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ABSTRACT 

 

 

TAMIKA NICOLE BALL 

EXAMINING THE INTEGRITY OF TEACHING STRATEGIES IN A DIVERSELY 

POPULATED MONTESSORI PUBLIC ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: A NARRATIVE 

ANALYSIS 

Under the direction of WYNNETTA SCOTT-SIMMONS, Ed.D. 

 

 

Using Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Cognitive Dissonance 

Theory (Festinger, 1957) as the theoretical frameworks alongside the metaphorical 

backdrop of the tip of an iceberg, this research study examined the integrity of teaching 

strategies public Montessori elementary school teachers used. With increased public 

Montessori interest and the uncertainty of aligned Montessori practices, public schools 

have become vulnerable to Montessori instructional strategies implemented without 

integrity. Data referencing public Montessori included assessment outcomes and surveys, 

journalistic narratives, and state quantitative studies with a limited focus on Montessori 

instructional practices (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012; Roemer, 

1998; Sparks, 2016). The gaps of research literature excluded alignment to research-

based methods assessing the integrity of material usage and practices, given the need to 

analyze public Montessori (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012).
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This study involved a qualitative narrative analysis, which retold the stories of 

two public Montessori elementary school teachers in a southeastern state’s only public 

charter Montessori elementary school (Feldman et al., 2004; Grbich, 2013). Findings 

revealed the integrity of the Montessori Method began with grace and courtesy practices 

guiding the school’s family culture. Inconsistent disciplinary practices caused 

disproportional minority out-of-school suspension percentages, revealing the need for 

faculty and staff to combine the school’s culturally responsive discipline practices with 

cultural responsive pedagogical instructional practices (Cramer, Pellegrini-Lafont, & 

Gonzalez, 2014). Findings revealed the school’s association with the North American 

Montessori Teachers’ Association (NAMTA) normalized its lead teacher training to 

protect the integrity of Montessori implementation. However the absence of consistent 

teacher assistant and substitute teacher training minimized the continuous effectiveness of 

the Montessori Method when lead teachers were absent. Montessori’s philosophy of 

following the child served as the teachers’ main instructional strategy, wherein 

individualized instruction sealed the integrity of Montessori Method implementation.  

It was recommended for future studies to explore: (a) the public Montessori 

curriculum in alignment to culturally responsive disciplinary and instructional  

practices, (b) the teacher assistant and substitute teaching training received in alignment 

with the NAMTA criteria, and (c) the integrity exuded in the implementation of 

individualized instructional strategies when teacher and student formative assessment 

measures were used. 

Keywords: Montessori, public Montessori, school culture, teaching strategies
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PROLOGUE 

“It’s a well-known fact that the majority of an iceberg lies below the surface—but just as 

stealthily hidden are their fascinating qualities.” (Stryker, Millard & Seaman, 2013) 

 

The Tip of the Iceberg  

Due to the April 14, 1912 sinking of the Titanic, the fascination of icebergs has 

surpassed over 100 years of inquiry (Bigg & Billings, 2014; Guelzo, 2012; Linkin, 2007). 

Although the Titanic tragedy has been blamed on “a combination of human errors 

associated with the captain not reducing speed,” a record number of icebergs were 

present in the waters that year (Bigg & Billings, 2014, p. 6). In April of 1912, “there were 

nearly two-and-a-half times as many icebergs as in an average year” (Bigg & Billings, 

2014, p. 9; Linkin, 2007). Across the Titanic’s pathway in the Labrador Sea “1038 

icebergs were observed to cross 48˚N,” yet this number was “not unprecedented” (Bigg 

& Billings, 2014, p. 8-9; Linkin, 2007).  

Icebergs are formed from sea ice after losing heat in the summer (Linkin, 2007). 

Once melted through a process called calving where the sea ice “breaks away from the 

ice sheet” an iceberg is formed (Linkin, 2007, p. 23). Due to the density of an iceberg the 

severity of impact from this humongous iceberg can be unpredictable (Linkin, 2007). For 

the Titanic, the captain, E.J. Smith “received numerous reports…detailing large 

concentrations of ice floes and icebergs in the ship’s path,” yet he was “unaware that the 

sea ice extended anomalously far south…meaning his change in course was inadequate to 

avoid the icebergs” (Linkin, 2007, p. 23). The sinking of the Titanic “stunned the western 
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world,” questioning maritime regulation errors and flawed cruise ship designs (Bigg & 

Billings, 2014; Linkin, 2007, p. 23). The exhalative list of factors that impacted the 

Titanic disaster all pointed back to the origin of the disaster, the tip of the iceberg. Just 

think, if the Titanic had set sail outside of iceberg season between August and March, 

would the narrative had ended differently with 2,200 plus passengers and crew 

successfully landing in North America (Bigg & Billings, 2014; Linkin, 2007)? 

Unfortunately, the Titanic tragedy left more questions than answers; however its direct 

impact, the iceberg served as the metaphorical setting for this research study.  

At its surface, the Montessori Method resembled a solid narrative, metaphorically 

speaking the tip of an iceberg, easily identified above sea level yet the method of practice 

encompassed more than the natural eye could see. Like the Montessori Method, the 

hidden science behind the formation of an iceberg has sparked inquiry similar to the 

inquisitive minds who challenged Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s firsthand encounter of the 

Montessori Method in practice (Fisher, 2007; Wasserman, 2006). In order to uncover the 

science behind the iceberg formation or the integrity of the Montessori Method when 

replicated in the American culture, one must first identify the components affecting the 

original formation of both. 

 In the preface to A Montessori Mother, author Dorothy Canfield Fisher reflected 

upon the many questions she received after returning to the United States from a visit to 

Rome, Italy in 1911 to observe Maria Montessori and the Montessori Method in action 

(Fisher, 2007). Inquiring American minds wanted to know was the Montessori Method 

real, or was it a fad, were children free to explore, and did they actually learn to read and 

write at such a minor age (Fisher, 2007; Gutek & Gutek, 2016).  Above all, Fisher’s 
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inquisitors wanted to know “What is there in it for our children, situated as we are?” 

(Fisher, 2007, p. vi). Fisher noted the overarching tone of these questions were of 

skepticism and that the “Montessori System” as defined by Fisher was a “new religion” 

yet to be fully embraced by Americans, in particular her audience of American mothers 

(Fisher, 2007, p. ix).  

Facing the skepticism, Fisher (2007) stated “the only way for us to improve our 

children’s lives by the application of these new ideas is by mediating on them 

until we have absorbed their very essence, and then by making what varying 

applications of them are necessary in the differing conditions of our lives. (p. ix) 

In 1911, Fisher’s return to America sparked an organic inquiry around the 

integrity of the Montessori practice in Rome, Italy in comparison to its introduction to the 

American culture. American inquisitors wanted to know was the Montessori Method 

trustworthy. The storyline was familiar to visitors of Rome, Dr. Montessori transformed 

the intellectual lives of three and four year old children of the slums of Rome, Italy 

through the development of sensorial, social, emotional, and academic skills (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016). Although visitors of Rome, Italy were exposed to the Montessori Method, 

the question stood, if duplicated in the United States, would American children achieve 

similar results (Fisher, 2007)?  

Although Dorothy Canfield Fisher praised the usefulness of the Montessori 

Method to her sphere of influencers, Fisher’s manual was “adamantly rejected” by Maria 

Montessori (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 63). The why behind Montessori’s rejection 

spurred from Fisher insinuating “that the didactic apparatus was at the core of the 

Montessori Method” and Fisher’s own written and published interpretation of the 
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Montessori Method (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 63). In response to Fisher’s attempt to 

introduce Montessori to the American culture, Maria Montessori wrote both Dr. 

Montessori’s Own Handbook and Advanced Montessori Method as handbooks 

contradicting the secondhand explanation of her method and tools (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016). Montessori saw fit to protect the integrity of her method by both personally 

training authentic Montessori directresses and publishing “the official guide to her 

method” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 63). Montessori’s reaction to Fisher and “other 

unauthorized versions of her method” displayed the impactful power alternative 

interpretations of the Montessori Method had on Montessori’s brand (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016, p. 63). The alternative interpretations of the Montessori Method tipped the 

metaphorical iceberg to below sea level, empowering Maria Montessori to further expose 

her practice.  

This research study started with Montessori’s metaphorical tipping point, which 

included teachers and teaching strategies, examining the components hidden below sea 

level that protected the integrity of the Montessori Method. In the introductory chapter, 

the researcher began by examining the original formation of the Montessori Method just 

before it broke away from what scientist describe as an ice sheet to transform into an 

iceberg. Secondly, the review of relevant literature examined the key components 

impacting the integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation in American public 

schools. Both teachers and teaching strategies served as the tipping point of the iceberg or 

determining factor that impacted the integrity of the Montessori Method’s 

implementation. In chapter three, the researcher dove into the murky waters set below sea 

level in order to map out the selected research design that would investigate the teaching 



 
 

xviii 
 

strategies Montessori public school teachers utilized to maintain integrity in the public 

sector. Within chapter four, the researcher unveiled the hidden science behind the 

formation of the metaphoric iceberg. The researcher presented the results on the teaching 

strategies used in a public Montessori environment while maintaining the integrity or its 

original form. To conclude, chapter five discussed the significance of the research study, 

proving or disproving to public education agencies and parents the integrity of 

transitioning public elementary schools into Montessori public schools. Ultimately, 

chapter five answered those inquisitive minds from Fisher’s 1911 travels, stating the 

usefulness of the hidden science behind the Montessori Method in the public sector and 

its implications to public education and parental school choice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 “Is there anything more immovable, stagnant, and indifferent than the education of 

today? When a country has to economize, education is sure to be the first victim.” 

(Montessori, 1995, p. 15) 

  

Over the course of a ten-year span, the researcher crossed paths with over 730 

students in the southeastern United States of America. In 2015, the researcher transitioned 

from an eight year teaching career to a teacher leadership role in public education. In a 

farewell note from one of the researcher’s final tenth graders, a student expressed her 

gratitude saying, “You taught me a lot and you filled into areas where previous teachers 

lacked…when I didn’t quite understand, you took the time and ensured I did” (N.S. 

McCord, personal communication, May 5, 2015) (see Appendix A). Economically, the 

researcher’s placement school’s eligibility for free and reduced lunch (FRL) surpassed 95% 

in 2014, serving as one “indicator of the relative numbers of poor children” within the 

school population (Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility, 2018; NCES Blog, 2015). 

Specifically, free and reduced lunch percentages were obtained “by education researchers 

as a proxy for school poverty since this count is…available at the school level, while the 

poverty rate is typically not available” (NCES Blog, 2015, para. 5). The FRL percentage 

provided only a glimpse into the socioeconomic status of the researcher’s placement school 

population. Moreover, the researcher’s placement school’s graduation rate of 54% in 2014 
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during her final year as a teacher in comparison to the 2015 United States Census Bureau 

high school or General Education Diploma (GED) completion rate of 88% numerically 

described the educational gaps yet unfilled as articulated by the researcher’s tenth grade 

student (College and Career Ready Performance Index, 2017; Ryan & Bauman, 2016).  

According to the researcher, the disparity of educational resources was manifested as 

missing and outdated textbooks, nonoperational computers, nonexistent advanced 

placement science and math courses, overcrowded classrooms, and scripted direct 

instructional lesson mandates. 

Despite an elapsed period of over 100 years, this American classroom resembled 

similar living and educational conditions Dr. Maria Montessori encountered in 1907 

when faced with the challenge to educate the children of the slums in Rome, Italy 

(Montessori, 1995). The slums were unsanitary and overcrowded tenements occupied by 

the working poor and their families in the San Lorenzo district of Rome, Italy (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016).  The children were exposed to crime, limited light and air (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016). Although the tenements were undergoing renovation, the young children would 

wander around unsupervised and deface the renovated property (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; 

Lillard, 2017). In 1906, Montessori was approached by Edouardo Talamo, the director of 

the Roman Good Building Association who was renovating the “slum tenement 

buildings” in San Lorenzo (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 36). After noticing the buildings’ 

continuous destruction, Talamo reached out to Maria Montessori to provide “a day-care 

center to keep the children from damaging property” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p.  37).   

According to Gutek & Gutek (2016), the San Lorenzo district was similar to 

depressed slums in the large cities of Europe and America. The pioneering 
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American social worker Jane Addams has established Hull House, a settlement 

house for immigrants on Chicago’s near west side. Hull House provided both a 

kindergarten and a Montessori school for the children in the area. The Casa dei 

Bambini and Hull House were but two of the philanthropic efforts to ameliorate 

the distress of the urban poor through educational means. (p. 37)    

Dr. Montessori’s first schoolhouse in San Lorenzo Rome, Casa dei Bambini was 

birth in 1907 from Montessori being forbidden from exposing her educational practices in 

the public elementary school of Rome, Italy (Lillard, 2017; Montessori, 1995; Shortridge, 

2007). “Montessori requested permission to apply” her educational method “in public 

elementary schools, but the governing bodies in Rome…would not give her access to 

those children” (Lillard, 2017). Thankfully, through the Roman Good Building 

Association renovation project, Montessori was gifted with the opportunity “to work with 

younger children” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; Lillard, 2017, p. 15). “Her first pupils were 

fifty children, from three to seven, whose families lived in the” apartment building 

(Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 37; Lillard, 2017). Montessori would juggle her time as a 

professor, physician, and speaker to observe the classroom of Casa dei Bambini and in 

return create new materials to explore with the children (Lillard, 2017). Dr. Montessori’s 

classroom laboratories and action research discovered independent self-correcting 

learning techniques and sensorial materials allowing students to explore and discover 

new knowledge at their own pace, setting aside their limited educational abilities and 

upbringings, geographic misfortune, and access to accelerated resources (Lillard, 2017).  

According to Lillard (2017), because legally the classroom could not be called a 

school, Dr. Montessori was not allowed to order typical school furniture or items, 
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another limitation that ended up being advantageous. She furnished the classroom 

instead with small furniture she had specially designed for children…she put in 

various materials, gave the young teacher instruction…and then retreated to her 

other roles… (p. 16)  

After opening Montessori’s original schoolhouse, Montessori ventured to the 

United States in 1909 to supporters and critics alike. Many educators criticized 

Montessori's practical life lessons and sensorial materials for "promoting child labor" and 

training service professionals to include butlers and waiters (Shortridge, 2007). Dr. 

Montessori's visit to America was greeted with much fanfare from various news reporters 

and supporters. This visit would mark Montessori's heighten support for her method until 

welcomed with criticism from those like progressive educator William Heard Kilpatrick, 

stating the Montessori Method was behind the times and lacked imaginative play for 

children (Shortridge, 2007). Not until the 1960s through Nancy McCormick Rambusch 

and John McDermott's formation of the American Montessori Society (AMS) did 

Montessori in America resurface (Ungerer, 2011). Professor John McDermott, a founder 

of AMS voiced concerns of Montessori's longevity in American education. McDermott 

believed it was best to align Montessori with "American cultural context," in other words 

recommending Montessori teachers gain an understanding of American teaching 

standards through college degrees and expose Montessori education into teachers 

colleges (Povell, 2014, p. 48). 

Although criticized, the Montessori Method earned a strong base of followers. As 

American parents, teachers, and school officials displayed increased interest, Dr. 

Montessori began training educators on the Montessori Method in Rome, Italy 
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(Shortridge, 2007). Three major groups of people traveled to Italy “to meet Montessori, 

interview her, attend her lectures, and observe her method of education” (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016, p. 57). Specifically, groups included writers and journalists, who wanted to tell her 

story. (Gutek & Gutek, 2016). Secondly, groups of “professional educators… who 

wanted to analyze Montessori’s philosophy and wanted to question her about the 

philosophy and psychology behind her method” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 57). Lastly, 

“young women wanted to be trained” as “authentic Montessori directresses” (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016, p. 57).  

In 1911, "the first American Montessori school opened in Tarrytown, New York" 

(Gutek & Gutek, 2016; Shortridge, 2007, p. 40). Anne Everett George, the founder of the 

Tarrytown, New York Montessori school was trained in Rome, Italy by Dr. Montessori as 

a directress, also known as an authentic Montessori teacher (Gutek & Gutek, 2016).  

George’s goal was to replicate the Montessori Method seamlessly, but “found she had to 

make some cultural adjustments for her American students, which held portents for the 

future” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 75).   

According to Gutek & Gutek (2016), George had observed that cultural and 

socioeconomic differences also had an impact on how children learned. The major 

questions that Montessori education would encounter in the United States were: 

Should the Montessori Method be adapted to meet cultural and socio-economic 

differences? If it was adapted, would it still be the Montessori Method? (p. 75)  

In 1975, Dr. Robert J. Crossett and Nancy McCormick Rambusch helped to 

develop the first Montessori public school in America, the Children's House, Mount 

Adams, "a Montessori alternative public school for children kindergarten to third grade in 
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Cincinnati, Ohio" (Rambusch, 2007, p. 28). Rambusch (2007) noted transitioning from a 

private Montessori to public Montessori required a huge undertaking, “in regards to the 

scale, structure, and strategy of each” (p. 28). For example, over a five week period prior 

to the school’s opening, teachers were charged with developing a behavioral plan 

(Rambusch, 2007). Unfortunately, portions of Ohio public schools accepted behavior, to 

include corporal punishment were “incompatible with Montessori principles” and the 

Children’s House (Rambusch, 2007). On opening day September 3, 1975, approximately 

200 children were enrolled at the Children’s House (Rambusch, 2007). Enrollment was 

based on publicity by word of mouth and Cincinnati’s “alternative school network 

channel” (Rambusch, 2007, p. 30). “From the pool of children applying, the children 

were chosen on a Chinese menu basis (one from Column A; one from Column B)” 

(Rambusch, 2007, p. 30). Learning materials were scarce, shared amongst the whole 

school (Rambusch, 2007).  Rambusch (2007), summarized the difference between 

overseeing a Montessori public school in comparison to a private Montessori school as “a 

task requiring flexibility, imagination, and humor, particularly in the first year of the 

school’s operation” (p. 31).   

In partnership with AMS, the National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector 

(NCMPS) of 2012 has expanded access to the Montessori Method in the American public 

school environment (“About The National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector,” 

2017). In addition to NCMPS’s efforts, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 

is rebooting educational norms, allowing innovative alternative instructional methods to 

have an opportunity in the conventional schooling environment (“Every Student 

Succeeds Act,” 2016). ESEA has transformed into the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act, 
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challenging educators to rethink the delivery of educational content. As noted in Title I, 

Title IV, and Title V of ESSA, all titles describe the need for evidence-based programs, 

the need to remove barriers, the quest to provide interventions to meet the needs of low-

performing schools, build quality programs, and create magnet schools that stretch the 

envelope of innovation (“Every Student Succeeds Act,” 2016). This flexibility has 

allowed for state and local education agencies to “expand and develop innovative 

practices that can serve as models of best practices” with the opportunity for growth 

based on successful implementation (“Investing in Innovation Fund,” 2016). 

To this end, Powell and Kalina (2009), noted “constructivist teaching strategies 

and practices are the next important step in educational reform” (p. 241). Moreover, 

Lillard (2017) believed, among the constructivist educational theorists Dewey, Piaget, 

and Bruner, Maria Montessori was considered the sole creator of a detailed curriculum-

like blueprint to implement a constructivist educational environment. Although the 

Montessori Method provided a blueprint to constructivist teaching, the name Maria 

Montessori, The Montessori Method, or Montessori lacked trademark credentials, leaving 

room for diluted Montessori Method implementation (Dempsey, 2017; Lillard, 2017). As 

a result of increased public Montessori interest and the uncertainty of truly aligned 

Montessori practices, public schools and districts have been vulnerable to unauthentic 

Montessori instructional strategies, practices and materials. The research study would 

support the need to qualitatively examine a teacher’s ability to approach the Montessori 

Method in the public sector with integrity.  
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to provide state and local education 

agencies with research-based evidence to prove or disprove the integrity of transitioning 

public elementary schools into Montessori public elementary schools from a teacher’s 

perspective. Furthermore, this narrative analysis would help parents decide if public 

Montessori is an alternative option to the private alternative. This research study involved 

a nine-week qualitative narrative analysis to examine what teaching strategies Montessori 

public school teachers implemented to ensure the integrity of the Montessori Method in 

the public school sector. The setting included one of two southeastern state’s schoolwide 

Montessori public elementary schools based on three factors: the school’s socioeconomic 

status, its academic performance and providing Montessori public schooling for at least 

five years. Participants included two teachers within the following elementary multiage 

spans lower elementary (grades first through third grade) and upper elementary (grades 

fourth through sixth grade) who exhibited authentic Montessori practices and beliefs based 

on the facility’s lead administrator’s selection. Data included semi-structured in-depth 

interviews, focus groups, reflective journals, classroom and faculty observations and 

school artifacts. 

