the Center for School Change:

 – “Top Ten Most Amazing Schools in America”
 by Ladies Home Journal

 – One of three finalists in President Obama’s 
 Commencement Challenge

• CMSTEP is AMS-affiliated and accredited by MACTE
Educate. 
Experience. 
Inspire.

When success is defined by testing, 
testing defines success
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“laser-like focus” on academic skills 
as defined by most tests are far out-
weighed by the losses entailed in ori-
enting the experience of school toward 
closing the achievement gap. The cul-
ture of “gap closing” creates a deceptive 
tautology driven not by human poten-
tial, well-being, or the capacity to thrive 
in the world, but by an endless quest to 
perform better on tests, whatever that 
takes. When success is defined by test-
ing, testing defines success.

In the case of Montessori educa-
tion, particularly as it is implemented 
in the public sector, this condition is 
particularly acute. Across the nation, 
well-meaning educators, drawn to 
the idea of realizing human potential, 
struggle to fit Montessori into this tau-
tology. Some view Montessori as a bet-
ter way to close the achievement gap. 
Others attempt to balance competing 
demands of narrowly defined achieve-
ment and human development. A few 
attempt to resist the current testing re-
gime. All pursue their respective strate-
gies through complex systems requiring 
both teachers and children to operate 
in two worlds, to speak two languag-
es, and to continually check their work 
against the expectations of the conven-
tional educational establishment. 

This is a losing proposition. Montes-
sori education is specific and coherent 

in its goals, with a clear scope and se-
quence and an equally transparent set 
of standards and desired outcomes. 
Both schools and children should be 
measured by those standards. 

That’s because a fully implement-
ed Montessori program is uniquely 
equipped to address the true causes 
of inequity and to situate students for 
success. As the era of NCLB draws to a 
close, a growing chorus of researchers, 
reformers and leaders is expressing re-
sounding agreement on what success ac-
tually entails: It is indicated by executive 

functions, such as inhibition and cogni-
tive flexibility, and by social skills such 
as collaboration and leadership. To build 
these skills, school needs to be personal-
ized, hands-on, and deeply engaging to 
students. It should prepare students not 
just to pass tests, but to participate in 
an increasingly complex social, political 
and economic world, a world in which 
creativity and innovation are necessary 
not just for economic participation, but 
for human flourishing.

working memory and cognitive f lexi-
bility. The Evaluation of Creative Po-
tential (EPoC), developed by a team 
of French researchers, identifies both 
divergent and convergent thinking 
through a series of tasks completed by 
students.

And guess what? When Montes-
sori students are measured using these 
tools, they not only achieve, they excel.
Moreover – and this is really important 
– they excel regardless of their class or 
culture. That’s worth repeating: Based 
on a small, but growing, number of high 
quality studies, Montessori students 
have out-performed their non-Mon-
tessori peers on measures of executive 
function, social-emotional learning, 
and creativity. These studies suggest 
that even a moderate “dose” of Montes-
sori makes a difference. And the higher 
the dose, particularly if it’s high fidelity 
Montessori, the greater the difference 
becomes. These same students also tend 
to do just fine on more conventional 
measures of achievement, though in 
these tests we almost always notice gaps 
based on social or economic factors.

These results clarify our task as ed-
ucators committed to the great work of 
educating human potential. They call 
us to dive deeply into all that is implied 
by that term. Specifically, we must re-
ject the premise that measuring what 
matters is impossible or that Montes-
sori should measure up to conventional 
education. 

Jacqueline Cossentino, Ed.M.,Ed.D, 
is Senior Associate and Director of 
Research for the National Center for 
Montessori in the Public Sector. She pre-
viously served as the Head of two Mon-
tessori schools as well a member of the 
faculty of Educational Policy and Lead-
ership at the University of Maryland.

Human Potential and 
Accountability: Measuring 
What Matters

The idea that Montessori should 
measure up to conventional educa-
tion is both warrantless and wasteful. 
But that doesn’t mean that Montessori 
should excuse itself from measurement 
or from assessment. In fact, assessment, 
in its deepest form, is a cornerstone of 
the approach.

Maria Montessori had a lot to say 
about both accountability and success.

In observing that children are not emp-
ty vessels to be filled with adult-deter-
mined knowledge, she mapped an ed-
ucational landscape that Montessori 
educators have been refining and cod-
ifying for more than a century. With-
in this system, success has little to do 
with grade level equivalents, college 
readiness or career prospects. Rather, 
success is the full realization of human 
potential. We as parents, educators, and 
citizens are accountable not to the dis-
trict or state or even to parents, but to 
the children.

Human potential, it turns out, is not 
easy to measure. Its indicators – cre-
ativity, adaptability, communication, 
compassion, and perhaps most of all, 
reason – are frequently described as 
“unmeasureable.” But, in fact, they 
are measureable, and becoming more 
so by the day. Instruments such as the 
Minnesota Executive Function Scale 
(or MEFS, described on page 16) pro-
vide highly sensitive assessment of key 
cognitive functions such as inhibition, 

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N
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is. Think about how good it is that this 
person is trying to stop the evil instead 
of just pretending that it is not there 
or saying, “Well, it’s not my problem 
that other people are getting hurt; it’s 
not my problem that those other people 
have no freedom to enjoy their lives.” I 
think you can see that the true strength 
of the soldiers who use weapons does 
not come from the weapons but from 
the love they have for their communi-
ties, their families, and their children 
whom they are trying to protect. 

Yet Gandhi said there was an even 
greater kind of strength. You remember 
he said that the worst thing was to do 
nothing to stop evil. He also said that 
there was a better way than using weap-
ons. He said there is a way to stop evil 
just by using the strength of nonviolent 
truth. He said that nonviolent truth was 
the most powerful thing in the universe, 
even powerful enough to stop evil. 

If he was right, then why don’t we 
just use the power of nonviolent truth 
all the time? Why do we still use weap-
ons at all? Because to use the power of 
nonviolent truth, people have to be so 
strong that they are willing to stand 
up for the truth without the protection 
of weapons. The greater the evil, the 
greater the number of strong nonvio-
lent people it takes to stop it. They have 
to build a wall of love and truth that the 
evil cannot break through.They have to 
be willing to be hurt or even to die for 

the truth without striking back at those 
who are hurting them. 

We know this works when there are 
enough strong nonviolent people who 
will work together. Every time in his-
tory we have been able to find enough 
people strong enough to use the pow-
er of nonviolent truth, they have won 
against evil without having to use 
guns and bombs and other such weap-
ons. But right now in human history 
we often have trouble finding enough 

BY JOHN SNYDER

Editor’s Note: This excerpt from John 
Snyder’s 2015 book Tending The Light: 
Essays on Montessori Education is as 
timely today as it was in 2001. I’m sure 
there’s a range of political views repre-
sented in our readership, and this isn’t 
meant to take any one side. But all of us 
who work with children need to think 
about how we can talk with them about 
the anger and fear that can be found ev-
erywhere today, and John’s loving words 
help show us the way.

A conversation with 
older children following 
the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001 

Children, we have talked about hu-
man beings and the special gifts they 
bring to the world of living creatures: 
a mind that can imagine wonderful 
things – things of great beauty that 
have never before existed; a heart that 
can hold an infinite amount of love – 
love even for people we have never seen, 
people who live far away and have dif-
ferent ways of life; and miraculously 
skillful hands that can take those ideas 

from the mind and, through the power 
of love, make them real, a gift for all 
humanity. 

And yet, my dear friends, I have to 
tell you the sad part of the story as well. 
If a child is not loved or has nowhere 
safe to live or has nothing to eat while 

others have too much, or is taught by 
misguided adults to hate those differ-
ent from himself, then that wonderful 
human heart that was made to grow a 
garden of love, can start to grow seeds 
of fear and hate. Those seeds may even 
grow into a tangled vine of violence, 
choking out the love altogether. This is 
why we care for and guard each other’s 
hearts so carefully in this community of 
ours. We are helping each other to grow 
the love in our hearts and not the fear 
and hate. I am very sorry to tell you that 
not all children in the world have this 
kind of help from adults and each other 
to grow love instead of fear and hate. 

When a person’s heart is no longer 
full of love, as it was meant to be and 
longs to be, then the person’s mind and 
imagination may turn to evil things – 
things that destroy and hurt and take 
away the freedoms of others instead of 
things that make people stronger, more 
caring, and more able to enjoy their 
lives. This is a great tragedy, and many 
wise human beings in all ages and all 
places have looked for ways to still grow 
love in their hearts for all people and 
yet keep their communities safe from 
those who would harm them. 

This is a very hard thing: how to stop 
people with confused, suffering hearts 
from harming others and yet continue 
to love them at the same time. I have to 
tell you that we adults do not have very 
good answers to this question. Most of 
us either do nothing to stop the evil or 
we begin to hate the people doing the 
evil and think of them as our enemies. 
We are trying hard to figure this out, 
and we are getting better little by little. 

One of the great human beings who 
has shown us adults a new way lived 
in India about sixty years ago. His 
name was Mohandas K. Gandhi, and 
he taught the world more about peace 
than anyone had for thousands of 
years. Gandhi said that the worst pos-

sible thing for human beings to do is to 
see some evil in the world, to see some 
harm being done to other people – and 
do nothing to stop it. Even though he 
loved peace, he said that it was better to 
use force and weapons to stop the evil 
than to do nothing at all to stop it. 

Sometimes we adults cannot think 
of any way to stop the evil without 
using force and weapons. We are try-
ing, but we sometimes cannot think of 
any other way. It is so sad for us adults 
when this happens. We know we must 
protect our communities from harm, 
but we also feel very sad when we have 
to use weapons to do it.We wonder, 
“What will our children think? These 
children whose hearts are so full of love 

and whose minds are so used to think-
ing about beauty and order and peace 
– what will they think when they see us 
taking up weapons?” We hope you will 
understand that we are doing it to pro-
tect our communities so that you can 
grow up to be adults who may be able 
to think of ways to stay safe without 
using weapons. 

When you see someone using weap-
ons to protect your community, you 
can think about how brave this person 

Talking to children about peace 
in a time of war

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

This is a very hard thing: how to stop 
people with confused, suffering hearts 
from harming others and yet continue to 
love them at the same time.

There is one thing we are not confused 
about. We are going to do whatever we 
can to keep all the children safe and 
healthy.
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people who are strong enough and 
brave enough to make it work. 

This is one of the reasons Maria Mon-
tessori started the Montessori schools. 
She wanted the children in her schools 
to have every possible chance to become 
the kind of person strong enough to use 
the power of nonviolent truth. 

Right now our country is thinking 
about what to do to stop the people we 
call “terrorists” – people who are so 
wounded inside, who are in so much 
pain in their hearts and minds that all 
they can think of to do is to make other 
people feel the same pain. These terror-
ists are our fellow human beings, and 
we must try to love them as we love all 
people. But we cannot let them contin-
ue to cause death and destruction in 
the world. 

Some people are saying we must 
use guns and bombs to stop them. 
Perhaps this is true. Perhaps there are 
not enough of us adults who are strong 
enough to use the power of nonviolent 
truth. Or perhaps we are giving up on 
nonviolent truth too fast. Maybe we are 
stronger than we think. It is confusing 
even to us. 

There is one thing we are not con-
fused about. We are going to do what-
ever we can to keep all the children safe 
and healthy. And we are going to keep 
trying to create a world in which guns 

and bombs are not needed – a world 
where everyone has freedom, respect, 
safe houses, enough food, an educa-
tion, a place to worship if they like, and 
friends to love them. When you chil-
dren are adults, you will be stronger 
and know more about peace than we 
do.When your children are adults, they 
will be even stronger and more knowl-
edgeable than you are. 