Theoretical Framework 

Because social identity theory reflected an individual’s social affiliations and 

public Montessori has been a growing trend and has been represented by a unique social 

group of educators, social identity theory served as one of two appropriate theoretical 

context for this research study on Montessori teachers in the public sector (“USA 

Montessori Census,” 2016). As defined by the founding theorists Tajfel and Turner 
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(1979), social identity theory has been considered the connection and sense of belonging 

an individual feels from an affiliated group. According to Worchel, Morales, & Paez 

(1998), in isolation, identity intertwines with personal and social experiences, which are 

psychological, and sociological. The individual characteristics and experiences helped 

define group affiliations. Pecukonis (2014) stated group “interactions create a context for 

vetting and affirming ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that reflect the culture of 

the group which is ultimately passed along to subsequent generations” (p. 63). Because 

the public Montessori community looked to “preserve the integrity and boundaries of the 

group,” this research study sought to unveil how public school teachers were able to draw 

upon individual experiences and expertise in order to preserve the Montessori Method 

while connecting it with the social component, or social identity, of the public school 

environment (Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63; “What We Do,” 2016).  

Social groups have been formed based upon the social identity theory. Individuals 

have been labeled as an in-group member or an out-group member. According to Stets 

and Burkes (2000), in-group members have similar characteristics while out-group 

members differ from the in-groups dominant characteristics. In alignment with the 

definitions of both social groups, Montessori public schools could be identified as an in-

group or an out-group depended upon the social environment (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 

2007). Within this context the following in-groups were explored in depth in the review 

of related literature: The public Montessori school setting, and the Montessori teaching 

strategies. Additionally, the following out-group was examined: the Montessori learning 

environment. For each social group the integrity of those groups “norms, values, and 

beliefs” were analyzed to conclude how these individual groups behaved in their 
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environment (Korte, 2007, p. 169). For this context, norms were defined as standards; 

values were defined as worthiness; and beliefs were defined as truthfulness (“Merriam-

Webster,” n.d.) 

According to Guerra & Wubbena (2017), “in public schools, teachers are 

expected to align their practices with culturally proficient beliefs…” (p. 35). The 

differences in alignment of practices between conventional public schooling and 

Montessori public schooling revealed inconsistencies in “norms, values, and beliefs” for 

both Montessori public schools and teachers (Korte, 2007, p. 169). The awareness of 

inconsistent “attitudes, beliefs, and items of knowledge” within someone’s mind has been 

explained through cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957; Guerra & Wubbena, 

2017; Wong, 2009). There are four ways to decrease dissonance. This research study 

explored ways Montessori teachers chose to decrease the level of dissonance; either by 

maintaining consistency in alignment with teaching practices, eliminating inconsistency 

in alignment with teaching practices, heightening the significance of consistency in 

alignment with teaching practices, or lastly minimizing the significance of inconsistency 

in alignment with teaching practices (Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Harmon-Jones & Mills, 

1999). Because Montessori public school teachers have been confronted with the 

dilemma of how to align teaching practices to the conventional public schooling 

environment and/or The Montessori Method, cognitive dissonance theory served as the 

second of two appropriate theoretical context for this research study on Montessori 

teachers in the public sector (“Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016).  
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Research Question 

 Due to increased public Montessori interest and the uncertainty of truly aligned 

Montessori practices, public schools and districts have been vulnerable to Montessori 

instructional strategies implemented without integrity. The following research question 

investigated the teaching strategies Montessori public school teachers utilized to maintain 

integrity in the public sector. 

What teaching strategies does a Montessori public elementary school teacher use 

to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method when integrating their roles as a 

pedagogical preparer, guide, and observer in the public sector for a diverse 

student population? 

Statement of the Problem 

The Montessori Method was the only alternative constructivist curriculum 

teachers and schools could duplicate (Lillard, 2017). Lillard (2017) noted, John Dewey 

maintained strong constructivist viewpoints, yet did not create a curriculum model for 

teachers to follow, because of this, teachers found following the constructivist approach 

difficult without guidance. Unfortunately, the parameters in place by the American public 

school system, to include the multi-age grade bands, classroom work periods, curriculum 

scope and sequence, and standardized testing, hindered authentic implementation of the 

Montessori Method (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Current research within the last ten years 

on teachers’ perspectives of implementing Montessori in the elementary public school 

system was limited with a short supply of evaluative data on the integrity of the prepared 

Montessori environment (Debs, 2017; Cotner, 2017; Murray & Peyton, 2008).  Current 

data referencing Montessori in the public sector included longitudinal standardized 
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assessment outcomes with a limited focus on Montessori instructional practices, teacher 

perception surveys with the absence of a rigorous methodological approach, journalistic 

narratives about the successes and challenges in the public sector, and limited state 

specific quantitative studies with questionable authentic Montessori implementation 

(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012; Roemer, 1998; Sparks, 2016). 

With the above gaps of research literature displaying clear alignment to research methods 

proving or disproving the integrity of the Montessori Method in relation to the outcomes 

validity, research was needed to successfully analyze if classic or supplemental 

Montessori worked (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012).  

Further research should initially determine the integrity of Montessori 

implementation first from a teacher’s perspective before providing results and 

recommending adjustments. Because of increased public Montessori interest and the 

uncertainty of truly aligned Montessori practices, public schools and districts have been 

vulnerable to Montessori instructional strategies implemented without integrity to 

Montessori practices and materials. The teaching strategies used to implement the 

Montessori educational curricular approach drove this research study to determine if the 

Montessori Method was implemented with integrity in the public school sector.  

Significance 

According to Chattin-McNichols (2016), Montessori has become a popular choice 

among charter schools. The rapid growth of Montessori in the public sector was evident 

in the NCMPS’s 2013-2014 census count, totally 509 Montessori public schools (“USA 

Montessori Census,” 2016). AMS has led the NCMPS mission to “advance Montessori 

education in the public sector” serving as an “alternative to the test-driven reform models 
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currently dominating public education” (“About The National Center for Montessori in 

the Public Sector,” 2016).  

To support the alternative, a previous study conducted by Angeline Stoll Lillard 

and Nicole Else-Quest in 2006 concluded that Kindergarten Montessori students in a 

Milwaukee Montessori public school outperformed students who were not admitted to 

the program. Lillard and Else-Quest noted the Montessori public school offered what was 

identified as classic Montessori materials (materials deemed authentic to the Montessori 

Method) (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012). This notation caused Lillard to further research 

the effects of using classic verse supplemented Montessori materials (add on materials in 

addition to authentic materials). Results concluded that 95 percent of students were more 

engaged in a classic classroom while 50 percent of students were engaged in a 

supplemented classroom (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012).  

The study results confirmed the further need to investigate the Montessori Method 

to determine ensured integrity of teaching strategies usage in the public sector. The 

comparison of classic and supplemental materials showed a desired interest among 

students to gravitate toward authentic Montessori materials, proving positive academic 

results when implemented (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012). Montessori believed if we want 

to enhance our world’s abilities it begins with education and the children we educate 

(Montessori, 1949). Unfortunately, difficulties have arisen when pursuing 

implementation of Montessori in the public sector, to include the true alignment of 

material usage and teaching strategies to the Montessori Method (Chattin-McNichols, 

2016). 
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Limitations 

This research study involved a limited data collection period of nine-weeks to 

conduct a qualitative narrative analysis. Further limitations involved the qualitative 

study’s geographical location wherein only two schoolwide Montessori public schools 

were available to base the selection criteria on regarding three factors, having a 50% or 

above free and reduced lunch populated student body, maintaining a 70% or above state 

academic rating, and providing public Montessori schooling for at least five or more 

years. Additionally, results depended on self-reported teacher perceptions on the integrity 

of teaching strategies in their Montessori public school.  

Delimitations 

 This narrative analysis included a small sample size, to include two teachers 

within the following multiage classrooms: lower elementary (second through third grade) 

and upper elementary (fourth through fifth grade) who exhibited Montessori practices 

with integrity and beliefs to participate in the research study. Selected participants were 

based on job title, grade level responsibilities, and administrative recommendations. The 

researcher only selected one school site with a limited sample size in order to focus on a 

high achieving Montessori public school’s approach to implementing Montessori 

teaching strategies with integrity in the public sector. 

Definition of Terms 

 Beliefs (term) were defined as truthfulness (“Merriam-Webster,” n.d.). 

 Diversity (term) in the school environment included a student body that was 

economically, culturally, and academically different from one another (Petrilli, 

2013). 



15 
 

 
 

 The Montessori Method (term) facilitated the development of the whole child 

through guidance, preparation and observation within the key areas of curriculum 

(English, math, science, and social science), driven by a child’s interest (Chattin-

McNichols, 2016). 

 Montessori in the public sector (term) were public schools identified by the 

governing state education agency as a magnet, charter, turnaround, small school, 

small learning community or traditional public school (“About The National 

Center for Montessori in the Public Sector,” 2017).  

 Montessori directresses (term) were authentically trained Montessori teachers by 

Maria Montessori in Rome, Italy (Gutek & Gutek, 2016) 

 Norms (term) were defined as standards (“Merriam-Webster,” n.d.) 

 Conventional schooling (term) included the factory and behaviorist models used 

to encourage direct instruction, “training children to be alike” (Lillard, 2017, p. 

7). 

 Constructivist schooling (term), the actions in which children construct could be 

derived as physical and mental where children physically alter and cognitively 

explore objects and concepts (Harlow, Cummings, & Aberasturi, 2006).   

 Classic Montessori materials (term), were deemed authentic to the Montessori 

Method (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012). 

 Supplemented Montessori materials (terms), were add on materials in addition to 

authentic materials (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012). 
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 Integrity (term) maintained the commitment and trustworthiness to discern 

between “what was right and what was wrong…and to act on what one has 

discerned” (Carter, 1996, p. 74).  

 Values (term) were defined as worthiness (“Merriam-Webster,” n.d.) 

Summary 

The introductory chapter began by examining the original formation of the 

Montessori Method just before Montessori metaphorically broke away from what 

scientist describe as an ice sheet to transform into an iceberg. The transformation into an 

iceberg began for Montessori with the establishment of Casa dei Bambini, the first 

Montessori schoolhouse for underprivileged children from the San Lorenzo slums (Gutek 

& Gutek, 2016; Lillard, 2017). As the Montessori Method gained popularity overseas and 

Dr. Montessori welcomed American visitors to observe her teaching practices in Rome, 

Italy, she realized her educational method was being misinterpreted by secondhand 

accounts (Gutek & Gutek, 2016).  Much like the Titanic’s captain E.J. Smith who 

frantically steered off course to avoid the iceberg ahead, Dr. Montessori reactively 

published Dr. Montessori’s Own Handbook and Advanced Montessori Method as 

handbooks contradicting the secondhand explanation of her method and tools (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016; Linkin, 2007).  

Along with the historical context of the Montessori Method’s formation, chapter one 

followed the Montessori journey into America through the openings of the first private 

and public Montessori schools. Both private and public Montessori schools realized 

maintaining the integrity or staying true to Dr. Montessori’s original method would be 

difficult. For the Tarrytown, New York private school founder Anne Everett George, she 
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realized her school would have to “make some cultural adjustments for her American 

students” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 75). Additionally, for the Montessori public school, 

the Children's House, Mount Adams in Cincinnati, Ohio difficulty was noted in 

maintaining the scale, structure, and strategy of the Montessori Method (Rambusch, 

2007).   

Through the discovery of obstacles noted by the initial formations of American 

Montessori schools and the founders’ quest to maintain the integrity of the Montessori 

Method in America, the problem statement was formed. The researcher gained interest in 

examining the components hidden below sea level that protected the integrity of the 

Montessori Method in the public sector. In order to examine the integrity, the researcher 

decided to start with the tip of the iceberg, teachers and teaching strategies which have a 

direct impact on the Montessori Method’s implementation. This research study filled in 

the gap of past research studies limited focus on Montessori instructional practices 

displaying clear alignment to research methods proving or disproving the integrity of the 

Montessori Method in public schools. To do so, both the social identity theory and the 

cognitive dissonance theory served as the two appropriate theoretical context for this 

research study on Montessori teachers in the public sector. Social identity theory and 

cognitive dissonance theory aided in confronting the dilemma the social group of 

Montessori public school teachers had with aligning teaching practices to the conflicting 

conventional public schooling environment. Chapter two’s review of relevant literature 

examined the key components impacting the integrity of the Montessori Method’s 

implementation in American public schools through the lens of the two theoretical 

context.  
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 Again, chapter three mapped out the selected research design that investigated the 

teaching strategies Montessori public school teachers utilized to maintain integrity in the 

public sector. Chapter four unveiled the hidden science behind the formation of the 

metaphoric iceberg. The researcher presented the results on the teaching strategies used 

in a public Montessori environment while maintaining the integrity or its original form. 

And to conclude this research study, chapter five discussed the significance of the 

research study and answered those inquisitive minds from Fisher’s 1911 travels, stating 

the usefulness of the hidden science behind the Montessori Method in the public sector 

and its implications to public education and parental school choice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

“Traveling the seas, teeming with life, and sometimes even making a noise called “bergie 

seltzer,” there’s so much more than meets the eye.” (Stryker, Millard & Seaman, 2013) 

 

Introduction: Bracing for Impact in 1912  

 Aside from the numerous icebergs crowding the sea in 1912, the Titanic endured 

a high-pressure system carrying mild weather conditions (Linkin, 2007). According to 

Linkin (2007), “winds dominated the western North Atlantic, bringing with them cold 

polar air and any icebergs that were previously north of the shipping lanes” (p. 25). Due 

to the high-pressure system, “the ocean remained calm, the skies were clear, and the 

winds were westerly to northwesterly over the region” (Linkin, 2007, p. 25). This calm 

weather condition caused more icebergs to veer towards the Titanic (Linkin, 2007).  

Unfortunately, these calm weather conditions made for difficult visibility of the waters 

ahead, decreasing the “ability to see icebergs” (Linkin, 2007, p. 25).  

Similar to “officers Reginald Lee and Frederick Fleet failing to see the iceberg 

that the Titanic struck until it was too late,” Maria Montessori failed to see how exposing 

the Montessori Method to American voyagers in Italy would impact the interpretation of 

the method’s implementation in American culture (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; Linkin, 2007, 

p. 25). The alternative interpretations of the Montessori Method made by American 

observers tipped the metaphorical iceberg to below sea level, empowering Maria
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Montessori to personally train authentic Montessori directresses and publish, “The 

official guide to her method” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 63). The key components that 

impacted the integrity of the Montessori Method in America at that time were driven by 

secondhand explanations or self-proclaim Montessori teachers and teaching strategist 

from the likes of novelist Dorothy Canfield Fisher and others (Gutek & Gutek, 2016).  

The review of relevant literature examined the key components impacting the 

integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation in American public schools through 

the lens of two theoretical context. This research study filled in the gap of past research 

studies limited focus on Montessori instructional teaching practices. Furthermore, the 

narrative analysis displayed clear alignment to research methods to prove or disprove the 

integrity of the Montessori Method in public schools. To do so, both the social identity 

theory and the cognitive dissonance theory served as the two appropriate theoretical 

context for this research study on Montessori teachers in the public sector. Social identity 

theory and cognitive dissonance theory aided in confronting the dilemma the social group 

of Montessori public school teachers had with aligning teaching practices to the 

conflicting conventional public schooling environment.  

Literature Review Method   

The purpose of the literature review was to inform readers of the research study 

with important terminology and discoveries that “contextualizes the research question” 

(Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 53). By providing contextual information in the literature 

review, readers would gain an understanding of what experts in the field were saying or 

have found on the topic, and how the researcher could extend the historic knowledge base 

(Foss & Waters, 2016).  Additionally, the literature review “provided what readers 
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needed to know” and the significance of the researcher’s future findings and the gaps in 

literature filled by the research study (Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 53).  

For this research study, the researcher utilized Foss & Waters (2016) literature 

review process to categorize literature directly based on the research question. According 

to Foss and Waters (2016), a research search strategy begins with identifying relevant 

literature categories aligned to the selected research question(s). The following research 

question guided this literature review in the quest to investigate the teaching strategies 

Montessori public school teachers utilized to maintain integrity in the public sector. 

What teaching strategies does a Montessori public elementary school teacher 

use to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method when integrating their roles 

as a pedagogical preparer, guide, and observer in the public sector for a 

diverse student population? 

Within this narrative analysis, the selection of literature originated from the 

conceptualized topic of Montessori in the public sector. In order to identify key research 

literature aligned to the topic, categories were created to begin an electronic search for 

relevant literature using the following search engines and websites: Education ProQuest, 

Education Full Text EBSCO, American Montessori International, American Montessori 

Society, the National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector, Montessori 

Accreditation Council for Teacher Education, The United States Department of 

Education, and Amazon. Categories were divided into two sections to include teaching 

strategies and pedagogy, which directly aligned to the key terms (to include: teaching 

strategies, roles, and pedagogical) identified within the research question. In turn, the 
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researcher rephrased the research question to identify the search topics discussed in the 

next section.   

For teaching strategies, the following topics were searched that directly aligned to 

the research question: teaching strategies Montessori public elementary school teachers’ 

use, Montessori authenticity in the public sector, Montessori public school teachers’ roles 

in the classroom, and Montessori public school teachers as guides, and observers. 

Additionally a second layered search was conducted due to the limited research found on 

Montessori public schooling. For the second layered topics, the researcher removed the 

following phrases from the search: Montessori, Montessori public, and public Montessori 

to expand the search results. The second layered topics included: public school teachers 

as guides and observers, Montessori authenticity, and teaching strategies used by 

Montessori elementary school teachers.   

For the second topic of pedagogy, the following topics were searched that directly 

aligned to the research question: challenges faced by Montessori elementary school 

teachers in the public sector, meeting state standards in Montessori public schools, and 

teachers meeting state standards in Montessori public school. The second layered search 

was also created due to the limited research found on Montessori public schooling. For 

the second layered topics, the researcher removed the following phrases from the search: 

Montessori public, and public Montessori to expand the search results. The second layer 

topics included: meeting state standards in Montessori schools, and teachers meeting state 

standards in Montessori school.   

After articles and books were identified, relevant literature was highlighted and 

coded electronically using the keyboarding method (Foss & Waters, 2016). Excerpts and 
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citations from articles were typed and saved into a document in accordance to the 

categories aligned to the research topic. Secondly, excerpts were sorted by categories in 

which relevant codes emerged. Codes included: Montessori for all, the prepared 

environment, accredited schools and trained teachers, meeting traditional requirements, 

conforming to standardization, Piaget's cognitive constructivist viewpoint as the founding 

theorist of cognitive constructivism, Montessori and Piaget's constructivist alignment, 

flexibility in pedagogical practices in America, Montessori and the curriculum and 

instruction, adoption of Montessori practices public schools, teachers as guides in 

Montessori public schools, and standardized testing in Montessori public schools. The 

sorting of excerpts allowed for gaps in literature to be revealed, to include the limited 

teachers’ perspectives of implementing Montessori in the elementary public school 

system with a short supply of evaluative data on the integrity of the prepared Montessori 

environment (Debs, 2017; Cotner, 2017; Murray & Peyton, 2008). Furthermore, as new 

codes continued to emerge referencing groups, identity, and conflict, a clearly identified 

theoretical framework was found. With the social identity theory and cognitive 

dissonance theory framing this work, along with the highlighted codes, a literature review 

outline was formed. 

Through the sorting technique, coded literature was organized by commonalities 

rather than "chronological descriptions" (Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 93). This process 

allowed for a conceptual schema to arise, allowing the literature to connect and relate to 

one another, telling a story around the emerged themes. Figure 1 illustrates the outline of 

the literature review process. 
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Figure 1. Outline of the Literature Review Process 

 

 

The path and direction of this literature review was chosen in order to 

conceptualize and frame theoretically the teaching strategies Montessori public school 

teachers utilize to maintain integrity in the public sector. Both the social identity theory 

and cognitive dissonance theory served as the theoretical framework guiding this 

literature review of research supporting two key measures that frame Montessori 

curriculum and instructional practices, to include the constructivist teaching strategies 

aligned to Montessori and Piaget, and Montessori’s descriptive blueprint for 

implementation in the public sector.  

Since public Montessori is a unique social group of educators wherein the social 

identity theory allows for a reflection of an individual’s social affiliations, it is an 

appropriate choice for this literature review on Montessori teaching strategies in the 

public sector. Additionally, because Montessori public school teachers are confronted 
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with the dilemma of how to align teaching practices to the conventional public schooling 

environment and/or The Montessori Method, cognitive dissonance theory serves as the 

second of two appropriate theoretical context for this review of literature on Montessori 

teachers in the public sector (“Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016). 

This literature review provided the foundation to analyze the anticipated findings 

associated with the research question guiding this study.  