Think of it! We have known about the 
power of nonviolent truth for less than 
one hundred years, yet we have already 
used it to make right some powerful 
wrongs and to bring freedom to many 
people. When you think of how old the 
earth is (remember the Black Strip?) and 
how short human history is, it is really 
remarkable how fast we are building a 
peaceful world. We must remember that 
in the days ahead if we are tempted to 
think that violence and death are win-
ning out over peace and life. 

John Snyder has been a veteran Upper 
Elementary guide and administrator 
at Austin Montessori School and is the 
author of two books, Tending the Light 
and Infinity Minus One, both of which 
are available from Amazon.com and the 
North American MontessoriTeachers 
Association. He can be reached at jsny-
der@pobox.com or at his website,  
ordinarypersonslife.com.
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INFINITY MINUS ONE (2016)
In these poems, John explores themes of 
mortality, aging, the power and limits of 
language, fathers and sons, and the spiritual 
quest, in language that is precise, musical, and 
accessible.
“A delightful compilation by a poet who has 
much to o�er.”

– Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

TENDING THE LIGHT (2015)
In these 50 essays, John describes in powerful, 
deep, and inspiring language a wide variety of 
topics in the philosophy, theory, and practice 
of Montessori elementary education.
"It is a treasure of wisdom given in the voice of 
a poet and humanist." 

– Paula Polk Lillard,
author of Montessori: A Modern Approach

Essential books by John Snyder

Available at ordinarypersonslife.com
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them from concentrating, create visu-
ally protected work areas. If they are 
squinting, put a light on their work. 
The point is to use less brain capacity 
on distractions so they have more avail-
able to learn something new. 

For Sequencing Difficulties: 
Explicit Preliminary Exercises 

Some children are not yet ready to 
follow a long sequence of steps. These 
children may become confused, frus-
trated, or lose their attention very early 
on in a work. They may also get a bit 
mischievous or ‘charming’ as they draw 
your attention away from what is tricky 
for them. If you suspect they may have 
difficulty with order, look to prelimi-
nary exercises. 

Don’t limit yourself to the standards 
like pouring water, using the faucet, us-
ing a clothespin, or folding an apron. 
Think about the more complex activity 
you are hoping the child will be able to 
do, and break it down to its components. 
If you have a child who is flooding the 
classroom, teach them how to fill and 
empty a pitcher. Go to the sink. Fill the 
pitcher. Empty the pitcher. Go back to 
the table to dry it and then repeat. Once 
they can do this, add in a pail. Fill the 
pitcher at the sink and pour it into the 
pail at the table. Empty the pail at the 
sink. Dry and repeat. 

Remember that preliminary exercis-
es have no need for an aim in and of 
themselves, but the children don’t care 
about that. They want to do it because 
they are trying to master something. 
Use your observations to guide you and 
create the custom preliminary exercis-
es the child needs.

So, if table scrubbing seems impos-
sible, practice laying it out and putting 
it back…no water, no scrubbing, just 
setting it up on the floor cloth and put-
ting it back in order on the tray. Lay it 
out, tidy it up. Lay it out, tidy it up. If 
they know their numbers but their dec-
imal cards are a jumble, practice setting 
out the cards and putting them away. 
Set them out, put them back. If they 
can’t get to the 54 steps of f lower ar-
ranging, offer them pre-measured and 

BY JULIA VOLKMAN 

“Accommodations are alterations 
in the way tasks are presented that  
allow children with learning dis-
abilities to complete the same 
assignments as other students. 
Accommodations do not alter 
the content of assignments, ….”  
National Center for Learning Dis-
abilities, 2006

Dr. Montessori never used the term 
“learning disability” (The term was 
coined in the U.S. in 1963.) She worked 
with children – all kinds of children. 
So, to start, I suggest we Montessori-
ans take a leading role in reframing the 
professional dialogue: we are talking 
about learning variability, not learning 
disability.

Within that paradigm, Montesso-
rians specialize in learning variability. 
We create individualized educational 
plans for every single one of our stu-
dents. We do this both in the long term 
as we plan lessons and in real time while 

we present lessons. For example, while 
one four-year-old is ready to learn the 
sounds of the alphabet, another may 
already be ready for reading. While 
we are giving a one-on-one lesson, we 
may take a little longer here or go faster 
there. We exaggerate a point of interest 
or understate it. We make eye contact. 

We rub a back if reassurance is needed. 
We adapt to accommodate the needs of 
the child before us. This is the serve-
and-return of the Montessori method.

But beyond this, there are many re-
sources within the pedagogy that we can 
bring to the aid of children who need 
it. If you’ve ever been present when a 
child receives “services,” you may have 
already recognized this. Why? Because 
the prepared primary environment 
meets the needs of all humans, both 
standard-issue and utterly unique. Let 
me give you a few examples of how we 
can apply the method just as we would 
apply an accommodation in an IEP.

For Social Difficulty: Explicit 
Grace And Courtesy 

My mentor and friend Susan Ste-
phenson was staying at our home when 
she saw my three-year-old son con-
stantly bumping into things. He would 
walk/run and crash into the cupboard, 
the table, the piano, or other people. So, 
she gave him a lesson on “How to stop 
before you hit something.” And they 
practiced running right up to things 
and stopping just in time. What a blast! 
Before this, I thought “grace and cour-
tesy” just meant things like “please”, 

“thank you”, and “welcome to our room.” 
I just didn’t realize it meant you could 
teach the child absolutely anything they 

needed to know. Charging into both 
things and people was definitely getting 
in the way of my son’s relationships. But 
he didn’t need a lecture or a role model 

– he needed practice judging distances 
and then stopping himself. 