Statement of the Problem 

The Montessori Method has been the only alternative constructivist curriculum 

teachers and schools have duplicate (Lillard, 2017). Lillard (2017) noted, John Dewey 

maintained strong constructivist viewpoints, yet he did not create a curriculum model for 

teachers to follow, because of this, teachers found following the constructivist approach 

difficult without guidance. Unfortunately, the parameters in place by the American public 

school system, to include the multi-age grade bands, classroom work periods, curriculum 

scope and sequence, and standardized testing, has hindered implementation of the 

Montessori Method with integrity (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Current research within 

the last ten years on teachers’ perspectives of implementing Montessori in the elementary 

public school system has been limited with a short supply of evaluative data on the 

integrity of the prepared Montessori environment (Debs, 2017; Cotner, 2017; Murray & 

Peyton, 2008).  Current data referencing Montessori in the public sector included 

longitudinal standardized assessment outcomes with a limited focus on Montessori 

instructional practices, teacher perception surveys with the absence of a rigorous 

methodological approach, journalistic narratives about the successes and challenges in 

the public sector, and limited state specific quantitative studies with questionable 
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authentic Montessori implementation (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 

2012; Roemer, 1998; Sparks, 2016). With the above gaps of research literature displaying 

clear alignment to research methods proving or disproving the integrity of the Montessori 

Method in relation to the outcomes validity, research has been needed to successfully 

analyze if classic (American Montessori International) and/or supplemental (American 

Montessori Society) Montessori worked in a diverse populated public learning 

environment (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012).  

Further research should initially determine the integrity of Montessori 

implementation first from a teacher’s perspective before providing results and 

recommending adjustments. Because of increased public Montessori interest and the 

uncertainty of truly aligned Montessori practices, public schools and districts have 

become vulnerable to Montessori instructional strategies implemented without integrity, 

Montessori practices and materials. The teaching strategies used to implement the 

Montessori educational curricular approach drove this research study to determine if the 

Montessori Method has been implemented with integrity in the public school sector.  

Literature Review Outline 

 To begin this literature review the researcher examined the determining factors, to 

include teachers and teaching strategies that directly impacted the integrity of the 

Montessori Method’s implementation in the public sector. For the purpose of this 

research study, integrity was defined as maintaining the commitment and trustworthiness 

to discern between “what was right and what was wrong…and acting on what one has 

discerned” (Carter, 1996, p. 74). Maria Montessori understood the role teachers and 

teaching strategies played in the implementation of her educational method (Gutek & 
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Gutek, 2016; Shortridge, 2007). Frequent observers of Montessori’s Method sought to 

duplicate the teaching practice without receiving proper training (Gutek & Gutek, 2016). 

In response, Dr. Montessori singlehandedly controlled the professional training young 

women received to be considered “authentic Montessori directresses” (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016, p. 57).  

To this end, sections one and two provided contextual evidence to define the 

Montessori Method’s teaching strategy as constructivism, along with the challenges and 

opportunities that were evident with implementing this strategy in the public sector. In 

section one, the researcher provided the historic background of the Montessori Method in 

the private and public sector in the United States. The historic background helped to 

frame the conflict Dr. Montessori encountered as her method grew outside of Rome, 

Italy, along with the impact teachers and teaching strategies have experienced in the 

United States. Additionally, sub-topics that served as contributing factors to the teaching 

strategies implemented in the Montessori environment were reviewed: the Montessori 

Method’s teaching strategies; evaluative results from the adoption of Montessori 

practices in the public sector; historical context of private and public Montessori; and the 

public Montessori school teachers’ integrity in implementation in this realm.   

To gain a solid background on constructivism as a teaching strategy, section two 

examined Piaget’s viewpoint on constructivism, along with the alignment between 

Montessori and Piaget. Once the foundation of constructivism was reviewed, the alignment 

of constructivism and the Montessori Method to the United States reauthorized educational 

reform Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 2016 was analyzed to 

determine its current flexibility measures in public schooling. Lastly, section three 



28 
 

 
 

formulated how both the social identity theory and the cognitive dissonance theory served 

as the two appropriate theoretical context for this research study on Montessori teachers in 

the public sector. As previously stated, social identity theory and cognitive dissonance 

theory aided in confronting the dilemma the social group of Montessori public school 

teachers had with aligning teaching practices to the conflicting conventional public 

schooling environment. 

Section One: Constructivism as a Teaching Strategy in the Public Sector 

Powell and Kalina (2009) claimed that the teaching strategies of constructivism 

were considered effective in expanding students’ cognitive and social skills. 

Unfortunately, the effectiveness of constructivism was overshadowed by the absence of a 

clear roadmap to implement such teaching practices in the classroom. Powell and 

Kalina’s (2009) claim supported Gordon’s (2009) argument that researchers needed “a 

clearer and more coherent” definition of constructivism “that is not merely a set of 

abstract ideas about knowledge and human existence, but is…grounded in good teaching 

practices” (p. 40).  Researchers of constructivist theories further argued that 

constructivism has merely provided a theoretical interpretation for educators to reflect on 

rather than a prescriptive and practical approach to duplicate in instructional learning 

environments (Davis & Sumara, 2002; Gordon, 2009). Lillard (2017) agreed, in contrast 

to the factory and behaviorist instructional models which birth conventional schooling, 

Montessori created a “constructivist model of learning” unlike her constructivist peers 

leaving a limited legacy to continue the constructivist movement (p. 12). Montessori’s 

practical approach to constructivism was guided by the interest of the child.  
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Subsequently, the factory model was built on efficiency where the schoolhouse 

was considered a plant factory, children were products, and teachers were product 

managers (Lillard, 2017). During this time, the Taylor management principles, a factory 

managerial guide during the 1900s, prescribed and controlled what students learned in an 

effort to produce efficient factory workers (Lillard, 2017). Teaching strategies similar to 

the factory model focused on whole group instruction where students remained with their 

same age group for instruction (Lillard, 2017).  

Specifically, Lillard (2017) argued whole-group instruction was more convenient 

for the teacher than practical for the student…   

Whole-class teaching is convenient for teachers and sensible if one has a 

particular model of children as learners…but it also has high costs for children. 

Children of the same age are often at different levels within a topic. They can 

have different interests, which makes them benefit from somewhat different 

teaching. They can learn at different speeds and can be helped tremendously by 

interacting with other children who are older and younger than themselves. 

Whole-class teaching fits the factory model well, but not the child. (p. 6) 

So, if conventional schooling produced efficient workers through a prescribed 

curriculum, how would the request for a prescribed constructivist curriculum differ from 

producing similar outcomes (Davis & Sumara, 2002; Gordon, 2009; Lillard, 2017)? An 

understanding of the Montessori Method’s teaching strategies and student outcomes 

would need to be explored.  
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The Montessori Method’s Teaching Strategies 

Montessori believed a child’s internal quest for knowledge guided the Montessori 

curriculum and instructional environment (Dempsey, 2017). The child’s developmental 

capacity differentiated the pace and satisfaction of learning, ensuring content knowledge 

was acquired at appropriate moments (Chattin-McNichols, 2016; Dempsey, 2017). The 

diverse skillsets and grade levels in one classroom was welcoming and “typical” in a 

Montessori classroom (Chattin-McNichols, 2016, p. 37). For example, “children learned 

to write before they learn to read” (Lillard, 2017, p. 20). A series of lessons were taught 

to develop penmanship and initial reading skills, to include pencil griping with wooden 

cylinders, tracing with metal insets, cursive writing and phonetic sounds with Sandpaper 

Letters, and the creation of words with the Movable Alphabet (Lillard, 2017).  

The comprehensive Montessori curriculum was individualized and accompanied 

with “hundreds of hands-on, Montessori materials and activities” where the child 

progressed through the curriculum based on interest (Dempsey, 2017, p. 51). Classrooms 

were grouped in three grade levels aligned to Montessori’s planes of development, to 

include birth to three years old, three to six years old, six to nine years old, nine to twelve 

years old, twelve to fifteen years old, and fifteen to eighteen years old (Dempsey, 2017; 

Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Chattin-McNichols (2016) pointed out some public school 

teachers struggled with the multiage grade bands, fearful of meeting the complex needs 

of students on multiple grade levels. To alleviate the fear of meeting students’ needs 

Chattin-McNichols (2016) shared that individualized instruction was the key to 

successful instruction, along with “small group lessons and peer teaching,” usage of self-

correcting Montessori materials, and an uninterrupted three hour work cycles to process 
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and master new skills (Chattin-McNichols, 2016, p. 38; Dempsey, 2017). Roemer (1998) 

suggested the Montessori curriculum and the prepared environment were designed to 

cultivate student independence. A teacher’s understanding of the Montessori materials 

scaffold a student’s learning progression (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). 

Maria Montessori’s practical approach to constructivism was detailed in her 

written curriculum text, The Montessori Method. Montessori (2013) stated “in the 

practical application of the method it is helpful to know the sequence, or the various 

series, of exercises which must be presented to the child successively” (p. 338). The 

practical approach outlined by Montessori provided the blueprint for successful 

implementation of The Montessori Method. Through experience with Montessori’s “The 

Children’s Houses,” Maria determined over the years to label exercise progressions 

according to grade levels (Montessori, 2013). A sequence of exercises and material usage 

were presented for grades first through fifth, to include the areas of practical life, sense 

exercises, writing, and arithmetic (Montessori, 2013).  

In addition to Montessori’s written works, the Australian Montessori Teacher 

Education Foundation and the Montessori World Education endorsed the Montessori 

National Curriculum which has served as an international curriculum (“Montessori 

National Curriculum,” 2011, p. iv).  The curriculum served as an outline of 

developmentally appropriate content strands to be achieved by following grade bands: 

early years (zero through six years old), second plane (six through twelve), and third 

plane (seven through eighth). The curriculum’s foundation included the Montessori 

Method history and practices as well as grade band characteristics, learning environment 

details and content strands (“Montessori National Curriculum,” 2011).  Each 
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developmental stage was presented in a table format. In addition to content strands, the 

table included key skills for development in each particular stage as well as resources and 

activities used to develop those key skills (“Montessori National Curriculum,” 2011). The 

curriculum document stated that this “is only one element of the comprehensive, 

integrated approach that is Montessori education” (“Montessori National Curriculum,” 

2011, p. v). The curriculum had to be accompanied by a prepared learning environment 

in accordance to “Montessori specifications,” in addition to teaching certification and 

training (“Montessori National Curriculum,” 2011, p. v.). Moreover, with Montessori’s 

own written curriculum coupled with the Montessori National Curriculum, alongside a 

prepared environment and trained educators, a prescriptive approach could be duplicated 

in other learning environments, supporting Gordon’s (2009) argument that a blueprint has 

been needed to infuse the constructivist teaching strategy in the classroom. With the door 

open to allow for innovative and flexible public school education, a practical approach to 

constructivism may be possible in Montessori schooling. In the following section, 

evaluative results from the adoption of Montessori practices in the public sector were 

discussed.  

Evaluating the Adoption of the Montessori Method in the Public Sector 

In 2006, Lillard and Else-Quest conducted a research study to evaluate and 

compare the impact of social and academic skills for lottery accepted Milwaukee 

Montessori Public School students to those students unaccepted. Two multiage groups 

were studied, to include lower (ages three through six) and upper (ages six through 

twelve) elementary. The inner-city Milwaukee Public School selected was acknowledged 

as an American Montessori International (AMI) school in operation for nine years 
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(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). The experimental group consisted of 89 lottery accepted 

children, while the control group included 78 unaccepted children who attended “other 

education systems” (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006, p. 1893). Both groups of students were 

from families who were seeking enrollment into the Montessori school, acknowledging 

the “dominant” influencer of a child’s academic future (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). 

Children were measured on cognitive and academic skills as well as social and behavioral 

skills using the Woodcock-Johnson Test Battery and selected social problem dilemmas 

(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006).  

Results concluded that five-year-old Montessori public school children showed 

significant favorability in the areas of phonological decoding, applied mathematics, 

letter-word recognition, and usage of positive reasoning and social emotional skills 

(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). For twelve year olds, essay writing and the selection of 

positive actions and behaviors were acknowledged for Montessori public school children 

(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Areas of concern that showed little to no significance for 

five year olds were basic vocabulary, where researchers believed the family background 

played a major role in vocabulary usage (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). For twelve year 

olds, spelling, punctuation, and grammar did not yield significant results, which was 

surprising because younger student participants experienced gains in comparison to the 

control group in this area (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Researchers believed the length 

of time twelve year olds attended the school played a role in the results due to students 

beginning the program in third grade (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006).  

Overall, this study displayed the role the Montessori curriculum and instruction 

has on the outcomes of mathematics, writing, and practical skills. Students performed 
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well on standardized assessments in reading and math and maintained a positive outlook 

in life attributing to the education of the whole child (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). 

Findings also concluded that the time period in which children attended Montessori 

school could substantially effect grammar skills, and family dynamics may alter 

vocabulary skills. It was important to note Montessori school accreditation could also 

affect the fidelity of Montessori implementation. Future research would need to be 

conducted to determine if Montessori organizational affiliations significantly affect 

student academic outcomes, curriculum implementation, and instructional practices. 

Additionally, an examination of Montessori materials would need to be analyzed to 

determine if certain materials yield positive results (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006).       

Over the years, the Montessori Method has adapted to change. Maria 

Montessori’s principles have been adopted around the world and within new 

environments, and with this adoption modifications have occurred. Particularly within the 

United States of America, the American Montessori Society (AMS) has sought to align 

the Montessori Method to American culture. In conjunction with AMS, the National 

Center for Montessori in the Public Sector (NCMPS) has provided free tools and 

resources to “evaluate and improve Montessori implementation” (“Better Tools,” 2017). 

NCMPS has offered three evaluative rubrics to select school administrative leaders 

(Principal Hiring Interview Rubric), assess classroom design (Classroom Assessment 

Rubrics), and determine the integrity of school-wide efforts (Essential Elements of 

Montessori in the Public Sector) (“Better Tools,” 2017). Specifically, the Essential 

Elements of Montessori in the Public Sector rubric has provided a comprehensive list of 

suggested must haves for Montessori public schools to follow in order to operate with 
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integrity; hire Montessori grade level credential teachers, budget for ongoing Montessori 

teacher training, professional learning and certifications, employ Montessori oriented 

paraprofessionals for each classroom, ensure curriculum and instructional leaders are 

experienced Montessorians, maintain three year span multiage classrooms, educate 

parents on Montessori instructional practices, include Montessori materials purchased 

from Montessori dealers, schedule uninterrupted three hour work cycles incorporating 

specialty programs around the schedule, assess students using observations, rubrics, 

portfolios, and conferences, and seek to maintain Montessori accreditation and 

organizational membership (“Better Tools,” 2017).  

In a 2005 research study conducted by Murray and Peyton (2008), one-third (73 

schools) of the Montessori public schools in the United States within that time period 

were surveyed in the areas of school characteristics, Montessori practices, testing 

practices and attitudes, and challenges. NCMPS’s Essential Elements of Successful 

Montessori Schools in the Public Sector rubric guided this survey in the category of 

Montessori practices (Murray & Peyton, 2008). Results for the “adoption of Montessori 

practices” category concluded that one hundred percent of respondents stated classrooms 

resembled Montessori’s prepared environment, over eighty percent of respondents 

claimed their schools promoted Montessori parent education, three year grade spans, and 

professional learning and support for Montessori teachers, while seventy-eight percent 

and below acknowledged job-embedded training, the hiring of Montessori experienced 

curriculum leaders, and a Montessori oriented paraprofessional in all classrooms (Murray 

& Peyton, 2008, p. 28).  
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Although results were favorable among most Montessori adopted areas, it was 

duly noted that calculations were based on voluntary surveys. It was suggested in order to 

triangulate the favorable survey data, the NCMPS’s evaluative rubrics could have been 

used to conduct school visits to determine actual Montessori implementation. Using the 

results from school visits would have validated the research conclusion that “most 

schools report being reasonably successful at living up to the ideals of establishing truly 

Montessori environments within public schools” (Murray & Peyton, 2008, p. 30). 

Depending upon the research study, recognizing integrity in the Montessori 

environment could be difficult. True alignment required a clear understanding of the 

essential components of the Montessori curriculum and instructional environment as 

previously discussed in the literature review’s Montessori and the curriculum and 

instructional blueprint secondary section. Due to the absence of trademarking the 

Montessori name, “anyone can put up a sign advertising a Montessori approach” 

(Dempsey, 2017, p. 53). Lillard (2017) further argued Montessori research has been 

vulnerable to inaccurate results when researchers were misinformed of what Montessori 

practices with integrity resembled. “Schools that use the Montessori moniker can vary the 

program in myriad ways and stray quite far from the program described in Dr. 

Montessori’s books” (Lillard, 2017, p. 353). Because Montessori variations have existed, 

it has been extremely important for Montessori public schools to align with social groups 

mirroring classic or supplementary Montessori practices in accordance to the school’s 

pedagogical beliefs. In the quest to understand the origin of the Montessori Method, the 

following sections discussed the history of both the private and public sectors of 

Montessori in the United States.     
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History of Montessori in the United States, Private Sector 

In 1909 Montessori's work was introduced to the United States (Shortridge, 

2007). Through articles, books, and lectures traditional teachers gained access to The 

Montessori Method. Praise was limited for the Montessori Method; many educators 

criticized Montessori's practical life lessons and sensorial materials for "promoting child 

labor" and training service professionals to include butlers and waiters (Shortridge, 

2007). Although criticized, the Montessori Method earned a strong base of followers. As 

American parents, teachers, and school officials displayed increased interest, Dr. 

Montessori began training educators on the Montessori Method in Rome, Italy 

(Shortridge, 2007). Three major groups of people traveled to Italy “to meet Montessori, 

interview her, attend her lectures, and observe her method of education” (Gutek & Gutek, 

2016, p. 57). Specifically, groups included writers and journalists, who wanted to tell her 

story. (Gutek & Gutek, 2016). Secondly, groups of “professional educators… who 

wanted to analyze Montessori’s philosophy and wanted to question her about the 

philosophy and psychology behind her method” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 57). Lastly, 

“young women wanted to be trained” as “authentic Montessori directresses” (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016, p. 57).  

  In 1911, "the first American Montessori school opened in Tarrytown, New 

York" (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; Shortridge, 2007, p. 40). Anne Everett George, the founder 

of the Tarrytown, New York Montessori school was trained in Rome, Italy by Dr. 

Montessori as a directress, also known as an authentic Montessori teacher (Gutek & 

Gutek, 2016).  George’s goal was to replicate the Montessori Method seamlessly, but 
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“found she had to make some cultural adjustments for her American students, which held 

portents for the future” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 75).   

Over time the Montessori Method gain momentum, so much so that supporters 

like Dorothy Canfield Fisher wrote unauthorized manuals highlighting the basic 

principles for Montessori implementation in and outside the home (Fisher, 1965; Gutek 

& Gutek, 2016). Additionally, Montessori organizations blossomed throughout America 

to include the 1913 Montessori Education Association with sitting board members like 

the President of the United States of America's daughter Margaret Woodrow Wilson. Dr. 

Montessori was not keen to the mixed interpretations of her method and insisted that 

individuals and organizations gain permission to utilize her brand name (Shortridge, 

2007).  

Shortridge (2007) notes Dr. Montessori's stance on Montessori teacher training 

from a 1913 New York Times article excerpt...  

I feel it would be premature to establish training schools which were not under my 

direct supervision, so that for the present, no training courses for the preparation 

of teachers except those held here in Rome, will be authorized by me. (as cited in 

Shortridge, 2007, p. 41) 

Critics alike viewed Dr. Montessori's "proprietary stance" as a controlled order 

rather than a suggested educational curriculum (Kramer, 1976; Shortridge, 2007). Due to 

heighten debates, Montessori followers convinced Dr. Montessori to come to America in 

1913 to provide lectures on the Montessori Method at American colleges and 

universities, meet with dignitary, and visit American Montessori schools. Dr. 

Montessori's visit to America was greeted with much fanfare from various news reporters 



39 
 

 
 

and supporters. This visit would mark Montessori's heighten support for her method until 

welcomed with criticism from those like progressive educator William Heard Kilpatrick, 

stating the Montessori Method was behind the times and lacked imaginative play for 

children (Shortridge, 2007).   Not until the 1960s through Nancy McCormick Rambusch 

and John McDermott's formation of the American Montessori Society did Montessori in 

America resurface (Ungerer, 2011). 

History of American Montessori Public Schooling 

 Perceptions before Montessori’s entrance into the public sector concluded that 

Montessori was only available to “upper-class families who could afford private tuition” 

(Frazier, 2015, p. 1). "As parents constituted the majority membership of the American 

Montessori movement, the educational options they sought were for their own children, 

not the world's or the nation's (Rambusch, 2007, p. 27). Professor John McDermott, a 

founder of the American Montessori Society (AMS) voiced concerns of Montessori's 

longevity in American education. McDermott believed it was best to align Montessori 

with "American cultural context," in other words recommending Montessori teachers 

gain an understanding of American teaching standards through college degrees and 

expose Montessori education into teachers colleges (Povell, 2014, p. 48). 