When you notice children hav-
ing trouble working well with others, 

observe carefully to discover the spe-
cific behaviors they need to learn. If 
some of your children “lose it” when 
someone gets too close to them, create 
a lesson on “What to do when some-
one moves very close to you.” If they 

speak with tremendous volume, create 
a lesson on, “How to speak so soft-
ly that someone can just hear you.” If 
they scowl at others, bring them to the 
mirror and give a lesson on, “How to 
make a face that people like to see.” The 
key is to observe so you can discover 
the precise challenge they face and help 
them overcome it. 

Soon, you may see your worst of-
fenders turning into police officers, re-
porting on every transgression of every 
other child. This is a most excellent 
sign…even if they are still the worst 
offenders. It means they have seen the 
light! Once their inner discipline de-
velops, they may just be able to walk 
the talk.

For Processing Difficulties: 
Isolate the Stimulus

Some children have trouble taking 
in and processing certain kinds of in-
formation. You’ll see them blinking, 
squinting, looking away, covering their 
ears, leaning back and balancing in 
their chairs, chewing some things for 
a very long time, and more. Sometimes 
the challenge is with the sense of touch, 
hearing, and/or vision. Sometimes it 
is language-based. For all of these, Dr. 
Montessori has given us a way to help: 
isolate the stimulus. After all, that inner 

“flashlight” that is supposed to shine on 
just what the child needs won’t work 
unless the room is dark and you have 
fresh batteries. 

Keep in mind that the brain has a 
limited overall capacity. If a child is 
spending all of her brain resources on 
trying to hear, she’ll have little leftover 
to work on remembering a complex se-
ries of steps. So, if sounds overwhelm 
them, dampen the soundscape. If they 
can’t hear the sounds in language, ar-
tic-u-late sl-ow-ly and increase the 
volume. If visual stimulus prevents 

Accommodations in Primary
T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

Above all, get them talking and singing. 
Tell your own true stories and invite 
them to share theirs

Precision of movement
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cut flowers for a simpler activity until 
they’re ready for the more complex one.

For Internal Disorder: Extreme 
Precision, Predictability, and 
Repeatability 

Dr. Montessori taught us about 
the child’s intense sensitivity to order. 
Today’s researchers would say the the 
young child’s cognitive f lexibility (a 
foundational skill for executive func-
tions) is just developing. Cognitive 
f lexibility means the ability to adjust 
when things don’t go the way you think 
they’re going to go. 

When you see a child cry, act out, or 
have a tantrum and you can’t tell why, 
it may be that something is out of order. 
This could be a cognitive capacity issue. 
There is only so much that the child’s 
brain can do at once. If they are spin-
ning their wheels trying to figure out 

why things are different from how they 
‘ought’ to be, they can’t be focusing on 
the modes of activity.

We can accommodate this develop-
ing skill by making things as consistent 
and predictable as possible. Think of 
this as an extreme sport. It means that 
the way we show the children to use 
two hands to simultaneously tear off a 
paper towel in a preliminary exercise is 
the same way we get a paper towel…ev-
ery time. The way we show them to use 
two hands to squeeze a sponge is the 
way we always squeeze a sponge. The 
way we teach them to get someone’s 
attention is the way we get anyone’s at-
tention. The way we turn on some quiet 
music to indicate the end of the work 
cycle is the way we are always going to 
signal the end of the work cycle. Reli-
able routines and predictable human 
movements are a tremendous support 

to the developing child.

For Reading Difficulties: 
Explicit Spoken Language 

If you are working with children in 
poverty, chances are high that they are 
exposed to dramatically fewer words 
per day than their more affluent peers. 
These children need more than natu-
ral conversations to help them catch up. 
They need a rigorous daily dose of ex-
plicit spoken language lessons and ac-
tivities. You must take this invisible part 
of the Montessori method and make it a 
physical presence in your room. 

For example, each week, choose 
a song, a poem, and a tongue twister. 
Print them out on cardstock and dis-
play them on your spoken language 
shelf. Present each one every day for the 

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

The key is 
observation

BY CARLY RILEY

Dr. Montessori’s application 

of the scientific method 

relies on careful and ongoing 

observation of the children 

in your classroom. When 

children are facing academic 

challenges or demonstrating 

unskillful behavior, our brains 

are hardwired to focus on the 

areas in which they are not 

yet successful. (Google the 

term ‘negativity bias’ if you’d 

like to learn more about this.) 

Pausing to clarify what we’re 

doing before we start our 

observations can help us to see 

both what is working and what 

is not.

First, define the issue. Is 

the child cognitively on track 

yet struggling to engage in 

prosocial behaviors? Are 

there sensory triggers in the 

classroom that set them off? 

Do they lay out materials in a 

disorganized or non-sequential 

manner or struggle to orient 

properly to work on a rug? 

Next, set an intention around 

your observations so that they 

are objective, unbiased, and 

focused. What is the behavior 

that most interferes with their 

social interactions? Does a 

pattern emerge of when the 

unskillful behavior occurs? What 

is the specific work that they 

avoid or are drawn to and why?

These observations are the 

first step towards differentiating 

your interactions with each 

child and meeting the specific 

needs of the children in your 

classroom. 

Carly Riley is the Director of the 
Professional Learning Community 
and a Founding Lead Teacher at 
the Libertas School of Memphis, 
a public Montessori school which 
serves the children of Memphis, 
Tennessee.

Isolating the stimulus

continues on page 10 >
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week. I recommend doing the tongue 
twisters when you greet the children in 
the morning. “Good morning! I have a 
new tongue twister for you: red leather 
yellow leather, red leather yellow leath-
er, red leather yellow leather…” 

Carry a handful of sound game 
objects in your pocket and pull these 
out to play sound games while you are 
waiting in line. And for goodness sakes, 
play all four levels of the sound game! 