In 1975, Dr. Robert J. Crossett and Nancy McCormick Rambusch helped to 

develop the first Montessori public school in America, the Children's House, Mount 

Adams, "a Montessori alternative public school for children kindergarten to third grade in 

Cincinnati, Ohio" (Rambusch, 2007, p. 28).  Rambusch considered scale one of the 

biggest differences between public and private Montessori schools (Rambusch, 2007). 

The number of students and teachers tripled in size and with increased size, an increased 
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complexity to the work of Montessori appeared. What was considered a self-contained 

classroom environment in a preschool transitioned into a self-contained schoolhouse in 

the public sector because now the "building belonged to the children" (Rambusch, 2007, 

p. 29).  Additionally, Montessori public school decisions filtered through the Board of 

Education to the principals to the teachers. Moreover, parents’ willingness to become 

involved in their children's Montessori public school did not securely rest within the 

school's focused curriculum as private schools did, a commitment in the public school 

from parents was not guaranteed (Rambusch, 2007). Student population encompassed 

various socioeconomic backgrounds and enrollment was often based on a first come, first 

serve basis. Furthermore, teachers held state certifications and Montessori credentials and 

worked collaboratively among grade level teams (Rambusch, 2007). Learning materials 

were scarce, shared amongst the whole school (Rambusch, 2007).  Rambusch (2007) 

summarized the difference between overseeing a Montessori public school in comparison 

to a private Montessori school as “a task requiring flexibility, imagination, and humor, 

particularly in the first year of the school’s operation” (p. 31). 

In 2010, “the American Montessori Society Board of Directors” set one of nine 

goals to expand Montessori in the public sector, a first in the history of the organization 

to formally commit to public schooling (Ungerer, 2011, p. 7). As of 2016, “the National 

Center for Montessori in the Public Sector [listed] 507 [public and charter] Montessori 

schools” nationwide (Chattin-McNichols, 2016, p. 381). Considered difficult to achieve 

and maintain, according to Lillard (2012) “few Montessori programs in the United States 

have a strict and traditional program” similar to American Montessori International 

(Maria Montessori’s founding organization) (Chattin-McNichols, 2016; Lillard, 2012, p. 
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381). Due to the limitations a traditional Montessori program may bring, both classic 

(AMI) and supplemental (AMS) approaches have been seen in the public Montessori 

environment (Lillard, 2012). The adjustments public Montessori school teachers have 

endured were discussed in the following section on the role of a public Montessori school 

teacher.  

Public Montessori School Teachers’ Integrity in Implementation   

 As defined in the introduction to the review of relevant literature, integrity was 

viewed as a commitment and trustworthiness to identify the difference between right and 

wrong and follow through on what’s right (Carter, 1996). In order to maintain integrity of 

the Montessori Method in public schooling, teachers should understand and embrace 

what the learning environment entailed. By identifying the true Montessori learning 

environment, right or wrong implementation strategies could be acknowledged and/or 

corrected. This section discussed the attributes Montessori envisioned for a teacher, the 

integrity of implementation of these attributes in public schooling, and the instructional 

issues public school teachers have encountered while attempting to maintain integrity in 

the Montessori learning environment. 

In a multiage Montessori classroom, students’ social and academic ability levels 

have been diverse, calling for a teacher who could guide and facilitate individualized 

learning needs that could progress students skill mastery simultaneously. Montessori 

(1995) stated becoming a teacher required preparation. The teacher must maintain a well-

organized learning environment, so that the classroom is inviting and equipped with the 

necessary learning utensils for the student to want for nothing (Montessori, 1995). “The 

teacher’s appearance” was also important to the child, so that he or she could become 
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confident and respectful towards the teacher (Montessori, 1995, p. 277). Furthermore, the 

teacher was viewed from a feminist lens. According to Montessori (1995), teachers were 

referred to as she and as “seductive, enticing, gentle, and motherly” in nature, the 

representation of a social in-group of majority female elementary school teachers during 

Montessori’s time (p. 277-78).  

 Montessori (1995) particularly described her teachers as having: 

A kind of faith that the child will reveal himself through work. She must free 

herself from all preconceived ideas concerning the levels at which the children 

may be. The many different types of children (meaning they are more or less 

deviated) must not worry her. In her imagination she sees that single normalized 

type, which lives in a world of the spirit. The teacher must believe that this child 

before her will show his true nature when he finds a piece of work that attracts 

him. So what must she look out for? That one child or another will begin to 

concentrate. To this she must devote her energies, and her activities will change 

from stage to stage, as in a spiritual ascent. (p. 276-77) 

The attributes Montessori envisioned for a teacher were developed in three stages 

as referenced. The first stage described the teacher as the “keeper” of the classroom, the 

second stage described the teacher as the disciplinarian in the classroom, and the third 

stage described the teacher as the observer who reframed from interfering with student 

work (Montessori, 1995).  

 Chattin-McNichols (2016) declared “experienced teachers” in Montessori public 

schools prepare the Montessori classroom ahead of the school year. Teachers adjust the 

classroom design in accordance to the three-year age span, making sure to accommodate 
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“newcomers” who make up approximately “one-third” of the class (Chattin-McNichols, 

2016, 40).  At North Avondale Montessori Public School in Cincinnati, Ohio, Heidy a 

primary (ages three to six) Montessori teacher stated in preparation for the new school 

year she determined if the materials were enticing enough for students on all grade levels 

(Larson, 2008). Heidy noted “she was mindful of the child who would be entering the 

class for the third year and would change pictures and objects in the environment for that 

child” (Larson, 2008, p. 9). For Rhonda, a lower elementary (ages six to nine) Montessori 

teacher at North Avondale drew a blueprint of her classroom to properly space furniture, 

section off meeting space, and allowed for physical movement (Larson, 2008).  

In support, Larson (2008) confirmed organization was key for a student’s 

development. A Montessori teacher must reflect on how the children might 

respond to each material, piece of furniture, or practical life object on the shelf, 

whether it was through movement, touch, or both. (p. 9)  

 Montessori’s second stage of the ideal Montessori teacher could present 

difficulties in practice. Teachers would be engulfed with constant movement, questions, 

and issues and without simple routines or purposeful organization, discipline could cloud 

the environment. Chattin-McNichols (2016) suggested organizing content in particular 

sections “according to the degree of difficulty,” setting up a protocol for bathroom 

breaks, building a work submission process so that students could move on when done, 

and lastly use peer resolution to resolve conflict (p. 41). Further suggestions included 

teachers visiting other colleagues’ classrooms to borrow ideas (Larson, 2008). 

Additionally, Larson (2008) stated it was important to maintain consistency around 

classroom management and around “the order of the environment” (p. 9). “The classroom 
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environment must be peaceful for the children and for the teacher” (Larson, 2008, p. 9). 

Regarding extrinsic rewards, according to Lillard (2017), they were frowned upon. 

Montessori believed children were internally excited about work, and “gold stars and 

grades” only disrupted a “child’s concentration” (p. 30).  

 In the last stage of a Montessori teacher’s stance the focus transitioned to the 

teacher as a guide. Montessori (1995) emphasized that teachers should not interfere “in 

any way” when children were working (p. 279).  By interrupting with positive praise, or a 

sincere offer of help, the comment or gesture could damper a child from furthering the 

exploration with the material, in other words it could stifle a child’s learning capacity 

(Montessori, 1995). “The great principle which brought success to the teacher was this: 

as soon as concentration has begun, act as if the child does not exist” (Montessori, 1995, 

p. 280). Additionally, a teacher’s assistance with selecting appropriate materials was key 

(Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Chattin-McNichols (2016) questioned children’s 

concentration if appropriate work was not presented. Both the selection of materials and 

noninterference during a child’s work cycle addressed the need for quality and 

appropriate Montessori training in public schools.  

Murray and Peyton (2008) discussed the alignment of instructional issues to 

Montessori certification through survey results from public schools across America. 

Seventy-three Montessori public schools in the United States stated the most frequent 

issues among teachers revolved around Montessori certification (Murray & Peyton, 

2008). Respondents stated it was difficult locating “Montessori certification programs, 

hiring certified teachers, and meeting Montessori and state certification requirements” 

(Murray & Peyton, 2008, p. 29). One respondent noted their school transitioned to in-
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house training for staff to ensure teachers were qualified (Murray & Peyton, 2008).  

Unfortunately, job-embedded training and the absence of fully trained staff allows for 

inconsistency in implementing the Montessori Method with integrity, which was needed 

in order to meet the three stages of an ideal Montessori teacher. Chattin-McNichols 

(2016) believed the Montessori Accreditation Council for Teacher Education (MACTE) 

program could alleviate public schools’ issue with untrained staff. MACTE worked 

alongside colleges, universities, and programs seeking accreditation to complete a 

comprehensive process to include an application, self-study, staff analysis, on-site visit, 

case analysis, and committee and board approval to achieve accreditation (“Accreditation 

process,” 2017). All programs must be affiliated with one of the eight Montessori 

organizations, recognized social in-groups in the Montessori field (“About MACTE,” 

2017). MACTE sought to recognize “high quality preparation programs in an effort to 

advance Montessori student learning” (“About MACTE,” 2017).    

 In addition to the instructional preparation and consistency public Montessori 

school teachers must maintain, in the past teachers had to balance their pedagogical 

stance to the standardized assessment culture of public schooling. In the Montessori 

learning environment students were non-graded, and given alternative forms of 

assessments, to include “portfolios, anecdotal reports, and student progress reports of 

individual mastery of materials and concepts” (Roemer, 1998, p. 38). In referencing the 

Murray and Peyton (2008) survey, an unspecified amount of school leaders “believed that 

standardized tests conflict with Montessori theory” (p. 28-29). Murray and Peyton (2008) 

noted challenges occurred during The No Child Left Behind testing era (Murray & 

Peyton, 2008). Due to the multiage classroom groupings, one respondent believed the 
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Montessori curriculum was unevenly aligned to content standards tested on standardized 

assessments (Murray & Peyton, 2008). Fortunately, respondents were supportive of the 

Montessori Method and its preparation for standardized test which was promising 

because at the time of the study ninety-eight percent of Montessori public schools were 

required to take standardized assessments (Murray & Peyton, 2008).  

In a mixed methods 2014 state specific study conducted by The Riley Institute on 

South Carolina Montessori public schools, one hundred and seventy-six Montessori 

elementary school teachers out of two hundred and twenty-five Montessori elementary 

school teachers were surveyed over a selection of ten categories (The S.C. Public 

Montessori Study, 2014). Although a final written analysis of findings and implications 

awaited publishing, data reflecting teachers’ perceptions had been presented (The S.C. 

Public Montessori Study, 2014). Two of the ten categories referenced teachers’ 

perceptions of student learning outcomes and the integrity of Montessori programs. These 

results concluded that ninety-one percent of respondents believed their students were 

“progressing academically” (The S.C. Public Montessori Study, 2014). However, sixty-

one percent believed “district and statewide mandates were major barriers to authentic 

Montessori implementation” (The S.C. Public Montessori Study, 2014). With only forty-

nine percent of respondents implementing an “authentic Montessori curriculum,” 

questions arose to what type of instruction was truly being implemented for a large 

number of teachers to praise students’ academic progress.  

A similar question of the integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation 

was also noted in a 2007 research study that determined if the academic outcomes of high 

school students who attended Milwaukee Public Montessori Schools for eight to nine 
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years was significantly higher than students who attended the Milwaukee Public Schools 

(Dohrmann, Nishida, Gartner, Lipsky, & Grimm, 2007). To determine if the Montessori 

approach increased student academic achievement, a retrospective longitudinal 

quantitative research study was conducted (Dohrmann et al., 2007). Researchers focused 

on high school students who completed fifth grade between 1990 and 1994 (Dohrmann et 

al., 2007). Approximately two hundred and one students qualified to participate in the 

study (Dohrmann et al., 2007). Student participants represented two groups, a defined 

control group; students who attended the same high school as the Montessori students, 

while the comparison group included students who previously attended a Milwaukee 

Public Montessori School (Dohrmann et al., 2007). Academic outcomes included ACT 

and Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examination (WKCE) scores and grade point 

averages (Dohrmann et al., 2007). The comparison group analysis concluded that student 

academic performance was similar for the content areas of English and Social Studies, 

while assessment scores were noticeably higher for the content areas of Math and Science 

(Dohrmann et al., 2007).  

It is uncertain if conducting a quantitative longitudinal comparison of students’ 

academic performance at the high school level truly gave this research validity. It is 

suggested that a comparison study of the academic achievement of Montessori attendees 

to public school attendees directly after completing elementary school may have strength 

outcomes. If the Montessori approach was what’s truly being tested, then research should 

have been conducted at the elementary level of completion. By looking at high school 

data, a number of variables arose, to include but not limited to the type of instruction 

received after elementary school. To eliminate possible limitations, a closer comparison 
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between curriculums could have been studied. With high school demographics including 

International Baccalaureate programs and Advanced Placement course offerings, 

reflecting on the results of past Montessori students led one to believe the control group 

of students received rigorous instruction. Furthermore, the outcomes of this study 

revealed past Montessori students possibly gained a deeper understanding of Math and 

Science, rather than English and Social Studies. Again because the study of compared 

academic performance was not measured immediately after students completed the fifth 

grade, the results may not have spoken to or against the support of Montessori education. 

Now that the researcher has provided the following: the historic background of 

the Montessori Method in the private and public sector in the United States; the impact 

teachers and teaching strategies have experienced in the United States; and the 

contributing factors to the teaching strategies implemented in the Montessori 

environment; section two dove into understanding the teaching strategy of 

constructivism. Specifically, the researcher examined Piaget’s viewpoint on 

constructivism, and the alignment between Montessori and Piaget. Once the foundation 

of constructivism was reviewed, the alignment of constructivism and the Montessori 

Method to the United States reauthorized educational reform Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) of 2016 was analyzed to determine its current flexibility measures 

in public schooling. 

Section Two: Constructivist Teaching Strategies-A National and International Viewpoint 

on Educational Reform 

Educational reform has taken a front seat in what some critics call the civil rights 

movement of the 21st century, in the wake of increased accountability measures due to 
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low academic performance in the public school system. Educational reform has been 

viewed as the change agent to turning around public schools nationally.  Ivor F. Goodson 

(2014) noted the complexities of this continuous change in reform in his book, 

Curriculum, Personal Narrative and Social Future. Goodson (2014) viewed change as 

internal or externally mandated, with delegated initiatives distancing teachers from being 

authentic influencers to mandated worker bees. Unfortunately, education was not the 

central driver of reform efforts and teachers were experiencing the absence of expert 

driven initiatives through for profit ideas (Goodson, 2014). 

To understand Goodson’s (2014) stance on educational change he referenced the 

global initiatives sparking across the country, particularly in the United States, Britain 

and France. The common goals among each country was economically driven and 

aligned to enhancing the public educational system, labeled as the neo-liberal agenda. 

Goodson (2014) highlighted an important revelation, to include countries such as Sweden 

and Finland focusing on incorporating social democratic systems, giving autonomy and 

trust to educational in field experts. Goodson’s (2014) balance between shining a light on 

the neo-liberal agenda along with the social democratic system allowed for the reader to 

effectively decide what method of educational governance was most valuable. On the 

contrary, Goodson (2014) called for scrutiny on neo-liberalism by effectively noting the 

high quality educational standards experienced in countries like Finland (Goodson, 

2014).  

For over 30 years, Finland has worked hard “to make sure that competent 

professionals who could craft the best learning conditions for all students were in all 

schools, rather than thinking that standardized instruction and testing could…improve 
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student learning” (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 133). The above quote caused one to reflect on 

America’s trustworthiness and confidence towards its educators due to the trust given to 

Finland’s educators.  

Finns were concerned with how other countries perceived them in this “globalized 

world” (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 136). “Several international comparisons indicated that 

Finland has become one of the most functional and attractive countries in many ways” 

(Sahlberg, 2011p. 136). As a “Big Dream,” Finland “must continue to become more 

pupil-friendly so that it allowed for more personalized learning paths” (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 

140). Sahlberg (2011) stated “personalized learning and social education led to more 

specialization but built on stronger common ground of knowledge and skills” (p. 136). 

Changes looking to emerge included personalized learning maps, reduction in classroom 

teaching, “interpersonal and problem solving” skillsets, as well as “engagement and 

creativity as pointers of success” (Sahlberg, 2011, p. 140-145).  

Finland’s instructional strategies were appearing in America’s educational reform 

efforts in what Lillard (2017) calls a “pendulum response” (p. 2). Lillard (2017) argued 

America responses to embracing “child-centered, discovery learning programs [as] 

problematic” due to the absence of structure and guidance (p. 3). The inconsistencies of 

structured learning and more discovery learning has led to “the pendulum [swinging] back 

to traditional test-oriented programs” (Lillard, 2017, p. 3). In the wake of the Every Student 

Succeeds Act of 2015, flexibility was now available for instructional practices and 

standardized testing volumes (“Every Student Succeeds Act,” 2016). Numerous states were 

taking advantage of both, seeming to encourage constructivist theoretical teaching methods 

and minimizing test offerings. Unfortunately, traditional public schools could not develop 
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a self-regulated environment without addressing cognitivism. As educators, in order to 

truly facilitate an inquiry- or project-based instructional environment, public school leaders 

must gain a full understanding of the cognitive learning theory. “This theory described 

knowledge acquisition as a mental activity involving internal coding and structuring by the 

learner and suggested that learning happened best under conditions that were aligned with 

human cognitive architecture” (Yilmaz, 2011, p. 205). In essence, the mental capacity of a 

student must be analyzed and considered before transforming classrooms into inquiry- or 

project-based instructional environments. Furthermore, public school leaders must adjust 

testing to reflect learning progressions over time, which was somewhat similar to Georgia’s 

Move On When Ready initiative (“Transition Career Partnerships, Move On When Ready, 

Dual Enrollment/Dual Credit,” 2017). Although instruction in the 1980s and 90s was 

personally grounded in direct instruction, these staggered testing periods allowed learning 

progressions to take place. Ultimately, in order for education reform to truly embrace 

constructivism as an alternative option, public school leaders must first exam cognitive 

learning theory which would lead to adjusting the quantity and quality of testing based on 

a child’s developmental capacity. 

To gain a solid background on constructivism, Piaget’s viewpoint was examined, 

along with the alignment between Montessori and Piaget. To conclude, current flexibility 

measures were analyzed to determine how constructivism aligned to America’s educational 

reform.  

Piaget’s Cognitive Constructivist Viewpoint  

As a biologist and philosopher, Jean Piaget formulated his theory of 

constructivism from observing his children and the children of Maison des Petits, a 



52 
 

 
 

Montessori school at the Rousseau Institute, work and play (Dobozy, 1999; Gordon, 

2009; Powell & Kalina, 2009; Powell, 2000). Piaget served as the director for the 

Montessori school and was the Swiss Montessori Society president for numerous years 

(Dobozy, 1999; Powell, 2000). His theory on constructivism concluded that children 

discover new knowledge when given the opportunity to make mistakes and self-correct 

errors (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001). Piaget believed children were 

“active builders of knowledge—little scientists who constructed their own theories of the 

world” (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001, p. 43).  

According to Piaget, the actions in which children construct could be derived as 

physical and mental where children physically altered and cognitively explored objects 

and concepts (Harlow, Cummings, & Aberasturi, 2006). For humans, an immediate 

understanding of new knowledge was impossible, time was necessary to determine the 

unknown (Piaget, 1953).  By definition, Piaget believed “new knowledge could be 

constructed only when the learner was confronted with objects that could not be 

assimilated into prior knowledge” (Harlow, Cummings, & Aberasturi, 2006, p. 45). In 

other words, new knowledge arose organically in the absence of prior background 

knowledge (Harlow, Cummings, & Aberasturi, 2006).  

A part of Piaget’s theory were two processes, assimilation and accommodation. 

Through a child’s mental schema, children gathered new information, and made 

adjustments to accommodate new knowledge as it was received (Dobozy, 1999; Powell 

& Kalina, 2009).  As children adjusted to new information received, a search for mental 

balance occurred called equilibration, this adjustment caused a “cognitive conflict” 

because the child displayed a feeling of discomfort when trying to internalize the 
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information (Powell & Kalina, 2009, p. 243). “For Piaget, it was the child’s inner quest 

for logical consistency between what he understood and what he experienced…which 

resulted in the development of new cognitive structures” (Powell, 2000, p. 47). The quest 

for logical consistency birth Piaget’s stages of development (Powell & Kalina, 2009, p. 

243).  

Piaget’s four stages of development demonstrated how important it was to not 

only attain a final answer, product or result, but how one formulated and arrived to that 

knowledge (Gordon, 1999). From zero to two, children underwent the sensorimotor stage 

where new knowledge was discovered through senses and physical actions (“Jean Piaget: 

Champion of children's ideas,” 2001; Powell & Kalina, 2009). Stage two was noted as the 

preoperational stage for ages two to seven, where children used symbols to distinguish 

between different objects (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001; Powell & 

Kalina, 2009). The concrete operation stage covered ages seven to eleven; here “logical 

development” began, and the final stage of formal operational introduced abstract 

thinking and reasoning (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001; Powell & 

Kalina, 2009).    