Play small group spoken classifica-
tion games. Begin with simple ones like, 

“I’m thinking of my favorite foods. Rasp-
berries. Oatmeal cookies.” Invite the 
children to join in. Next time you can 
get more specific by thinking of types 
of fruits or vegetables or cars or pets. 
Find the topics that they are interested 
in so that you can get them talking! You 
can also do this to help them develop a 
true love for language as you prepare 
them for later word study. This means 
things like, “I’m thinking of two words 
that mean something new when you put 
them together like star…fish. Starfish.”

Above all, get them talking and sing-
ing. Tell your own true stories and in-
vite them to share theirs. Invite them 
to bring in a picture or book to share. 
Especially get them talking about art, 
such as the fine art you hang on the 
walls, and the classical music you play 
at lunch. Art is the best because no 

matter what their opinion is, they can’t 
be wrong. It’s art! We are guiding them 
to discover that they have a voice and 
that they have something worth saying.

In the Face of Negativity: 
Positivity

I had a student once who would pick 
up a pair of scissors, hold them behind 
another child, and pretend he was go-
ing to stab her. I had another student 
who would kick a child for no reason 
and then appear very pleased with him-
self once the child cried. I didn’t know 
what to do so I asked my trainer for ad-
vice. She said, “Keep them close to you. 
Don’t let the other children know they 
are a problem.” I took her advice and 
it worked. I held their hands whenever 
we needed to line up, I warned them in 
advance when a transition was about to 
occur and cleaned up with them, I sat 
them next to me when I gave a lesson 
to someone else. Most of all, I trained 
myself to notice anything positive or 
skillful about their behavior and to no-
tice it aloud. 

This last point is especially import-
ant if you are working with children 
in poverty. These children, even from 
good and loving homes, hear twice as 
many discouraging comments each day 
(e.g., “Don’t!”, “Stop!”, “Quit it!”) than 
encouraging ones (Hart & Risley, 2003).

Positivity is also critical for children 
who are being evaluated or have already 

Dr. Montessori didn’t give us a cur-
riculum; she gave us the scientific meth-
od. She could not tell us all the prelim-
inary exercises every child would need. 
Instead, she told us how to create pre-
liminary exercises. She left grace and 
courtesy open-ended not only because 
polite behavior varies from culture to 
culture, but also because different chil-
dren need different lessons. We must see 
ourselves as the scientists she intended 
for us to be. The children’s behavior, 
not necessarily their words, tell us what 
they need. It is up to us to notice and 
then apply the remedies she left us. 

The key to accommodating learning 
variability is that when a child makes 
an error in their work or in their inter-
actions with others, it is not a problem. 
It is an opportunity to see what is out 
of order inside the child. If you correct 
too quickly, you won’t see it. Instead, 
pause, breathe, and if the behavior isn’t 
dangerous, destructive, or demeaning, 
fade and observe. When we do this, we 
create an atmosphere that is not about 
being right or wrong – it is about every-
one doing their own personal best.

Julia Volkman is finishing her Master’s 
degree at Harvard University where she 
is researching the movable alphabet. She 
is the founder of Maitri Learning, a re-
curring teaching assistant in Harvard’s 
Neuroscience of Learning course, a con-
sultant for the National Center for Mon-
tessori in the Public Sector, a Montessori 
mentor, and the mother of two stan-
dard-issue and utterly unique humans. 

been diagnosed with a ‘learning dis-
ability.’ Specialists may ask us and par-
ents to fill out checklists of symptoms, 
syndromes, and problems. All of a sud-
den, we are overwhelmed by everything 
that is “wrong” with the child. It can 
seem quite hopeless.

Do all you can to rest apart from this 
unskillful cultural fad of disease seek-
ing. Instead, focus on the positive and 
overlook as much as you can. Of course, 
if behavior is dangerous, destructive, or 
demeaning, you need to intervene im-
mediately. Do so quietly and quickly. 
Name the unacceptable behavior and 
then move the child away. You will like-
ly need to keep them near you for some 
minutes (maybe sitting next to you 
while you are giving a lesson). It will 
take time for them to settle before they 
will be able to work again. It is okay to 
be a leader in these situations; don’t 
expect the children to walk through a 
peer negotiation strategy. You will ad-
dress that later in grace and courtesy. 
In this moment, you want tempers to 
settle and the focus to stay on the work.

The Montessori method has given 
you what you need to meet the needs 
of ALL of the children in your room. 
Researchers like to talk about typical 
development and atypical development 
but, the way I see it, there is just human 
development. We are all simultaneous-
ly your standard-issue human and your 
utterly unique individual. 

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

continued from page 9

Volkman: Accommodations – continued
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educational practices are revolutionary 
and forward-thinking simply because 
their classrooms have tablets.)

While we continue to gather more 
direct evidence, there is a great deal of 
science supporting Montessori that we 
can and should more effectively use 
right now to help parents see past their 
unexamined beliefs about what con-
stitutes a “real school.” And the more 
parents we can get to understand how 
children benefit from Montessori, the 
more they will demand it for their own 
children. Then policymakers will have 
no choice but to listen.

Laura Flores Shaw is the lead editor, 
writer, and founder of White Paper Press. 
She holds bachelors and masters degrees 
in psychology and is currently an educa-
tion doctoral candidate specializing in 
mind, brain, and teaching at Johns Hop-
kins University School of Education.

BY LAURA FLORES SHAW

Back in 2007 my children’s Montes-
sori school was on the brink of closure. 
A bitter dispute between the school’s 
founders and the board had caused the 
school’s enrollment numbers to plum-
met by half within mere months. The 
head of school was fired, the founders 
left, many teachers left or were fired, 
two classrooms at a separate campus 
were closed, and the school itself was 
left with one of the worst reputations 
in town. 

But my children still loved their 
school. And so I did what many oth-
er parents have done (or would do): I 
worked to save the school. In June of 
2007, I naively took over as head. 

I say naively because though I knew 
rebuilding the school’s local reputation 
was going to be tough, what I didn’t 
know was how misunderstood Montes-
sori education was and continues to be 

– even by people who really think they 
know what it is. That made turning the 
school around exponentially difficult 
(or, at least, that’s how it felt).

So our administrative team decided 
to turn our focus away from Dr. Mon-
tessori. We didn’t hang a picture of her 
in the reception area. We quoted her 
sparingly. And we never used “because 
Dr. Montessori said so” as the only rea-

son for a particular practice. Instead, we 
treated responses to parents’ questions 
or concerns that correlated Montessori 
with scientific research. Every parent 
tour or event had both Montessori and 
science components: here’s how we do 
xyz in Montessori, this is what the re-
search recommends educators do, and, 
wow, look at that, we’ve been doing what 
they recommend for over 100 years. 

Did this work? I think so. Not only 
did we keep the school open, but we 
doubled the toddler and primary en-
rollment within one year, grew the ele-
mentary program from 8 to 60 students 
within 7 years, and opened an adoles-
cent program. Now under new leader-
ship, the school continues to grow and 
thrive, and will serve many more chil-
dren for years to come.

What we found is that while pro-
spective and current parents loved what 
they saw in our classrooms, it wasn’t 
until they started hearing about the 

“evidence” supporting our methods that 
their “yes, but what about this” ques-
tions lessened. So while showing more 
Montessori to parents to aid their un-
derstanding is important, it’s not nec-
essarily enough to help them overcome 
the pull of what education researchers 
David Tyack and Larry Cuban call “the 
grammar of schooling.”

Neither the grammar of schooling 
nor the grammar of speech needs 
to be consciously understood to 
operate smoothly. Indeed, much of 
the grammar of schooling has be-
come taken for granted as just the 
way schools are…the “establish-
ment” that has held the grammar 
in place is not so much a conscious 
conservatism as it is unexamined 
institutional habits and widespread 
beliefs about what constitutes a 

“real school”. 

When parents choose Montessori 
education for their children, they’re go-
ing against those “widespread beliefs”. 
So when we only show more Montes-
sori as a way to educate parents, they’re 

still left vulnerable to the pull of “real 
school” beliefs – beliefs that go unchal-
lenged by most people simply because 
they attended “real school.” 

But research can help parents to 
overcome the “real school” belief. We 
now have a growing body of direct ev-
idence for Montessori. Coupled with 
a much larger body of research in so-
ciology, psychology, neuroscience, and 

cognitive science, this evidence sup-
ports and validates our practice. An-
geline Lillard’s 2008 book, The Science 
Behind the Genius, was just the begin-
ning. 

Education history can also help par-
ents appreciate Montessori. Was con-
ventional school’s design based on how 
humans develop and learn? No, even 
the teachers – the very people who 
work directly with children – had no 
say in how school as we know it was 
designed. Instead, superintendents 
were tasked with creating “real school” 
in response to urbanization and immi-
gration. To manage this complex task, 
they embraced industrial business 
efficiency. They even convinced par-
ents that compulsory schooling was a 
good thing because they were embrac-
ing these forward-thinking efficiency 
practices. (Reminds me of how ed-tech 
proponents convince parents that their 

Montessori vs. “Real School”: 
how science can help

T H E  P U B L I C  CO N V ER S AT I O N

“The Brain” – Rhys Shaw, age 6

There is a great deal of science we can 
and should more effectively use now
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worked with the late Denny Schapiro’s 
widow Jeanne Andre to relaunch Pub-
lic School Montessorian as Montessori-
Public (story on page 3). 

As advocates, NCMPS met with fed-
eral and state K-12 and Early Childhood 
education leaders, made connections 
to state Montessori organizations, and 

worked to expand state licensure for 
Montessori trained teachers. The orga-
nization worked with public school sys-
tems in Boston, Dallas, and Washing-
ton, D.C., among others, to help them 
develop, expand, and improve their 
Montessori programs. And they began 
important work to address the “teacher 
pipeline” issue. This crisis, found not 
just in Montessori but everywhere in 
education, goes beyond a simple teacher 
shortage, extending to attracting peo-
ple into the profession, preparing them 
adequately for the challenging work of 
serving in high-need public settings, 
and supporting them in their first years 
in the classroom so they will stay. The 
Montessori Teacher Residency (MTR) 
and Coaching programs emerged from 
this work. 

2016 and beyond: Refinement 
and Extension

By early 2016, NCMPS had grown 
to a staff of eight full-time employees, 

2012: Observation and 
Discovery

NCMPS began its work sending its 
principals Whitescarver and Cossen-
tino on a six-month tour of 50 or so 
Montessori programs all around the 
country, including stops in Denver, 
Dallas, Chicago, Milwaukee, Minne-
apolis–St. Paul, and Puerto Rico. The 
team had talked to Montessori leaders 
and education outsiders in the plan-
ning process, but they needed to hear 
from the people working in schools 
and see what was happening out in the 

field. There was a very Montessori-like 
approach from the start: observation 
based, with continuous improvement. 
It was the beginning of an ongoing pro-
cess of watching, listening, trying new 
things, seeing how they worked in prac-
tice, and observing some more. 

2012 to 2015: The Second 
Period

After the tour, NCMPS began work-
ing in a broad range of areas to support 
public Montessori. Under Research and 
Dissemination, the “What, Why, How?” 
project gathered Montessori data and 
sparked the Montessori Census, the 
Developmental Environmental Rating 
Scale (DERS – see story on page 18), 
and a soon-to-be-published book by 
Cossentino, Following the Family. To 
share their work and the work of oth-
ers in public Montessori, NCMPS de-
veloped their website and blog, draft-
ed policy briefs, developed a series of 
public Montessori video shorts, and 

COACHING SUPPORT

One-one-one support: NCMPS 
helps schools develop their own Mon-
tessori Coaches with our Coaching of 
Coaches program. NCMPS provides a 
program of on-site visits and telephone 
support tailored to individual schools’ 
needs and resources. 