Powell and Kalina (2009) noted individualized learning independent upon the 

child’s cognitive capacity occurred at each stage of development. Teacher guidance and 

observation played an important role in the developmental process wherein students’ 

progressed from a “less to more sophisticated understanding” of new knowledge (Powell 

& Kalina, 2009; Dobozy, 1999, p. 1). Gordon (2009) emphasized that Piaget’s cognitive 

constructivist theory focused on children’s individual cognitive development, influenced 
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teachers’ instructional planning and delivery, as well as the “process of inquiry and 

reasoning” (p. 51).     

Montessori and Piaget’s Constructivist Alignment 

Like Piaget, Maria Montessori believed child development began from birth, 

focusing on sensorial skills among others and included real world applications wherein 

knowledge was constructed individually. Many similarities were evident among The 

Montessori Method and constructivism, to include viewing the child as a “primary 

constructor of knowledge and the teacher as a facilitator or guide,” motivating children to 

learn in accordance to their interest, as well as building assessments throughout the 

learning process rather than in isolation (Powell, 2000, p. 50). Similar to Jean Piaget, 

Maria Montessori stressed “the importance of the child’s own activity in the construction 

of both mind and knowledge” (Elkind, 2003, p. 28).  Elkind (2003) stated “Montessori 

[was] thus a constructivist to the extent that she [regarded] the child as constructing and 

transforming the environment through his or her own activity (p. 28). Overall 

Montessorians and constructivist aligned on at least two key measures, to include the 

learning developmental stages, and the major components of the learning process.  

Through continuous observations of children at work, completing IQ tests or 

interacting with sensorial materials, Montessori and Piaget determined children learned 

gradually within specific developmental phases (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's 

ideas,” 2001; Lillard, 2017; Ultanir, 2012). Montessori’s planes of development divided 

sensitive phases of child development into four distinct planes or periods of growth, 

while Piaget’s stages of development separated into four periods identified as the 
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“evolution of a child’s mind” (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001; 

Montessori, 1995; Ultanier, 2012, p. 202).  

Beginning from birth to six years, Montessori believed no formal education was 

needed for children in the initial sub phase (birth to three) because “the child has a type 

of mind that the adult could not approach” (Montessori, 1995, p. 19). Although mental 

capacity was similar in the second half of the first phase (three to six), children developed 

language, gained independence and explored sensorial materials (Montessori, 1995; 

Angell, 2015). For Piaget, birth through six years encompassed two periods as well, 

divided between the sensorimotor stage (birth to age two) which was also focused on 

sensorial experiences, and the pre-operational stage (two to seven) which included 

language development and the usage of symbols to classify and label (Ultanir, 2012). At 

this stage Montessori and Piaget agreed children found comfort in exploring and 

experimenting with new things using their primary senses (Angell, 2015; Ultanir, 2012).  

Additionally, both believed a developmental shift happened at age six and seven 

where children began to ask why and take “intellectual risk” and reason logically (Angell, 

2015, p. 135; Ultanir, 2012). For Montessori, the intellectual shift remained in the second 

plane of development (ages six to twelve), and for Piaget this happened in the concrete 

operation stage (seven to eleven) (Montessori, 1995; Powell, 2000; Ultanir, 2012). 

Regardless of the slight differences in age, Montessori and Piaget had similar progression 

models for preschool and elementary age children (Powell, 2000).  

The learning process for both Montessori and Piaget included three main 

components, the child, the environment, and the teacher (Powell, 2000). The 

developmental planes (Montessori) and stages (Piaget) set the foundation for a teacher’s 
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facilitative role in the learning environment due to the individual needs of the child 

(Powell, 2000; Powell & Kalina, 2009).  In the words of Maria Montessori, “follow the 

child.” Montessori and Piaget believed a teacher’s facilitative role included observing 

students’ interactions with lessons and intervening when guidance or discipline was 

needed (Lillard, 2017; Powell & Kalina, 2009). Additionally, the strongest interactions 

within the learning process included interactions between children and the learning 

environment, as well as teachers and the learning environment (Powell, 2000). Ultanir 

(2012) emphasized Montessori’s belief that the teacher’s responsibility was to create a 

child centered environment by preparing the classroom intentionally to encourage student 

exploration. Although teachers and students were guided by the learning environment, 

educator-pupil interactions were still valuable. The constructivist learning cycle (Piaget) 

and the three-period lesson (Montessori) allowed for students to receive direct instruction 

during Montessori’s first period (teaching of the new concept) and the constructivist 

concept introduction (teacher focused questions and “frames laboratory experiences”) 

(Lillard, 2017; Powell, 2000). Both learning segments allowed teachers to formatively 

assess student knowledge and adjust instructional learning materials and labs for 

enhanced student engagement (Powell, 2000).  

Flexibility in Pedagogical Practices in America 

One innovative and researched-based approach that honed into cognitive 

achievement and constructivist teaching strategies was that of the Montessori Method. 

Dating back to 1906, Maria Montessori developed an educational program for students 

with disabilities, focusing on sensorial abilities as the foundation for learning (Saracho & 

Spodek, 2009). Later expanding into the general educational population, Montessori’s 
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method encouraged self-directed exploration of manipulatives that led to self-correction. 

As Montessori in the public sector continued to grow solidly around the country, teachers 

were facing challenges implementing constructivist teaching strategies (Powell & Kalina, 

2009; “Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016). In the presence of 

increased school choice which paved the way for Montessori public schools, the federal 

government “[exerted] more control…through stringent and narrower standards” and 

complex teacher certification requirements (Murray & Peyton, 2008, p. 30).  “In the last 

15 years, the growth of public Montessori programs has been roughly even between 

charter, district and magnet schools (“Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 

2016).  States with the highest numbers of Montessori public schools were: South 

Carolina, California, Arizona, Texas, Florida, Colorado, and Minnesota (“Public 

Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016). In the wake of revised education 

reform, charter systems and districts, constructivism was at the forefront of many school 

turnaround instructional strategic options. 

The drive for innovation began when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957. 

In Former President Barack Obama’s 2011 State of the Union address, he reflected on 

that innovative spark, stating “…after investing in better research and education…we 

unleashed a wave of innovation that created…millions of new jobs” (“Remarks by the 

President in State of Union Address,” 2017). This technological milestone caused the 

United States to reexamine educational practices and pass the National Defense 

Education Act of 1958 (NDEA), emphasizing science, mathematics, and foreign 

language. In 2015, a door opened to revisit research-based educational practices for 

socio-economically disadvantaged children with the passing of the Every Student 
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Succeeds Act (ESSA).  The reauthorization of the Elementary Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) through ESSA created flexibility in pedagogical practices (“Every Student 

Succeeds Act,” 2016).  

Former Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan along with the Senate Committee 

on Health Education, Labor and Pensions challenged educators to rethink the delivery of 

educational content. Title I, Title IV, and Title V all described the need for evidence-

based programs, the need to remove barriers, and the quest to provide interventions to 

meet the needs of low-performing schools, build quality programs, and create magnet 

schools that would stretch the envelope of innovation (“Every Student Succeeds Act,” 

2016).  

Although the Elementary and Secondary Education Act had achieved great results 

over the past 50 years, it succumbed too many challenges during that time. The 2002 

ESEA reauthorization, known as the No Child Left Behind Act, increased testing and 

accountability for students and teachers. This reauthorization played an important role 

into the 2012 ESEA flexibility waivers awarded to 42 states at the time, including 

Washington D.C. and Puerto Rico. The Obama Administration, headed by Secretary of 

Education, Arne Duncan sought to reauthorize ESEA once again as The Every Child 

Achieves Act of 2015, offering additional funding, enhanced and affordable preschools, 

innovative learning opportunities, advanced STEM education, and so much more. With 

this unique opportunity to revamp and revise ESEA, a door opened to revisit research-

based educational approaches of the past that had the ability to create the independent 

thinkers who would be competitive intellectuals around the world. Most importantly, the 
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reauthorization of ESEA created flexibility in curriculum which was difficult to pursue 

through NCLB due to heighten accountability measures. 

Now that the foundation of constructivism in Montessori practice and in 

American public schooling has been reviewed, section three formulated how both the 

social identity theory and the cognitive dissonance theory served as the two appropriate 

theoretical context for this research study. As previously stated, social identity theory and 

cognitive dissonance theory aided in confronting the dilemma the social group of 

Montessori public school teachers have with aligning teaching practices to the conflicting 

conventional public schooling environment. 

Section Three: Preserving Integrity in the Montessori Public Community 

Since social identity theory reflected an individual’s social affiliations and public 

Montessori has been a growing trend and has been represented by a unique social group 

of educators, social identity theory served as the appropriate theoretical context for this 

literature review on Montessori teachers in the public sector(“Public Montessori Schools 

in the United States,” 2016). As defined by founding theorists Tajfel and Turner (1979), 

social identity theory was considered the connection and sense of belonging an individual 

felt from an affiliated group. In isolation, identity intertwined personal and social 

experiences, which were psychological and sociological, meaning individual 

characteristics helped define group affiliations (Worchel, Morales, & Paez, 1998). 

Pecukonis (2014) stated group “interactions create a context for vetting and affirming 

ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that reflect the culture of the group which was 

ultimately passed along to subsequent generations” (p. 63). Since the public Montessori 

community looked to “preserve the integrity and boundaries of the group,” this research 
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study sought to unveil, how public school teachers were able to preserve the Montessori 

Method while in the public school environment (Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63; “What We Do,” 

2016). 

According to Guerra & Wubbena (2017), “in public schools, teachers were 

expected to align their practices with culturally proficient beliefs…” (p. 35). The 

differences in alignment of practices between conventional public schooling and 

Montessori public schooling revealed inconsistencies in “norms, values, and beliefs” for 

both Montessori public schools and teachers (Korte, 2007, p. 169). The awareness of 

inconsistent “attitudes, beliefs, and items of knowledge” within someone’s mind was 

explained through cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957; Guerra & Wubbena, 

2017; Wong, 2009). There were four ways to decrease dissonance. This research study 

explored ways Montessori teachers chose to decrease the level of dissonance; either by 

maintaining consistency in alignment with teaching practices, eliminating inconsistency 

in alignment with teaching practices, heightening the significance of consistency in 

alignment with teaching practices, or lastly minimizing the significance of inconsistency 

in alignment with teaching practices (Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Harmon-Jones & Mills, 

1999). Because Montessori public school teachers were confronted with the dilemma of 

how to align teaching practices to the conventional public schooling environment and/or 

The Montessori Method, cognitive dissonance theory served as the second of two 

appropriate theoretical context for this research study on Montessori teachers in the 

public sector (“Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016).   

To follow, it was utmost important to define the root of social identity theory first 

by examining identity theory independently. Once defined, personal identity and social 
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identity was explored, followed by the interrelations of groups and group behavior and its 

alignment to cognitive dissonance.  Important contributing theorists were highlighted 

along with the historical aspects of social identity theory. To conclude, alignment 

between social identity theory, cognitive dissonance theory and Montessori public school 

community affiliations were reviewed. 

Social Identity Theory 

In all aspects of life people have connections to social structures. The Montessori 

teacher in the public sector does not differ in the social group dynamic. With a shift in 

social environments, the Montessori Method has had to view its social identity from the 

public school lens. The Montessori teacher and teaching strategies have shifted from 

private to public school environments; from small self-contained classrooms to large 

school buildings; and from traditional whole group instruction to small individualized 

instruction. Moreover, in order to understand the shifts Montessori teachers’ identity have 

had to endure by entering the public school environment, the researcher explored and 

aligned each shift to a social group dynamic through the examination of the social 

identity theory. To follow, the researcher defined the term identity, social identity, and 

the group components of the social identity theory.  

Often using the terms identity and social identity interchangeably, Richard 

Jenkins (1996) defined identity in accordance to the Oxford English Dictionary as 

sameness, referencing conventional sociology and distinctiveness and referencing post-

modern sociology (Jenkins, 1996; Craib, 1998). Sameness and distinctiveness simply 

meant an individual referring to themselves as one and not the other, for example “I am a 

man and I am not a woman” (Craib, 1998, p. 4; Mead, 1938).  As a “microsociological 
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theory,” identity theory defined an individual’s behavioral role, viewed as a process 

negotiating among those around him or her (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995, p. 255; 

Jenkins, 1996).  In this negotiation, Stryker and Serpe (1982) viewed identity theory as 

organized differentiation where there were multiple “role identities” (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 

256).  

Identities encompass two components, the personal views from “reflexive activity 

of self-categorization or identification in terms of membership in particular groups or 

roles” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 226). Oftentimes people find their identity through the 

interactions they experience in groups or roles (Hogg et al., 1995). Role identities 

referred to how one saw themselves, to include gender identification, ethnicity, marital 

status, sexual orientation, parenting role, job title, or organizational affiliation (Craib, 

1998; Hogg at al., 1995; Korte, 2007).  

Craib (1998) challenged the ability to be an independent self (personal identity) or 

a part of a whole (social identity), citing individuals must recognize both personal and 

social identities as described by George H. Mead (1938) as I and me (Worchel et al., 

1998). 

Craib (1998) explained the combination of both I and me as this: 

If I were only an ‘I’ then I would be involved in no social relationships 

whatsoever; if I were only a ‘me’ then I would be an inanimate object defined by 

others and in neither case would the problem arise. The difficulty is caused by our 

nature as reflective, symbol-using beings—there are always internal divisions and 

always, at least implicitly, a unity. Both are there whenever we say anything about 

ourselves.  (p. 5) 
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Personal identity highlighted an individual’s distinct differences in comparison to other 

people (Worchel et al., 1998).  The individual would see a mirror image of themselves as 

“specific character attributes” which often “recedes to the background” once the identity 

of a group was adopted (Worchel et al., 1998, p. 3; Korte, 2007, p. 169). As an individual 

shifted from personal to social identity “personal attributes were downplayed” in order to 

accommodate the groups’ “norms, values, and beliefs” (Korte, 2007, p. 169).  

 Social identity embraces a group’s perspective (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 226). 

“The basic idea was that a social category…into which one fell, and to which one felt one 

belong, provided a definition of who one was in terms of the defining characteristics of 

the category…” (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 259).  A sense of belonging to a group or category 

was most important when defining social identity (Worchel et al., 1998). Either a person 

would identify with a group based on similarities, considered an in-group “(similar 

norms, values, and beliefs),” or distance themselves based on differences, considered an 

out-group “(contrasting norms, values, and beliefs)” (Korte, 2007, p. 169; Stets, & Burke, 

2000, p. 228; Worchel et al., 1998). “This transition from individual identity to group 

identity was one of the key insights of social identity theory for understanding the distinct 

behavior and interrelations of groups” (Korte, 2007, p. 169).  

 Social identity theory sought to understand how individuals perceived themselves 

and others through the connections and interactions gained in “social environments” 

(Korte, 2007, p. 168). In the 1950s Henri Tajfel began the development of social identity 

theory, focusing “on sociological constructs to develop his ideas on how societal beliefs 

about the relationships between groups guide members of particular groups in pursuing a 

positive sense of distinctiveness for their own group and thus for themselves” (Hogg & 
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Ridgeway, 2003, p. 97). By the 1970s John Turner and Tajfel, among others partnered 

together to fully formalize social identity theory at the University of Bristol (Hogg et al., 

1995, p. 259). A theory focused on group relations, processes, and self-awareness, social 

identity theory emerged in the 1980s to include increased international recognition across 

Europe, North America, and Australia (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 259).   As the mid-1980s 

approached, John Turner began to develop the self-categorization theory, a subset of 

social identity theory focused on social groups formed by prototypes, a “subjective 

representation” of a category’s characteristics (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 261; Korte, 2007; 

Willer, Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1989). Together self-categorization 

theory served as the process in which social identity theory was developed to create 

unique group dynamics (Korte, 2007).     

 As previously stated, a sense of belonging to a social environment known as a 

group defined social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974; Worchel et al., 1998). Group dynamics 

were categorized as either an in-group or an out-group (Korte, 2007; Stets, & Burke, 

2000). The prototype of the group set the stage for both the individual and the group to 

interact or conform to the “group’s prototype” or for the group to welcome the group 

member’s attributes (Korte, 2007, p. 170). A group’s strength was measured by its 

similarities and differences among group members (Korte, 2007). In-groups shared 

similar perspectives largely favoring in-group membership (Hogg et al., 1995; Korte, 

2007). The need to establish “positive social identity” within the in-group could spark 

competition, stereotyping, and favoritism (Haslam, 2004; Hogg et al., 1995; Korte, 2007; 

Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63).   
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Hogg et al. (1995) further explained the dynamics of stereotyping as this: 

…when a specific social identity becomes the salient basis for self-regulation in a  

particular context, self-perception and conduct become in-group stereotypical and 

normative, perceptions of relevant out-group members become out-group 

stereotypical, and intergroup behavior acquires competitive and discriminatory 

properties to varying degrees depending on the nature of relations between the 

groups. (p. 260) 

Unfortunately, the consequences of in-group favoritism could cause resistance towards 

the acceptance of “outsiders” (out-groups) (Korte, 2007; Pecukonis, 2014).  

 In contrast, out-groups could experience such a comparison against what the in-

group represented, a dark cloud could overshadow the out-group’s unique differences. 

Within the desire for the in-group to exuberate a “positive distinctiveness,” individuals 

were defined by a collective group stance and out-groups were looked upon as negatively 

different in an us versus them role (Haslam, 2004, p. 21). In-groups could portray an 

arrogant demeanor, forming a “bias for one’s group,” limiting access and discriminating 

against out-group members (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007, p. 170; Pecukonis, 2014). Korte 

(2007) argued as in-groups strived for power and “to maintain the status quo, minority 

groups would seek positive identification on attributes differing from the dominant 

group” (p. 170).    

 Social identity theory impacted social, organizational, clinical and health 

psychology (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007; Pecukonis, 2014). The impact social identity 

theory has made could be credited to the viewpoint on group dynamics, group behaviors 

and the sense that in all aspects of life people belong to groups and the “social structuring 
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[created] has important psychological consequences” (Haslam, 2004, p. 28). From 

anthropologists to sociologists and psychologists, all see identity from a slightly different 

viewpoint to include cultural, role play, and norm setting respectively (Korte, 2007). 

Although these definitions differ, one thing remained the same, social identity unveiled a 

way to interpret and understand social behavior within a group setting (Hogg et al., 1995; 

Korte, 2007). To follow, the group dynamics teachers experience when adjusting 

personal norms, values, and beliefs to that of the group’s was explored through the 

cognitive dissonance lens. 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory and Group Dynamics  

 Korte (2007) argued that when an individual’s identity or sense of self shifted 

from having a personal identity to a social group identity the individual may downplay 

their personal identity in order to align themselves with the norms, values and beliefs of 

the social group. For this research study norms were considered standards, values were 

considered worthiness, and beliefs were considered truthfulness (“Merriam-Webster,” 

n.d.). Similar adjustments have existed for teachers, where a “lack of harmony” emerged 

due to inconsistencies within the teachers’ personal norms, values and beliefs interfered 

with a groups’ mindset, to include a group of grade level team members, content area 

team members, the school faculty, or the school system (Wong, 2009). In the case of 

public Montessori teachers, inconsistencies could emerge between the social group of 

public Montessori teachers with neighboring schools, the school curriculum, the school 

schedule and/or the school system. These inconsistencies, where tension was present 

among “two or more cognitive elements (such as behaviors and attitudes),” cognitive 

dissonance occurred (Gaulden, 2013). 
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 Three different relationships may form from the cognitive dissonance theory, one 

that could be consonant (similar views), dissonant (contradicting views), and/or irrelevant 

(unrelated views) (Gaulden, 2013; Gorski, 2009). According to Wong (2009), “the 

dissonance-reducing mechanism does not always function adaptively” (p. 246). 

Consequently, in the event an individual shifts their views to align with another view in 

order to become more accepting, that alternative decision may come with consequences 

(Wong, 2009). For public Montessori teachers, the decision may be to adjust instruction 

from personalized instruction to whole group instruction in preparation for a standardized 

assessment. Although the Montessori Method has encouraged teachers to follow the 

interest of the child, adjusting to whole group instruction may reduce student and teacher 

buy in. This change in instruction could adjust a teacher’s belief that the Montessori 

Method could produce successful results on standardized assessments. In return, whole 

group instruction could cause a student to believe the Montessori Method was not an 

effective strategy to learn and prepare for a state exam, wherein that student would lose 

interest in the method. With an understanding of the cognitive dissonance theory, it was 

important to note how both the social identity theory and cognitive dissonance theory 

applied specifically to Montessori public schooling. In the following section the 

researcher discussed the social identity in-groups and out-groups found in public 

Montessori, and the groups connections to the cognitive dissonance theory.  

Theoretical Framework Applied to Montessori Public Schooling 

Social groups were formed based upon the social identity theory. Individuals were 

labeled as an in-group member or an out-group member. According to Stets and Burkes 

(2000), in-group members have similar characteristics while out-group members differ 
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from the in-groups dominant characteristics. In alignment with the definitions of both 

social groups, Montessori public schools could be identified as an in-group or an out-

group depended upon the social environment (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007). Within this 

context the following in-groups were explored: The public Montessori school setting and 

the Montessori teaching strategies. Additionally, the following out-groups were 

examined: The Montessori learning environment. For each social group “norms, values, 

and beliefs” were analyzed to conclude how these individual groups behaved in their 

environment (Korte, 2007, p. 169). 

In-Group: The Public Montessori School Setting 

 Initially American Montessori Society (AMS) members “directed [efforts] 

towards the establishment [of] white middle-class [Montessori private schools] 

(Rambusch, 2007, p. 27). Although AMS maintained the goal of Montessori becoming a 

public school option, its direct efforts resembled group members’ sense of belonging 

attributing to “the bias for one’s group” over another (Korte, 2007, p. 170). Bias could 

lead to “stereotyping, prejudice, and conflict,” which were all downsides of in-group 

relations (Korte, 2007, p.170; Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63).  

Unfortunately, Maria Montessori began in an unwelcoming environment by 

educating the “children in the slums” around those who were not receptive of her method 

(Benham, 2010, p. 32); DuCharme, 1992, p. 17). The origination of Montessori’s first 

school, Casa dei Bambini within urbanized San Lorenzo Rome led to her belief that all 

children could learn.  A child’s misfortune did not exclude them from receiving a quality 

education. According to Montessori (1995)… 
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All are agreed that with proper care and help the child has it in him to grow to 

greater strength, to attain a better mental balance and a more energetic character. 

Instead of leaving everything to chance, the child’s growth at this time should be 

a matter for scientific care and attention. This means that something more is 

needed than mere physical hygiene. Just as the latter wards off injuries to his 

body, so we need mental hygiene to protect his mind and soul from harm. (p. 15) 

As supported by Benham (2010), public schools had an opportunity to change the 

trajectory of schooling and show how “Montessori worked for all children” (p. 32). 

Social identity theory called this “defending…group values” (Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63).  

AMS’s continued efforts to spread the word and “make quality Montessori 

education available for children” shifted its original group members’ actions (Benham, 

2010, p. 26). This shift aligned to the cognitive dissonance theory, wherein “a number of 

studies have shown that people tend to set their doubts aside after making a decision” 

(Wong, 2009, p. 246). The doubt in this case surrounded AMS’s original direct efforts to 

appeal to the white middle class (Rambusch, 2007). The AMS example was considered 

by Stets and Burke (2000) as “being at one with a certain group…and seeing things from 

the group’s perspective,” in other words embracing a certain social identity (p. 226). In 

2011, although AMS private school membership included 95% of its total membership, 

government-funded Montessori schooling was experiencing “growing interest” (Ungerer, 

2011, p. 3). By AMS acting on its goal of Montessori becoming a public school option, 

this action represented the organization finding confidence or finding harmony in its 

position on Montessori public school expansion (Wong, 2009).  
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Festinger (1957) and Wong (2009) acknowledged that in many cases, people 

behaved in ways that run counter to their attitude and then were faced with the 

dissonant cognitions. They could not undo their deed, but they could relieve 

dissonance by modifying or reversing their attitude (Wong, 2009, p. 247).  

In the wake of political bipartisan backing for the creation of innovative charter 

schools, AMS saw this as an opportunity to start Montessori charter schools (Ungerer, 

2011). According to Benham (2010), Donna Kaiser, a former AMS board member and 

twenty -year veteran Montessori public school teacher articulated the growing need to 

increase Montessori public school access, stating: 

We are just now beginning to understand that [Montessori’s] philosophy of 

respect and peace is just as important now—maybe more so—and that her lessons 

and philosophy of education were ageless when it came to what today’s child 

needed. I know that the American Montessori Society was doing what it could 

with the Public Policy Committee but I think everyone involved in Montessori 

education needed to become more active. (personal communication, February 23, 

2009, p. 32) 

In-Group: The Montessori Teaching Strategies 

  Worchel et al. (1998) emphasized individuals with similarities in positions and 

backgrounds often “have similar social identities” (p. 2). Festinger (1962) referred to this 

as a “consonant relationship” where “cognitions logically followed one another (Gaulden, 

2013, p. 84). A consonant relationship was one of three relationships formed by 

dissonance theory (Gaulden, 2013). Oftentimes within the organizational realm 

“workgroups” were created in “social settings” (Korte, 2007, p. 172). For instance, the 
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Children’s House, a Montessori public school in Ohio considered both staff and children 

a “social system” (Rambusch, 2007, p. 30), a system with similar norms, values and 

beliefs. “Through this social system teachers and associate teachers collectively planned 

instruction and team taught in three distinct groups of four to six teachers called 

megabase groups” (Rambusch, 2007, p. 30). Roemer (1998) believed “the atmosphere of 

sharing” found in the “Montessori classroom” could elevate public school education (p. 

38). This belief was what Pecukonis (2014) describes as a “quest for positive social 

identity” wherein schools like the Children’s House sought to engage in group behavior 

that would highlight the instructional learning environment, children, and staff 

(Pecukonis, 2014, p. 63; Rambusch, 2007).  

 School led group behaviors were also expanding beyond individual schools. Korte 

(2007) noted “research has found [social identity] was generally more powerful than 

individual identity” (p. 170). Nancy McCormick Rambusch (2007), AMS founding 

president and founder of the first Montessori public school, acknowledged public 

education in general served as an [in-group] in which Montessori hoped to fit in (p. 31). 

Although the desire for Montessori to fit into public schools was duly noted, Montessori 

in the public sector has a recognizable prototype or group dynamic. As an in-group itself, 

Montessori in the public sector highly suggested for perspective group members to “come 

armed with original and creative rethinking” (Rambusch, 2007, p. 28). Rambusch (2007) 

pointed out “instructional strategies were a critical aspect of the prepared environment. In 

a Montessori preschool class, these were not considered as separate from the social 

organization of the class” (p. 31). Rambusch’s norms guided group members to pursue “a 

positive sense of distinctiveness” for the whole group and individually (Hogg & 
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Ridgeway, 2003, p. 97).  Group members sought out ways to plan for the “Montessori 

prepared environment” (Larson, 2008, p. 9). Planning included teachers quietly reflecting 

on classroom design, collaborating among colleagues, and advocating against traditional 

powers for classroom workspace that encouraged mobility and concentration for children 

(Larson, 2008; Rambusch, 2007).   

 According to Worchel et al. (1998), belonging to a certain group only brought 

about a positive social identity when that group’s characteristics proved favorable in 

comparison to other groups. The presence of a positive social identity was yet another 

example of one of the three dissonance theory relationships discussed in relation to 

workgroups, a consonant relationship (Gaulden, 2013). Favorability was exhibited for 

Montessori trained teachers in the public sector (Cohen, 1990). Many AMI and AMS 

accredited schools only hired Montessori trained staff (Cohen, 1990).  In an article 

printed in the AMS Montessori Life journal, Bunche Elementary School, an Indiana 

Montessori public school, was praised as a successful public school due to its culture, 

race, and diversity (Robinson, 2006). According to Robinson (2006), the school 

repeatedly performed well on the Indiana Statewide Testing for Educational Progress-

Plus (ISTEP + test), crediting its trained Montessori teachers who aligned the curriculum 

with Indiana state standards. Bunche Elementary School was also acknowledged as the 

first Montessori public school to receive accreditation from AMS (Robinson, 2006).   

 Accomplishments made by schools like Bunche Elementary School placed 

competitive pressure on public schools wishing to achieve similar goals. Hogg et al. 

(1995) acknowledged these achieved goals as “group-distinctive stereotypical and 

normative perceptions and actions,” favoring those schools who had achieved 
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accreditation from AMS or AMI and had fully trained Montessori teachers. With a self-

enhanced in-group, defined as a norm or stereotype favoring an in-group, other 

Montessori schools may have felt the need to bypass certain criteria to achieve similar 

results (Hogg et al., 1995; Cohen, 1990).  Cohen (1990) admitted experts believe schools 

were implementing Montessori programs “too rapidly” without ensuring staff “received 

proper training” (p. 63-66). North American Montessori Teachers Association executive 

director David Kahn viewed rapid expansions of Montessori public schools as an issue, 

citing “the most important crisis we are facing is that the programs may expand in 

advance of our community’s ability to maintain the supply of Montessori teachers” 

(Cohen, 1990, p. 63-66). Although growth and interest in Montessori public schools 

shined as a positive social identity in-group, John McDermott, “a leader in the American 

Montessori movement” believed expanding access to Montessori training to teacher 

colleges “was the only way Montessori education would succeed (Povell, 2014, p. 48).    

Out-Group: The Montessori Learning Environment 

Although Montessori in the public sector shared a variety of dominant in-groups, 

Montessori public schools were still considered a minority out-group among government-

funded educational entities (Ungerer, 2011).  The Montessori school’s position in the 

public sector brought about a dissonant relationship, where Montessori and the traditional 

environment opposed one another (Gaulden, 2013). Rambusch (2007) described 

Montessori as a “guest” within the public educational sector, “not yet a member of the 

family” (p. 31). As governmental policies continued to change, according to Benham 

(2010), the Montessori community considered it a duty “to be a voice in the system that 

was looking for change” (p. 29). Korte (2007) noted when in-groups strived to maintain 
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the status quo, minority groups worked hard to highlight attributes aside from the in-

group. The attention the Montessori community sought, such as including school 

program descriptions of the Montessori Method for clarity were “not coming from a 

perceived weakness in the Montessori model Chattin-McNichols (2016) stated, but from 

a marketing viewpoint” (p. 36). 

 When a collective group like the traditional public school system defined itself 

based on traditional educational prototypes, it limited progress and individuality from 

out-groups such as the Montessori community specifically related to enrollment 

practices, multiage grouping, and uninterrupted work time (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007; 

Pecukonis, 2014). As an out-group, Montessori public schools struggled with conforming 

to certain traditional requirements (Benham, 2010; Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Festinger 

(1962) called this struggle a conflict with the current cognitive model. Montessori public 

schools like Cobb Elementary in San Francisco struggled with enrollment practices, 

deciding if children needed primary Montessori experience (AMI primary level: 3-6 

years old) or if it was appropriate for a student to enter kindergarten or above with no 

prior Montessori experience (Benham, 2010; “Montessori 3-6,” 2017). Additional 

compromises included multi-age classrooms, Chattin-McNichols (2016) noted a three 

year age span was “a hard sell to traditional teachers and administrators” (p. 37). Other 

instructional areas of difficulties included uninterrupted work periods, where specialized 

courses like art, physical education, music, and foreign language required a disruption 

during extended work periods (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Rambusch (2007) 

acknowledges shifting from Montessori private to public schools was a “perilous 
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undertakings” due to “dramatic differences” regarding “scale, structure, and strategy” (p. 

28). 

 As noted in the in-grouping alignment section, both teacher training and the 

presence of a prepared learning environment highlight components of a positive social 

identity. Unfortunately, an in-group can shape the relevance of an out-group as noted by 

traditional public school constraints limiting classroom design and teacher preparedness 

(Benham, 2010; Chattin-McNichols, 2016; Haslam, 2004). For Montessori training, 

Chattin-McNichols (2016) pointed out a local Montessori public school who limited the 

Montessori preparation teachers received. Two out of three teachers did not receive grade 

level training, while the third teacher received training outside of his or her grade level 

(Chattin-McNichols, 2016). In another example, materials in a traditional public school 

setting were deemed appropriate “for kindergarten through primary grades” and less 

appropriate for third grade and beyond (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). Research supported 

that Montessori structured lessons covered all grade spans, and singling out grades 

hindered concrete learning opportunities (“Montessori Environment,” 2017). The 

freedom children had to participate in lessons during the uninterrupted work period left 

those unfamiliar with the learning environment puzzled (Benham, 2010). In other words, 

without proper training, schools may not protect the three-hour work period because they 

were not aware of the self-correcting learning opportunities children experienced during 

this protected time (Montessori, 1995). 

The absence of Montessori preparation left room for children to witness 

inaccuracy and an unauthentic Montessori experience. Additionally, the lack of training 

opened the door for classroom design challenges. The limitations that cause unauthentic 
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Montessori experiences brought about dissonance or inconsistent behaviors that “made 

[Montessori] consonant in order to achieve cognitive consistency” (Gaulden, 2013; 

Guerra & Wubbena, 2017, p. 39). The awareness of inconsistency caused a change in 

behavior and belief (Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Wong, 2009).    

 As an out-group, Montessori public schools found themselves having to conform 

to state mandated standards and policies in order to continue operating in its social 

environment. Principal Faye Pleso of Gettysburg Montessori Charter School in 

Pennsylvania admitted her school was “mandated to comply with all regulations for 

Pennsylvania…making sure the multiage classrooms covered all the state standards for 

each grade” (Sparks, 2016, p. 1).  Principal Pleso’s compliance with traditional public 

school requirements served as a representation of how out-groups (Montessori public 

schools) respond to in-groups (traditional public schools) who collectively viewed 

themselves similarly and "held similar views…in contrast to members of out-groups” 

(Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 228). Montessori staff in Indiana have taken an extra step to 

balance state mandated standards with Montessori traditions (Benham, 2010). Teachers 

have aligned standards to Montessori lessons, adapting the “Montessori curriculum to 

district standards” (Benham, 2010, p. 29). Unfortunately, ensuring teachers were well 

trained on state standards and were Montessori credentialed “drained both time and 

money” according to Kentucky preschool director Carla Malone (Sparks, 2016, p. 1).  It 

has been proven state mandated standards present a challenge for Montessorians to 

consistently follow (Benham, 2010; Sparks, 2016).  

Guerra & Wubbena (2017) believed cognitive change…was expected in the 

direction of the most central cognitions and…teacher belief-practice consistency 
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was likely to be influenced by the policy context of high-stakes test influenced 

environments. (p. 39) 

For example, Montessori’s standard of “three hours of uninterrupted work” time 

was difficult to implement because “state regulations…and guidelines…must be 

followed” (Sparks, 2016, p.1; Montessori, 1995). Moreover, the pressure of increased 

rigor hindered children from learning at their own pace, as the Montessori approach 

would suggest (Sparks, 2016). With the adjustments Montessorians were making in the 

public sector, Washington, D.C. private school headmaster Tim Seldin believed public 

schools were asked “to compromise to such an extent…[that Montessori in the public 

sector was] not going to look very much like Montessori” (Cohen, 1990, p. 63-66).  The 

constant change in behavior and beliefs from Montessori in the public sector served as 

the reaction an individual has when “responding to new information that conflicted with 

their current beliefs” (Gorski, 2009). According to Gorski (2009), the cognitive 

dissonance theory stated that individuals responded on one of two ends of a continuum 

when approached with the need to find a “cognitive balance” (p. 54). The first end 

includes “acceptance of the new idea or framework” and “the other end…was 

employment of intellectual armor” or “creating distance and a barrier” between the belief 

systems (Gorski, 2009, p. 54).   

Thankfully schools like Kintrye Elementary School in Kentucky were learning to 

balance both the traditional and Montessori school norms and values (Young & King, 

2002). Kintrye’s principal Anita Duncan initially downplayed Montessori teachers’ quest 

to embrace the Montessori approach (Korte, 2007; Young & King, 2002). After visiting 

high performing urban Montessori schools, Duncan was convinced that with proper 
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implementation “Montessori goes above and beyond any standard the state…has in 

place” (Youngs & Kings, 2002, p. 661). 

Summary 

Chapter two began with understanding how alternative interpretations of the 

Montessori Method made by American observers tipped the metaphorical iceberg to 

below sea level, empowering Maria Montessori to personally train authentic Montessori 

directresses and publish, “the official guide to her method” (Gutek & Gutek, 2016, p. 63). 

Similar to how the calm weather conditions made for difficult visibility of the waters 

ahead of the Titanic sailing into unseen icebergs, Dr. Montessori failed to realize the 

impact her prescriptive instructional training of the Montessori Method would have on 

altering the interpretation of the method for American culture  (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; 

Linkin, 2007). To this end, the researcher examined literature referencing the key 

components impacting the integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation in 

American public schools through the lens of two theoretical context, social identity 

theory and cognitive dissonance theory.  

Before tackling the underpinning theoretical context, sections one and two 

provided contextual evidence to define the Montessori Method’s teaching strategy as 

constructivism, along with the challenges and opportunities that were evident with 

implementing this strategy in the public sector. The historic background framed the 

conflict Dr. Montessori encountered as her method grew outside of Rome, Italy, along 

with the impact teachers and teaching strategies have experienced in the United States. 

The literature review detailed how the teacher’s prepared learning environment and 

appearance were extremely important to the child in building confidence and respect 
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towards the instructional leader (Montessori, 1995). This evidence led to a review of 

literature on the sub-topics that served as contributing factors to the teaching strategies 

implemented in the Montessori environment. Sub-topics included: the Montessori 

Method’s teaching strategies; evaluative results from the adoption of Montessori 

practices in the public sector; historical context of private and public Montessori; and the 

public Montessori school teachers’ integrity in implementation in this realm.  

The literature review concluded that recognizing integrity in the Montessori 

environment could be difficult. True alignment required a clear understanding of the 

essential components of the Montessori curriculum and instructional environment where 

teaching practices were assessed and teachers were challenged to be reflective 

practitioners. For example, the 2005 Murray and Peyton (2008) research study of 

Montessori public schools in the United States concluded in the areas of school 

characteristics, Montessori practices, testing practices and attitudes, and challenges that 

schools were successful in all areas. Although results were favorable among most 

Montessori adopted areas, it was duly noted that calculations were based on voluntary 

surveys. It was suggested in order to triangulate favorable survey data similar to the 

above study, the NCMPS’s evaluative rubrics could be used to conduct school visits to 

determine actual Montessori implementation. Using the results from school visits would 

validated research conclusions that “most schools report being reasonably successful at 

living up to the ideals of establishing truly Montessori environments within public 

schools” (Murray & Peyton, 2008, p. 30). 

Current research within the last ten years on teachers’ perspectives of 

implementing Montessori in the elementary public school system was limited.  Current 
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data referencing Montessori in the public sector included longitudinal standardized 

assessment outcomes with a limited focus on Montessori instructional practices, teacher 

perception surveys with the absence of a rigorous methodological approach, journalistic 

narratives about the successes and challenges in the public sector, and limited state 

specific quantitative studies with questionable authentic Montessori implementation. 

With the gap of research literature displaying clear alignment to research methods 

proving or disproving authenticity of the Montessori Method in relation to the outcomes 

validity, research was needed to successfully analyze if classic or supplemental 

Montessori worked. Further research should initially determine the authenticity of 

Montessori implementation first before providing results and recommending adjustments. 

Future research would need to be conducted to determine if Montessori organizational 

affiliations significantly affected student academic outcomes, curriculum implementation, 

and instructional practices. Additionally, an examination of Montessori materials would 

need to be analyzed to determine if certain materials yield positive results (Lillard & 

Else-Quest, 2006). 

In section three, social identity theory and cognitive dissonance theory aided in 

confronting the dilemma the social group of Montessori public school teachers have with 

aligning teaching practices to the conflicting conventional public schooling environment. 

Social identity theory helped to guide the literature review based upon Montessori’s 

intertwined identities in and outside the public sector. Moreover, cognitive dissonance 

theory also guided the literature review by highlighting the differences in alignment of 

practices between conventional public schooling and Montessori public schooling, 

revealing inconsistencies in “norms, values, and beliefs” for both Montessori public 
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schools and teachers (Korte, 2007, p. 169). For decades Montessori was consider an 

alternative approach for upper class families, although Maria Montessori initially sought 

to provide high quality educational opportunities for poor children. As Montessori has 

grown throughout the years it has planted a solid footing in the private arena. Fortunately, 

thanks to Montessori organizations, such as AMI and AMS, Montessori has purposefully 

increased opportunities for all children to explore the curriculum at no cost.  

Chapter three mapped out the selected research design that will investigate the teaching 

strategies Montessori public school teachers utilize to maintain integrity in the public 

sector (Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 53). Chapter four unveiled the hidden science behind the 

formation of the metaphoric iceberg. The researcher presented the results on the teaching 

strategies used in a public Montessori environment while maintaining the integrity or its 

original form. The research study concluded with chapter five which discussed the 

significance of the study and how the findings contributed to this body of research. 

Ultimately, chapter five answered those inquisitive minds from Fisher’s 1911 travels, 

stating the usefulness of the hidden science behind the Montessori Method in the public 

sector and its implications to public education and parental school choice. 
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CHAPTER 3  

METHODOLOGY 

“Without the benefit of modern technology such as radar, sonar, and infrared imaging 

systems, the conditions made spotting icebergs extremely difficult.” (Linkin, 2007, p. 25) 

 

Introduction: What’s Below Sea Level? 