Coaches Workshops: School staff 
working to support classroom prac-
tice, whether they are working with 
NCMPS or on their own, can take 
part in a Coaches Workshop, an on-
line group of three to six coaches facil-
itated by an NCMPS Coaching Leader, 
which meets biweekly throughout the 
school year. Coaches learn best prac-
tices, problem-solve collectively, and 
share challenges and successes. The 
Coaching Leader makes an initial 
one day site visit for schools joining 
a Workshop. 

Coaching Symposium: Once a year, 
NCMPS convenes classroom coaches 
and NCMPS Coaching Leaders, as well 
as school leaders and NCMPS Leader-
ship Coaches, for a day-long workshop 
to share resources, learn from one an-
other, and develop their programs as 
Coaching Schools. 

and had begun to refine its mission and 
more fully develop its stronger programs. 
Two key challenges for the public Mon-
tessori world have emerged as obstacles 
to growth: the teacher pipeline, and the 
conf licts between fully-implemented 
Montessori and the public environment. 
This includes issues such as funding for 
three and four year-olds, regulations 
on class size and student-teacher ra-
tios, testing requirements, curriculum 
guidelines, and more. 

Along with school consultation and 
communications, NCMPS supports 
public Montessori implementation and 
teacher formation with four major ini-
tiatives: Coaching and Leadership Sup-
port, the Montessori Teacher Residency, 
tools such as the DERS, and Break-
through Montessori Charter School, a 
national laboratory school where NC-
MPS puts into practice what it learns 
in the field.

Public Montessori Coaching 
and Leadership Support 

NCMPS helps public schools do 
more and better Montessori by sup-
porting instructional and classroom 
coaches through Coaching of Coach-
es, and by supporting school leaders 
through Leadership Coaching. 

F E AT U R E S

The NCMPS story – continued
continued from page 1 

High quality Montessori training

Montessori Teacher Residency
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP SUPPORT

One-on-one support: NCMPS of-
fers Leadership Coaching for princi-
pals and other administrators who 
want support with public Montessori 
implementation through individually 
tailored programs of onsite visits and 
telephone support.

Leaders Workshop: Similar to the 
Coaches Workshop for implementation 
coaches, the Leaders Workshop meets 
online biweekly through the school 
year, facilitated by an NCMPS Leader-
ship Coach. 

Coaching Symposium: Leaders 
join classroom coaches in the annual 
Coaching Symposium to share resourc-
es, learn from one another, and develop 
their programs as Coaching Schools. 

Residency

MONTESSORI TEACHER 
RESIDENCY

NCMPS’ Montessori Teacher Res-
idency (MTR), inspired by successful 
public education teacher residencies 
in Boston and Chicago, helps schools 
build a pipeline of trained teach-
ers, along with additional support for 
working in high-need public settings 
and ongoing job-embedded profession-
al development. 

Montessori Teacher Residency con-
sists of three key elements: Training, 
Surround, and Culture. 

Training:  High quality, deep-
ly grounded Montessori teacher 
training is essential to successful 

Teacher Residency qualifications, while 
the Surround and Culture are delivered 
and supported by NCMPS staff or un-
der NCMPS supervision. 

Integrated Residency: NCMPS 
works with a local school or non-profit 
to develop a local MACTE-accredited 
training course. Surround elements 
are integrated directly into the course. 
Culture elements are delivered and sup-
ported by NCMPS staff or under NC-
MPS supervision 

The Public Montessori 
Residency Consortium

NCMPS is developing a Public Mon-
tessori Residency Consortium, a na-
tional network of Montessori Teacher 
Residencies to share resources, insights, 
and a commitment to continuous 
learning and improvement. This will 
include ongoing support from NCMPS, 
information sharing and an annual 
PMRC gathering. 

Developmental Environment 
Rating Scale (DERS)

The DERS (story on page 18) is a 
new tool developed by NCMPS to mea-
sure the presence of child and adult 
behaviors, and environmental attri-

butes, which highly correlate with the 
development of executive function, lin-
guistic and cultural fluency, and social 
f luency and emotional flexibility. The 
DERS is being piloted this year in doz-
ens of classrooms. As an environmental 
rating scale that measures important 
developmental criteria and reflects the 
strengths of Montessori classrooms, it 
has the potential to be an important 
public policy tool as well as a support 
for improved practice. 

The need has never been deeper. The 
demand has never been higher. The Na-
tional Center for Montessori in the Pub-
lic Sector is proud to assemble leader-
ship, resources, and innovation to bring 
more Montessori to more children.

implementation. NCMPS helps schools 
partner with local training centers, or 
develop their own MACTE-accredited 
training program according to rigor-
ous NCMPS design principles. 

Surround: The Surround is addi-
tional coursework supporting Montes-
sori implementation with high-need 
populations. Courses cover the effects 
of trauma on child development, spe-
cial education in a Montessori context, 
language delays, and more. 

Culture: The Culture is a whole-
school focus on continuous improve-
ment guided by Montessori principles 
and supported by professional develop-
ment, workshops, and coaching. 

RESIDENCY MODELS

Partnered Residency: Training is 
provided by an existing AMI or MAC-
TE-accredited Montessori training 
center meeting NCMPS Montessori 

NCMPS Observation Workshop

The DERS measures what Montessori does best

Breakthrough Montessori Public Charter School
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Montessori was the 
perfect match with the 
Dual Language Model

BY CRISTINA ENCINAS

The Latin American Montessori Bi-
lingual Public Charter School (LAMB) 
was founded in 2001 by the Latin 
American Youth Center, a Washington 
D.C. non-profit serving Latino youth 
since 1968. The school’s vision was 
to provide quality bilingual Montes-
sori education to District residents by 
bringing together Spanish and English 
speaking students to share language 
and culture, allowing all students to 
reach their fullest potential. From the 
beginning, we knew that we wanted to 
offer Montessori education, and to pro-
vide disadvantaged children with the 
opportunity to develop academic skills 
necessary for continued learning, in a 
multicultural environment where chil-
dren share language and culture.