 

The murky waters set below sea level were explored in order to map out the 

selected research design that would investigate the teaching strategies Montessori public 

school teachers utilized to maintain integrity in the public sector. To pinpoint the 

“unusual number of icebergs in the shipping lanes through which the Titanic sailed” as 

the determining factor that caused the ship to sink was similar to identifying the 

Montessori sensorial materials as the sole reason why poverty-stricken children of the 

San Lorenzo slums achieved high academic gains (Lillard, 2017; Linkin, 2007, p. 25; 

Montessori, 1995). Below the murky waters were so many more deciding factors that 

allowed Montessori’s initial children to excel.  

Despite the children’s environmental disparities, Dr. Montessori revolutionized 

the parent and teacher dynamic in 1907 by conversing with parents and giving parents the 

opportunity to participate in their children’s learning (DuCharme, 1992). According to 

Dr. Montessori, “Instead of leaving everything to chance, the child’s growth at this time 

should be a matter for scientific care and attention” (Montessori, 1995, p. 15). 

Unfortunately, proving the phenomena of a well-educated special needs child was 

difficult for Montessori due to denied access to implement the Montessori Method in 
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Rome public schools and the receipt of criticism for her practical life lessons, described 

as child labor (Montessori, 1995; Shortridge, 2007). It was evident to again search 

through the muddy waters and tell the story of how a diverse student population much 

like the Italian children from San Lorenzo, Rome could achieve greatly despite the 

roadblocks placed along the way (Lillard, 2017).   

With the gap of research literature displaying clear alignment to research methods 

proving or disproving the integrity of the Montessori Method in relation to the outcomes 

validity, research was needed to successfully analyze if classic or supplemental 

Montessori worked in a diverse populated environment (Lillard, 2011; Lillard, 2012). 

Further research should initially determine the integrity of Montessori implementation 

first before providing results and recommending adjustments. As a result, of increased 

interest in the Montessori Method and the uncertainty of truly aligned Montessori 

practices, public schools and districts were vulnerable to unauthentic Montessori 

instructional strategies, practices and materials. The teaching strategies used to 

implement the Montessori educational curricular approach drove this research study to 

determine if the Montessori Method was implemented with integrity in the public school 

sector within a diverse populated environment.  

Successive Section Overview 

Within the Research Design and Rationale section, the four components of the 

research study were identified and explained to include the epistemology, theoretical 

perspective, methodology and methods (Crotty, 1998). Constructivism served as the 

epistemology. To gain a solid background on constructivism, Piaget’s viewpoint was 

examined, along with the alignment between Montessori and Piaget. Through the lens of 
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social identity theory, in-groups defined as shared group characteristics and out-groups, 

including groups with different dominant characteristics were analyzed (Haslam, 2004; 

Korte, 2007). Additionally, cognitive dissonance theory was explored to determine ways 

Montessori teachers chose to decrease the level of dissonance in the public school 

environment (Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). The description 

of the chosen methodology, narrative analysis from a sociocultural approach was 

explored to confirm the “content and context” of participants’ relationship with the 

Montessori Method in the public school sector (Grbich, 2013). Lastly, the rationale for 

using the following methods in this narrative analysis were described: interviews, focus 

groups, reflective journals, classroom observations, faculty meeting observations and 

school artifacts. 

Within the Participants, Setting, and Sample Study section, the researcher sought 

to describe the participant selection process in accordance to Creswell’s (2015) high 

quality criteria indicators for a narrative analysis study to include, at most, two individual 

participants. Secondly, a set criterion was described to explain the selection of the 

research setting and sample (Patton, 2002).   

In the Data Collection and Instrumentation section, the researcher introduced the 

process for recording interviews and journal entries, conducting classroom observations, 

faculty meeting observations, and collecting school artifacts. The Data Analysis section 

worked to set parameters around identifying text as a story or description, further 

analyzing stories among three levels of narrative interpretation (Feldman, Skoldberg, 

Brown, & Horner, 2004). In the Dependability and Credibility section, the researcher 

described the validation strategies used to establish trustworthiness of the research study 
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(Creswell, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the Ethical Safeguard section, the researcher 

discussed the essential components required to conduct the research study (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Madak, 1994). 

Search Strategy 

According to Foss and Waters (2016), a research search strategy began with 

identifying relevant literature categories aligned to the selected research question(s). 

Within this narrative analysis, the selection of literature originated from the 

conceptualized topic of Montessori in the public sector. In order to identify key research 

literature aligned to the topic, categories were created to begin an electronic search for 

relevant literature using the following search engines and websites: Education ProQuest, 

Education Full Text EBSCO, American Montessori International, American Montessori 

Society, the National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector, Montessori 

Accreditation Council for Teacher Education, The United States Department of 

Education, and Amazon. Categories were divided into two sections to include teaching 

strategies and pedagogy, which directly aligned to the key terms (to include: teaching 

strategies, roles, and pedagogical) identified within the research question. In turn, the 

researcher rephrased the research question to identify the search topics discussed in the 

next section.   

For teaching strategies, the following topics were searched that directly aligned to 

the research question: teaching strategies Montessori public elementary school teachers’ 

use, Montessori authenticity in the public sector, Montessori public school teachers’ roles 

in the classroom, and Montessori public school teachers as guides and observers. 

Additionally a second layered search was conducted due to the limited research found on 
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Montessori public schooling. For the second layered topics, the researcher removed the 

following phrases from the search: Montessori, Montessori public, and public Montessori 

to expand the search results. The second layered topics included: public school teachers 

as guides and observers, Montessori authenticity, and teaching strategies used by 

Montessori elementary school teachers.   

For the second topic of pedagogy, the following topics were searched that directly 

aligned to the research question: challenges faced by Montessori elementary school 

teachers in the public sector, meeting state standards in Montessori public schools, and 

teachers meeting state standards in Montessori public school. The second layered search 

was also created due to the limited research found on Montessori public schooling. For 

the second layered topics, the researcher removed the following phrases from the search: 

Montessori public, and public Montessori to expand the search results. The second layer 

topics included: meeting state standards in Montessori schools, and teachers meeting state 

standards in Montessori school.   

Once articles and books were identified, relevant literature was highlighted and 

coded electronically using the keyboarding method (Foss & Waters, 2016). Excerpts and 

citations from articles were typed and saved into a document in accordance to the 

categories aligned to the research topic. Secondly, excerpts were sorted by categories in 

which relevant codes emerged. Codes included: Montessori for all, the prepared 

environment, accredited schools and trained teachers, meeting traditional requirements, 

conforming to standardization, Piaget's cognitive constructivist viewpoint, Montessori 

and Piaget's constructivist alignment, flexibility in pedagogical practices in America, 

Montessori and the curriculum and instruction, authenticity in Montessori public schools, 
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teachers as guides in Montessori public schools, and assessing harmoniously, or not. As 

new codes continued to emerge referencing groups and identity, a clearly identified 

theoretical framework was found. With the social identity theory and cognitive 

dissonance theory framing this work, along with the highlighted codes, a literature review 

outline was formed. 

Through the sorting technique, coded literature was organized by commonalities 

rather than "chronological descriptions" (Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 93). A conceptual 

schema arose, allowing the literature to connect and relate to one another, telling a story 

around the emerged themes. Figure 1 illustrated the outline of the literature review 

process. 

 

 

Figure 1. Outline of the Literature Review Process 
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Study Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to provide state and local education 

agencies with research-based evidence to prove or disprove the integrity of transitioning 

public elementary schools into Montessori public elementary schools from a teacher’s 

perspective. Furthermore, this narrative analysis would help parents decide if public 

Montessori was a sustainable option to the private alternative. This research study involved 

a nine-week qualitative narrative analysis to examine what teaching strategies Montessori 

public school teachers implemented in a diverse populated environment to ensure integrity 

of the Montessori Method in the public school sector. The setting included one of two 

southeastern state’s whole school Montessori public elementary schools based on three 

factors, the school’s socioeconomic status, its academic performance and providing 

Montessori public schooling for at least five years. Participants included two teachers 

within the following elementary multiage spans lower elementary (grades first through 

third grade) and upper elementary (grades fourth through sixth grade) who exhibited 

Montessori practices with integrity and beliefs based on the facility’s lead administrator’s 

selection. Data included semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus groups, reflective 

journals, classroom observations, faculty meeting observations and school artifacts. 

Research Question 

What teaching strategies does a Montessori public elementary school teacher use 

to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method when integrating their roles as a 

pedagogical preparer, guide, and observer in the public sector for a diverse 

student population? 
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Research Design 

According to Crotty (1998) the four essential components found in a research 

study were: epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods. 

Epistemology encompassed both the theoretical perspective and methodology (Crotty, 

1998). The research design began with defining the epistemology of this qualitative 

research study (Crotty, 1998).   

Constructivist Epistemological Stance 

A constructivist epistemology framed this study as defined by Jean Piaget as a 

theory where children discover new knowledge when given the opportunity to make 

mistakes and self-correct errors (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001). 

Before aligning the constructivist epistemology of Piaget with that of Montessori, one 

must first question the ontological stance of constructivism. According to Smith (1999), 

ontology questioned “what was reality like” in the realm of constructivism and once that 

reality was described the epistemological question arose as to “how was reality known” 

(p. 149). For constructivism, ontologically, reality was not singular, yet it “was created by 

individuals in groups” (Patel, 2015). In other words, in the realm of education, a student’s 

reality was constructed independently through the facilitation of an instructor. Moreover, 

epistemologically, reality was known through one’s own interpretation and discovered 

through “events and activities” (Patel, 2015). Educationally, real world applications 

allowed for reality to be known.  

As a biologist and philosopher, Jean Piaget formulated his theory of 

constructivism from observing his children and the children of Maison des Petits, a 

Montessori school at the Rousseau Institute, work and play (Dobozy, 1999; Gordon, 
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2009; Powell & Kalina, 2009; Powell, 2000). Piaget believed children were “active 

builders of knowledge—little scientists who construct their own theories of the world” 

(“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's ideas,” 2001, p. 43). 

Montessori's Constructivist Alignment 

Like Piaget, Maria Montessori believed child development began from birth, 

focusing on sensorial skills among others and included real world applications wherein 

knowledge was constructed individually. Many similarities were evident among The 

Montessori Method and constructivism, to include viewing the child as a “primary 

constructor of knowledge and the teacher as a facilitator or guide,” motivating children to 

learn in accordance to their interest, as well as building assessments throughout the 

learning process rather than in isolation (Powell, 2000, p. 50). Similar to Jean Piaget, 

Maria Montessori stressed “the importance of the child’s own activity in the construction 

of both mind and knowledge” (Elkind, 2003, p. 28).  Elkind (2003) stated “Montessori 

[was] thus a constructivist to the extent that she [regarded] the child as constructing and 

transforming the environment through his or her own activity (p. 28). Overall 

Montessorians and constructivist align on at least two key measures, to include the 

learning developmental stages, and the major components of the learning process.  

Through continuous observations of children at work, completing Intelligence 

Quotient tests or interacting with sensorial materials, Montessori and Piaget determined 

children learn gradually within specific developmental phases (“Jean Piaget: Champion 

of children's ideas,” 2001; Lillard, 2017; Ultanir, 2012). Montessori’s planes of 

development divided sensitive phases of child development into four distinct planes or 

periods of growth, while Piaget’s stages of development separate into four periods 
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identified as the “evolution of a child’s mind” (“Jean Piaget: Champion of children's 

ideas,” 2001; Montessori, 1995; Ultanir, 2012, p. 202).  

The learning process for both Montessori and Piaget included three main 

components, the child, the environment, and the teacher (Powell, 2000). The 

developmental planes (Montessori) and stages (Piaget) set the foundation for a teacher’s 

facilitative role in the learning environment due to the individual needs of the child 

(Powell, 2000; Powell & Kalina, 2009).  In the words of Maria Montessori, “follow the 

child.” Montessori and Piaget believed a teacher’s facilitative role included observing 

students’ interactions with lessons and intervening when guidance or discipline was 

needed (Lillard, 2017; Powell & Kalina, 2009). Additionally, the strongest interactions 

within the learning process included interactions between children and the learning 

environment, as well as teachers and the learning environment (Powell, 2000). Ultanir 

(2012) emphasizes Montessori’s belief that the teacher’s responsibility is to create a child 

centered environment by preparing the classroom intentionally to encourage student 

exploration. Although teachers and students were guided by the learning environment, 

educator-pupil interactions were still valuable. The constructivist learning cycle (Piaget) 

and the three-period lesson (Montessori) allowed for students to receive direct instruction 

during Montessori’s first period (teaching of the new concept) and the constructivist 

concept introduction (teacher focused questions and “frames laboratory experiences”) 

(Lillard, 2017; Powell, 2000). Both learning segments allowed teachers to formatively 

assess student knowledge and adjust instructional learning materials and labs for 

enhanced student engagement (Powell, 2000).  
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Montessori and Piaget’s aligned key measures concluded that effective teaching 

practices began when educators understood brain development, logical thinking stages, 

and the process of assimilation-“when children bring in new knowledge to their own 

schemas” and accommodated “new information” (Powell & Kalina, 2009, p. 243). When 

implemented with fidelity, the Montessori Method required a child to construct, to 

reason, and to follow. 

A Theoretical Perspective—Social Identity Theory and Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

With an aligned constructivist epistemology to aid in determining how reality is 

known, it was sequentially important to identify the approach or theoretical framework to 

obtain this reality (Patel, 2015). For this research study social identity theory and 

cognitive dissonance theory served as the theoretical perspective. Crotty (1998) viewed 

the theoretical perspective as one that “provides a context for the process, grounded in 

logic and criteria (p. 3).  

Tajfel and Turner (1979) defined social identity theory as the connection and 

sense of belonging an individual felt from an affiliated group. Social groups were formed 

from the social identity theory. Individuals were labeled as an in-group member or an 

out-group member. According to Stets and Burkes (2000), in-group members had similar 

characteristics while out-group members differ from the in-groups dominant 

characteristics. In alignment with the definitions of both social groups, Montessori public 

schools could be identified as an in-group or an out-group depended upon the social 

environment (Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007). 

 Since social identity theory reflected an individual’s social affiliations, it was an 

appropriate choice for this research study on Montessori teachers in the public sector. 
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Public Montessori has been a growing trend and has been represented by a unique social 

group of educators (“Public Montessori Schools in the United States,” 2016). Pecukonis 

(2014) stated group “interactions created a context for vetting and affirming ways of 

thinking, feeling, and behaving that reflect the culture of the group which is ultimately 

passed along to subsequent generations” (p. 63). According to Guerra & Wubbena 

(2017), “in public schools, teachers were expected to align their practices with culturally 

proficient beliefs…” (p. 35). The differences in alignment of practices between 

conventional public schooling and Montessori public schooling revealed inconsistencies 

in “norms, values, and beliefs” for both Montessori public schools and teachers (Korte, 

2007, p. 169). The awareness of inconsistent “attitudes, beliefs, and items of knowledge” 

within someone’s mind was explained through cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 

1957; Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Wong, 2009). Subsequently Montessori public school 

teachers were confronted with the dilemma of how to align teaching practices to the 

conventional public schooling environment and/or and The Montessori Method, cognitive 

dissonance theory served as the second of two appropriate theoretical context for this 

research study on Montessori teachers in the public sector (“Public Montessori Schools in 

the United States,” 2016). 

A Methodology—Narrative Analysis, Sociocultural Approach 

As define by Crotty (1998), methodology was the “plan of action” (p. 3). For this 

research study the plan of action modeled a narrative analysis, which was “human-

centered…documenting critical life events in illuminating detail” from a sociocultural 

approach (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 13; Grbich, 2013). Connelly and Clandinin 

(1990) first coined the term narrative inquiry, a methodology dedicated to storytelling. 
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According to Grbich (2013), the sociocultural approach looked through a “broader” lens 

in which “people use to make sense of particular incidents in individuals’ lives” (p. 216). 

The sociocultural approach aimed to identify key segments to specifically narrate the 

story’s beginning, middle, and resolution.  

Secondly, the research study utilized the sociocultural approach to explore and 

confirm the “content and context” of participants’ relationship with the Montessori 

Method in the public sector (Grbich, 2013). Additionally, the research study compared 

similar participants’ stories, connecting stories to relevant public school and Montessori 

cultural structures, and “interpret stories,” being mindful of personal bias (Grbich, 2013). 

A structural research approach, wherein “the focus was primarily on what has been said,” 

was used to concentrate on specifically what was said through interviews, focus groups, 

reflective journals, classroom observations and school artifacts (Grbich, 2013). The 

structural approach exposed teachers’ interpretations of what Montessori authentically 

looked like in the public sector. In order to identify the narrator’s identity, text was 

divided into episodes to include the plot and sequence of the story (Grbich, 2013). 

Additionally, the researcher identified themes and oppositions that emerged from each 

episode in order to focus on reoccurring aspects of the narrative (Grbich, 2013). The 

researcher served as the primary instrument in this qualitative study. In alignment with 

the qualitative approach, as described by Creswell (2003), the researcher collected “open-

ended…data with the primary intent of developing themes from the data” (p. 18).  

Methods 

As a part of “identifying and justifying the research process,” a detailed 

description of methods used for this research study was paramount (Crotty, 1998, p. 6). 



95 
 

 
 

As noted, the following methods were used for this narrative analysis: interviews, focus 

groups, reflective journals, classroom observations, faculty meeting observations and 

school artifacts. In a narrative analysis, interviews allowed for life stories and episodes to 

be recorded in time (Grbich, 2013). Three individual participant interviews were held to 

discuss the teachers' background, stance, and Montessori viewpoint. Additionally, the 

research study used two focus groups to determine the school and classroom 

environment, and the support teachers received. Focus groups were “small structured 

groups with selected participants” to discuss “specific topics, viewpoints, and 

experiences” (Litosseliti, 2003, p. 1). For a nine-week period, participants completed 

reflective journals on successes and challenges faced when planning and implementing 

the Montessori Method in the public sector. Lowe et al. (2013) stated “journals…provide 

concrete evidence of professional growth and development” and serves as a critical 

reflective tool for service providers such as teachers (p. 1).  Classroom observations 

provided a glimpse into the learning environment’s daily practices and alignment to 

“Montessori pedagogy” (“American Montessori Society: Education that transforms 

lives,” 2016). Three classroom observations were conducted to observe the prepared 

environment prior to students' arrival, student interactions upon arrival, and teacher 

interactions as the school year progresses. Additionally, one faculty meeting observation 

was conducted to observe school culture. Lastly, the review of school artifacts 

determined: how teachers planned lessons and units, how teachers were trained and 

evaluated, planned for a diverse populated student body, enrollment requirements, school 

communication, community partnership initiatives, and school and classroom schedules 

to triangulate the public school's alignment to the authentic Montessori Method.    
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This research design was appropriate for the research study because a narrative 

would effectively articulate teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and revelations towards their 

teaching strategies used to implement the Montessori Methods with integrity in the public 

sector.   

Sample Selection 

 In accordance with Patton (2002), criterion sampling, which involved a set criteria 

used to identify the sample, was used for this research study. The setting of the narrative 

analysis included one of two southeastern state’s whole school Montessori public 

elementary schools. The Montessori public school that was selected for this narrative 

analysis was one of two whole school Montessori public school models located in a 

southeastern city in a Southeastern state, that was voluntarily registered through the 

National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector (NCMPS), launched by the American 

Montessori Society in 2012 to highlight the growth and progress made by charter, 

magnet, and district schools across the United States of America (“American Montessori 

Society: Public Schools,” 2016). The school was selected based on the following three 

criteria achieved during the 2016-2017 school year: having a 50% or above free and 

reduced lunch populated student body, maintaining a 70% or above state academic rating, 

and providing public Montessori schooling for at least five or more years. Two out of the 

three indicators aligned with Maria Montessori’s shared concerns and needs for the 

“children in the slums” (DuCharme, 1992, p. 17). The origination of Montessori’s first 

school, Casa dei Bambini within urbanized San Lorenzo Rome led to her belief that all 

children can learn.  A child’s misfortune did not exclude them from receiving a quality 

education (Montessori, 1995).  
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In conjunction with criterion sampling, the research study selected participants 

based on Creswell’s (2015) high quality criteria indicators. Creswell (2015) stated a high 

quality narrative study included at most two individual participants. The identified school 

system was contacted to obtain the Institutional Review Board application and approval, 

than the lead administrator of the identified school received an email invitation to 

participate in the narrative analysis research study. In the event the school declined 

participation, the second highest performing Montessori public school with a similar 

socioeconomic makeup and at least five years of public Montessori schooling would be 

notified and requested to participate. The selected research facility’s lead administrator 

was asked to identify two teachers within the following multiage classrooms; lower 

elementary (first through third grade) and upper elementary (fourth through sixth grade) 

who exhibited integrity with implementing Montessori practices and beliefs to participate 

in the research study. Those educators would also receive an email invitation to 

voluntarily participate in the research study. 