The Dual Language Model
We opened in 2003 with 57 students 

in a small church in northeast D.C. In 
2001, to start our charter process plan-
ning year, we visited every U.S. Montes-
sori bilingual charter school we could. 
We found some private schools that 
were able to successfully implement 
second language immersion, and just 
one public charter school in Colorado 
with a Dual Language Model (DLM). 

DLM, also known as Two Way Im-
mersion, or Dual Language Instruc-
tion, refers to instruction given in both 
languages to a mixed group of children, 
rather than full immersion in English. 
The model has been around for many 
years and has been proven to devel-
op higher academic skills when com-
pared to monolingual schools. Cre-
ating a strong Spanish culture is very 
important to balance exposure, and to 
provide children the real meaning of 
becoming bilingual. 

We also looked at other success-
ful dual language schools, since DLM 
Montessori schools were so rare. We 
wanted to develop Cognitive Academic 
Language Proficiency (CALP), a much 
more ambitious goal than Basic Inter-
personal Communication Skills (BICS), 
and for that we needed at least five to 
seven years of second language instruc-
tion. We made the decision then to only 
accept three and four year olds (which 

are funded for D.C. charters), to give 
each child as much as seven or eight 
years of dual language instruction prior 
to moving on to middle school.

DLM and Montessori
Very early we saw Montessori as a 

perfect match with DLM. Multi-aged 
classrooms allow younger children to 
have older second language models 
who have been immersed in the lan-
guage for at one or two years, even 
when the population of Spanish domi-
nant students is less than 30%. LAMB 
opted for maximum language expo-
sure, as the charter lottery gives no 
guarantee of Spanish language domi-
nant children enrolling.

Implementing DLM in Montessori 
required us to think strategically about 
language instruction. Research shows 
that successful second language in-
struction programs have more second 
language exposure in the early grades. 
This, and the diversity of our popu-
lation, pointed us towards an 80/20 
Spanish/English model for primary 
students. We wanted to make sure that 
Spanish-dominant students from dis-
advantaged backgrounds, with more 
than one risk factor, could develop a 
strong foundation in their first lan-
guage, while English-dominant stu-
dents could learn Spanish. Trial and er-
ror led us to implement 50/50 Spanish/
English in the elementary grades. We 
went from having English and Span-
ish instruction in the same classroom 
to isolating instruction based on lan-
guage and dividing the Montessori 
curriculum. Currently we divide the 
Montessori curriculum, delivering so-
cial studies and geometry in English, 
and science and math in Spanish. Chil-
dren have demonstrated the ability to 
transfer knowledge between content ar-
eas since instruction does not include 
translating content. 

Successes and Challenges
LAMB, now in its 13th year of oper-

ation, has been re-accredited by Mid-
dle States Association of Colleges and 
Schools through 2023. We have 426 stu-
dents, two facilities, and we have been 
a Tier I school since the Public Charter 
School Board created a performance 
management framework five years ago. 
There have been many challenges, from 
finding Montessori Spanish speaking 
teachers, to attracting monolingual 
teachers willing to share and divide 

and art rooms, and enough green space 
for our children to play. 

Despite all the challenges, we are 
inspired by our students. We know ev-
ery 5th grade graduate and their family, 
as we have seen them grow since they 
started at age three or four. We are 
committed to providing our students 
what they need no matter what it takes. 
We have a great team of professionals. 
As a team, we always bring to the table 
new ideas to best serve the children in 
our care. 

At the end of the day, Montessori in 
the public sector needs to serve the needs 
of all children. As a pedagogy founded 
in individualized education, we need to 
find the way to develop independence, 
love for learning and continue to spark 
children’s interest that will allow them 
to reach their fullest potential. Seeing 
the metamorphosis of our students is a 
pleasure! Encouraging children to show 
their interest and shine is one of Mon-
tessori’s great treasures. We know that 
our children are in a unique situation, 
and that each and every one of them 
has a gift to give and a gift to receive. 
LAMB’s special talent and gift has 
been the blending of Montessori and 
dual language model that yields high 
academic achievement, cross-cultural 
competencies, and healthy compas-
sionate students committed to making 
the world a better place. 

Cristina Encinas is the Principal 
at the Latin-American Montessori 
Bilingual Public Charter School in 
Washington, D.C.

Montessori instruction. LAMB has met 
its academic and non-academic goals 
every year since it began. This level of 
achievement has driven demand from 
District residents, with more than 
800 families entering the lottery. As 
the city’s population shifts, so does 
knowledge of and about Montessori, 
DLM, CALP and BICS. With so much 
demand, competition for entry grows 
among all segments of the population, 
not just from Spanish speaking, low in-
come, and at-risk children. The school 
cannot weight the lottery for income or 
other risk factors.

Despite strong funding in D.C., dual 
language implementation requires even 
more resources, so LAMB constantly 
seeks funds to supplement its per pu-
pil allotment. For example, all teachers 
are required to complete thirty hours 
of professional development annually, 
partly in Spanish and partly in English. 
All teachers and staff are encouraged 
to become bilingual. Often, LAMB 
needs to sponsor Montessori training 
for teachers, or sponsor experienced 
Montessori Spanish speaking teachers 
with working visas.

All charter schools face the challenge 
of facilities. Since we started, we have 
moved to five different buildings be-
fore finding a more permanent home. 
We currently own a historic building 
which serves 160 students from PK3 to 
3rd grade and we co-locate with anoth-
er charter school, serving 266 students 
PK3 to 5th grade. We continue to look 
for one dream school building that 
could offer a gym, auditorium, music 

F E AT U R E S

Montessori in a bilingual public school

Latin America Montessori Bilingual Public Charter School, Washington, D.C.