Data Collection 

In order to maintain a high quality narrative study as defined by Creswell (2015), 

a collection of stories would be obtained from two public Montessori elementary school 

teachers within the following multiage classrooms; lower elementary (first through third 

grade) and upper elementary (fourth through sixth grade) who exhibited Montessori 

practices with integrity and beliefs to participate in the research study. Participants were 

selected based on the selected school lead administrator’s recommendation. To 

chronologically connect the stories of each participant and uncover common themes, data 

included semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus groups, classroom observations, 
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faculty observations, weekly reflective journals, and reviews of school artifacts 

(Creswell, 2012). Additionally, artifacts included images presented in color, wherein non-

color duplicated copies may not match the data presented in the text.  

Week one—Teacher Background and the Prepared Environment 

The National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector’s (NCMPS) Essential 

Elements on Montessori Practice in the Public Sector rubric helped determine 

authenticity of two of the five key areas; the Montessori learning environment and 

leadership and organizational development (“American Montessori Society: Education 

that transforms lives,” 2016). Over a nine-week period the data collection process 

progressed every week. During the initial first week of data collection, an introductory 

participant interview was conducted. The participant interview focused on the teachers' 

background as it related to their educational background to develop personal pedagogical 

practices, training, professional learning support received, and membership affiliations. 

Additionally, during the first initial week a classroom observation were held focused on 

the prepared environment. The NCMPS's Environment Assessment: Observing in the 

prepared environment rubric were used to observe beauty and order, as well as 

organization and maintenance of space and materials (“American Montessori Society: 

Education that transforms lives,” 2016).  

Week two—School and Classroom Environment  

During the second week of data collection, the first of two in-depth focus groups 

were held. Focus groups helped to align similar stories. The week two focus group 

session concentrated on the school and classroom environment. Teachers were 

questioned on the justification for teaching in a Montessori public school, the school 
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environment description and administrative support, the school curriculum and 

instructional approach and the classroom design. 

Week three—Student Interaction and School Culture 

As week three approaches, the second of three classroom observations occurred 

focused on student interaction. Using the NCMPS's Environment Assessment: Observing 

in the prepared environment rubric, the following were observed: procedures and 

routines, grace and courtesy, and work habits. Additionally, the NCMPS's Elementary 

work engagement rubric were used to observe sample work engagement and work on 

Montessori materials (“American Montessori Society: Education that transforms lives,” 

2016). Secondly, one faculty meeting observation was conducted focusing on school 

culture. During this observation field notes were taken on the following areas: school 

mission and vision; administrative, teacher, student, and parent responsibilities; the 

school's current initiatives, and upcoming events; and the level of emphasis on 

Montessori education. Lastly, teacher participants and the lead administrator were asked 

to self-assess their Montessori learning environment and the school’s leadership and 

organizational development. 

Week four—Teacher Stance 

During week four, the second of three individual participant interviews took 

place. These interviews focused on the teachers' philosophy and defined teacher role, as 

well as the teaching strategies used in the Montessori classroom. 
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Week five—Teacher Interaction and Support 

  The third and final classroom observation took place. Using the NCMPS's 

Environment Assessment: Observing in the prepared environment rubric, the teachers' 

instructional approach was observed. Emphasis was placed on the teacher and student 

dynamic and the teacher and prepared environment dynamic. Secondly, the final focus 

group session occurred focused on teacher support. Teachers answered questions 

pertaining to successes and challenges faced overall in the classroom and the school, as 

well as the professional learning support needed to build success and capacity.  

Week six—Montessori Viewpoint 

The final individual participant interview occurred during the sixth week. 

Interview questions were focused on Montessori alignment with: personal teaching 

philosophies, school culture, student performance, and teacher performance.  

Weeks one through nine 

Throughout the nine week research study, school artifacts were collected. The 

review of school artifacts determined: how teachers plan lessons and units, how teachers 

are trained and evaluated, planning for school improvement, enrollment requirements, 

school communication, community partnership initiatives, and school and classroom 

schedules to triangulate the public school's alignment to the Montessori Method 

implemented with integrity. Lastly, nine weekly reflective journals determined 

Montessori Method implementation and planning techniques and schedules. 

Subjectivity Statement 

The researcher’s role in this narrative analysis was to provide an unbiased story of 

the implementation of the Montessori Method in the public sector. It was important to 
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note that the researcher was a former public school secondary mathematics teacher and 

toddler and upper elementary Montessori parent in the private sector. Although the 

researcher worked to maintain an unbiased opinion, the researcher’s background in public 

education and understanding of the Montessori Method from a parent’s perspective may 

have framed her views and interpretation of the data collected.  

Data Analysis 

 A narrative analysis from a sociocultural approach was used to explore and 

confirm the “content and context” of participants’ relationship with implementing the 

Montessori Method and meeting state mandated instructional goals in the public sector 

(Grbich, 2013). The researcher analyzed individual stories collected primarily through 

interviews, focus groups, classroom and faculty observations, reflective journaling, and 

the review of school artifacts (Feldman et al., 2004).  

“Analysis began with the identification of categorized stories” within each 

interview, focus group and reflective journal (Feldman et al., 2004). Feldman et al. 

(2004) stated a story narrative was identified when the transcript simply answers “then 

what happen” (p. 153). The researcher will identify text as a story or description. 

Feldman et al. (2004) defined a description “as a list without a plot” (p. 153). 

According to Feldman et al. (2004), a description is identified when a person may 

list the things that are necessary for change to occur but not show how they are 

related to the change coming about (p. 153). 

Once the text was identified as a story or description, the researcher analyzed the stories 

within three levels (Feldman et al., 2004). Level one involved “identifying the story 

line…or the basic point the researcher thought the interviewee was trying to make” about 
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Montessori implementation in the public sector (Feldman et al., 2004). The researcher 

constructed “story lines that summarize how the story relates to the overarching 

narrative” of teachers reflecting on their teaching strategies and blending and addressing 

their dualistic pedagogical selves and meeting state mandated instructional goals 

(Feldman et al., 2004).  Secondly, the researcher identified implicit and/or explicit 

oppositions, making assumptions that can and will be tested in every story (Feldman et 

al., 2004). Thirdly, based on the identified story lines and oppositions, a logical argument 

was formed, allowing the researcher to retell the story, triangulating the data “having 

more confidence in the researcher’s interpretation of the words used in the stories” 

(Feldman et al., 2014). Lastly, in order to sort stories among participants, coding took 

place to identify and group common themes (Feldman et al., 2014). Figure 2 illustrates 

the outline of the data presentation. 

  

Figure 2. Outline of the Data Presentation 
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Dependability and Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) evaluation criteria was used to establish 

trustworthiness. Credibility was achieved through the following: prolonged engagement, 

persistent observation, triangulation, and member-checking. A prolonged engagement 

was achieved through the nine-week study, allowed for a significant amount of time in 

the field to understand the culture, setting, and phenomenon (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Secondly, conducting persistent observations built a rich and in-depth data to accurately 

investigate (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, triangulation achieved through the 

multiple data sources to gain a clear understanding of the phenomenon, confirming 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lastly, member-checking gave participants the 

opportunity to review preliminary findings.  

Transferability was enhanced through the thick written description of the 

phenomenon being evaluated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). External auditors, to include the 

researcher’s dissertation committee were allowed for dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  Creswell (2012) stated “validation in qualitative research was to suggest that 

researchers employ accepted strategies to document the “accuracy” of their 

studies…called validation strategies” (p. 207). Creswell (2012) further referenced 

Plummer’s three guiding questions “related to sampling, sources, and the validation” of 

biographical writing (p. 214). Questions included “distinguishing between reliable and 

unreliable witnesses;” identifying the sources of bias; and determining if the “account is 

valid” when read by participants, “compared to official records” and “accounts from 

other informants” (Creswell, 2012, p. 214).  
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The researcher employed accepted validation strategies by following the 

characteristics of a good narrative study. A high quality narrative study as described by 

Creswell (2015) included at most two individual participants. Additionally, a classified 

good narrative study involved a collection of stories referencing the individuals’ life, 

chronologically connects the stories, retells the story of the participants, is written in “a 

literary way,” uncovers themes developed throughout the study, and “reflexively brings 

herself into the study” (Creswell, 2012, p. 214-215). 

Ethical Safeguards 

 In order to secure ethical safeguards, the researcher informed all participants of 

the research purpose, ensuring that all participants were aware of the expectations needed 

to complete the research study (Madak, 1994). Moreover, the participants’ identity were 

protected, pseudonyms and an alias school name was used to maintain confidentiality of 

reporting results (Madak, 1994). Additionally, the researcher ensured participants were a 

part of a positive research experience (Madak, 1994). Institutional Review Board 

approval was essential to the completion of this qualitative study. Research began upon 

permission received from both the researcher’s university and selected school’s school 

system Institutional review board. A research proposal and any additional requirements 

of the university was submitted for final approval.     

Response Rate 

In order to maintain a high quality narrative study as defined by Creswell (2015), 

a collection of stories were obtained from two Montessori public elementary school 

teachers within the following multiage groups: lower elementary (first through third 
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grade) and upper elementary (fourth through sixth grade) who exhibit authentic 

Montessori practices and beliefs to participate in the research study.  

Reporting Results 

The researcher reported results in narrative form in order to effectively articulate 

teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and revelations towards their teaching strategies used to 

implement Montessori authentically in the public sector. The text was divided into 

episodes to include the plot and sequence of the story (Grbich, 2013). Interpretations of 

implicit and/or explicit oppositions and themes were reported to retell the teachers’ 

stories of successes and challenges faced in a public Montessori setting. To protect the 

confidentiality of participants and the school site’s identity, pseudonyms and an alias 

school name will be used for reporting.  

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to provide state and local education 

agencies with research-based evidence to prove or disprove the integrity of transitioning 

public elementary schools into public elementary Montessori schools from a teacher’s 

perspective. The research design began with the epistemology of constructivism framing 

this study. Social identity theory and cognitive dissonance theory served as the theoretical 

perspectives. The methodology model a narrative analysis. Additionally, the following 

methods were used for this narrative analysis: interviews, focus groups, reflective 

journals, classroom observations, faculty meeting observations and school artifacts. 

As noted, the researcher selected a narrative analysis to articulate teachers’ 

attitudes, beliefs and revelations towards their teaching strategies used to implement 

Montessori authentically in the public sector. A collection of stories were obtained from 
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two Montessori public elementary school teachers within the following multiage groups; 

lower elementary (first through third grade) and upper elementary (fourth through sixth 

grade) who exhibit authentic Montessori practices and beliefs based on the school’s 

administrative recommendation. The NCMPS’s Essential Elements on Montessori 

Practice in the Public Sector rubric helped determine the integrity of two of the five key 

areas; the Montessori learning environment and leadership and organizational 

development (“American Montessori Society: Education that transforms lives,” 2016). 

Research began upon permission received from both the researcher’s university and the 

selected school’s school system Institutional Review Board. 

The researcher analyzed individual stories collected primarily through interviews, 

focus groups, classroom and faculty observations, reflective journaling, and the review of 

school artifacts (Feldman et al., 2004). Three levels of story analysis took place, 

including the identification of the story line, implicit and/or explicit oppositions, and a 

formation of a logical argument (Feldman et al., 2004). To conclude the story analysis, 

coding took place to identify and group themes.   

The researcher reported results in narrative form, dividing the text into episodes to 

include the plot and sequence of the story (Grbich, 2013). To protect the confidentiality 

of participants and the school site’s identity, pseudonyms and an alias school name were 

used for reporting. Now that chapter three has mapped out the selected research design 

that investigated the teaching strategies Montessori public school teachers utilized to 

maintain integrity in the public sector, chapter four determined what’s actually below sea 

level (Foss & Waters, 2016, p. 53). Chapter four unveiled the hidden science behind the 

formation of the metaphoric iceberg. The researcher presented the results on the teaching 
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strategies used in a public Montessori environment while maintaining the integrity or its 

original form. And to conclude this research study, chapter five answered those 

inquisitive minds from Fisher’s 1911 travels, stating the usefulness of the hidden science 

behind the Montessori Method in the public sector and its implications to public 

education and parental school choice. 
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CHAPTER 4 

BEHIND THE FORMATION: DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

“…many events aligned to cause the Titanic to strike an iceberg…and it might never be 

possible to determine definitively what precipitated the collision. However, the notion 

that weather conditions during the ship’s crossing and the previous winter played a 

significant role is relatively inarguable.” (Linkin, 2007, p. 25) 

 

Introduction and Organization of the Chapter 

 There is integrity and consensus behind the science of the formation of an iceberg. 

The consistency in the standards guiding how and why icebergs, or Ice Mountains, are 

formed helped scientists to easily identify and classify icebergs. The metaphoric 

symbolism of the iceberg, as a piece of frozen freshwater that broke off from a main 

glacier, served as the backdrop for the collective narrative of two Montessori public 

elementary school teachers retelling shared teaching strategies in the quest to ensure 

integrity of the Montessori Method in a diverse setting.  

According to Webster & Mertova (2008), “stories are a reflection of the fact that 

experience is a matter of growth, and that understandings are continually developed, 

reshaped and retold” (p. 13). Stories, or captured narratives, provide researchers with the 

opportunity to bring life to events, experiences, and a framework for understanding the 

subject in their unique context (Sandelowski, 1991). The captured experiences from the 

Titanic collision uncovered stories of grief, dismay, and trauma but also prompted a shift 

and consistency of standards in “maritime laws…, safety regulations and travel 

precautions” that are influential to ship cruises to this day (Linkin, 2007, p. 25). Similar 
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to the beacon of light the Titanic warned for future voyages, the stories of these 

Montessori public school teachers’ were presented to develop the readers’ thinking 

through the lens of teaching and learning, “either directly about the subject matter of 

instruction or, alternatively, about the strengths or shortcomings of the teaching itself” 

(Webster & Mertova, 2008, p. 14).  The gathered stories were explained through 

grounding theories that served to frame the experiences from the implementation of the 

Montessori Method in the public sector.  

Through the social identity theory and the cognitive dissonance theory, the 

researcher presented the stories of Montessori public school teachers as a social identity 

group reflecting on experiences of successes and challenges when implementing teaching 

strategies that conflict with conventional public schooling. The review of relevant 

literature provided the foundation to analyze the anticipated findings associated with the 

key components that impacted the integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation 

in the public sector, to include teachers and teaching strategies. The theoretical 

framework presented in chapter two is revisited in this data analysis as it relates to the 

research findings. In chapter three, the researcher mapped out the selected research 

design to investigate the teaching strategies Montessori public school teachers use to 

maintain integrity in the public sector. The researcher used a qualitative narrative analysis 

to examine the stories of two Montessori public elementary school teachers’ journey to 

protect the Montessori brand as a preparer, guide, and observer in a diverse public school 

environment.  

 According to Haslam (2004), social identity theory characterizes social groups as 

in-groups, those who exuberate a collective group stance, or as out-groups, those looked 
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upon as distinctively different from the norm. The two social groupings generally framed 

the outline of this section in accordance to in and out group definitions: (a) In-group: The 

public school setting; (b) Out-group: The Montessori learning environment; and (c) In-

group: The Montessori teaching strategies. In alignment with Montessori teaching 

practices in the public sector, the themes that arose from the social groupings in 

accordance to the cognitive dissonance theory’s focus on norms (standards), values 

(worthiness) and beliefs (truthful) were: 

Themes aligned to Montessori Teaching Practices in the Public Sector 

 Maintaining Consistency 

o Norms: Educating the Whole Child-School Culture and Diversity 

 Eliminating Consistency 

o Norms: The Structure-The Work Period 

 Heightening the Significance of Consistency 

o Values: The Observer-Teaching Strategies 

o Beliefs: The Guide-Teacher’s Roles, The Preparer-Training 

 Minimizing the Significance of Inconsistency 

o Values: The Structure-Multiage Grouping  

These themes were examined through the Montessori public school teachers’ categorized 

individual stories or episodes in a logical sequential order and constructed into the 

following arrangement to summarize the teachers’ reflections on their teaching strategies 

and the ability to blend and address the Montessori Method in the public sector (Feldman 

et al., 2004; Grbich, 2013): 
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 In-group: The public Montessori school setting and characters 

Theme I. We are Family: The Montessori Social Environment 

A. Sub-theme: Educating the Whole Child-School Culture and Diversity 

Out-Group: The Montessori Learning Environment 

Theme II. Beauty and Order: The Montessori Prepared Environment 

A. Sub-theme: The Structure-Multiage Grouping and the Work Period 

In-Groups: The Montessori Teaching Strategies 

Theme III. The Preparer, Guide, and Observer: The Montessori Teacher’s Role 

and Strategies  

A. Sub-Theme: The Preparer-Teacher Training 

B. Sub-Theme: The Guide-Facilitation of Instruction 

C. Sub-Theme: The Observer-Individualized Instruction  

Once themes were identified and analyzed, the researcher collectively summarized the 

results or successful and challenging experiences the participants articulated throughout 

their journey to align their roles as educators to the Montessori Method in the public 

sector. For this narrative analysis, results were arranged to allow readers “to facilitate 

their own conclusions and understanding of the research data” (Webster & Mertova, 

2008, p. 108).  

Data Presentation 

 For the research study, a collection of stories were obtained from two public 

Montessori elementary school teachers residing in one of two whole school public 

Montessori school models located in a Southeastern state. The two participants 

represented one of two elementary Montessori multi-age groupings, lower elementary 
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(second grade and third grade) and upper elementary (fourth grade and fifth grade). Both 

participants exhibited Montessori practices with integrity and beliefs in accordance to the 

selected research facility’s lead administrator’s recommendation. The researcher 

analyzed individual stories collected primarily through interviews, focus groups, 

classroom and faculty observations, reflective journaling, and the review of school 

artifacts (Feldman et al., 2004).  

 The narrative analysis began by utilizing the sociocultural approach to narrate 

realistic episodes related to detailed experiences from a cultural and historical context 

(Grbich, 2013). Although the sociocultural approach frowns upon segmenting data into 

themes and codes to avoid retelling incomplete storylines, the underlying structural 

research approach allowed for the researcher to focus on the content (Grbich, 2013). Both 

approaches were combined to clearly narrate what the participants have shared by linking 

and “unfolding” the plot or “connections among elements” (Grbich, 2013; Webster & 

Mertova, 2008, p. 19). Additionally, text from collected transcripts and journal entries 

(see Appendix H) were grouped as stories (what’s next) or descriptions (listings), 

maintaining text that answered what’s next and connected to a story line or plot 

(beginning, middle, and resolution) (Feldman et al., 2004). Descriptions or facts were 

eliminated as “irrelevant to the plot” (Feldman et al., 2004; Grbich, 2013, p. 225). 

Textual evidence was divided into categorized stories or episodes in a logical sequential 

order (Feldman et al., 2004; Grbich, 2013). Next, stories were sorted and coded to 

identify and group themes (Feldman et al., 2004; Grbich, 2013). Table 1 list the emerging 

themes identified and grouped. 
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Emerging Themes Frequency of Theme 

Social environment 46 

 Sub theme: Teachers and students 13 

 Sub theme: Grace and courtesy 8 

 Sub theme: Culturally responsive 

discipline 

8 

 Sub theme: Diversity 11 

 Sub theme: Parent involvement 4 (not frequent enough) 

 Sub theme: Branding of school 2 (not frequent enough) 

Prepared environment 28 

 Sub theme: Classroom design and 

materials 

13 

 Sub theme: Multiage grouping and the 

work period 

13 

 Sub theme: Outdoor learning 2 (not frequent enough) 

Teachers’ roles and strategies 42 

 Sub theme: Teacher and teaching 

assistant training 

12 

 Sub theme: Group work and peer 

teaching 

9 

 Sub theme: Individualized instruction 18 

 Sub theme: Technology 3 (not frequent enough) 

 

Table 1. List of the Emerging Themes Identified and Grouped. 

 

 

Lastly, oppositions and story lines worked collectively to form logical arguments used to 

retell the story and to “identify contrasts” or differences (Feldman et al., 2004; Grbich 

2013). Transcripts and journal entries were aligned to the theoretical framing of social 

identity theory’s social groups and cognitive dissonance theory’s levels of consistency 

and inconsistency as outlined in the introduction to this chapter. Figure 2 illustrated the 

outline of the data presentation. 
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Figure 2. Outline of the Data Presentation 
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To follow, the third theme addressed the teachers’ roles and strategies (in-group) used as 

a preparer, a trained educator in the Montessori Method; a guide, a facilitator of 

instruction; and an observer, to create individualized instruction. Each role and strategy 

were examined to determine the stance an educator must take in this particular 

environment in order to fulfill the teacher’s role with integrity.   

What teaching strategies does a Montessori public elementary school teacher use 

to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method when integrating their roles as a 

pedagogical preparer, guide, and observer in the public sector for a diverse 

student population? 

In closing, the chapter summarized the key components that emerged from the 

three themes. Additionally, the researcher revisited the themes alignment to the social 

identity theory groups and the components of cognitive dissonance theory, including 

norms, values, and beliefs. To conclude, the chapter previewed the discussion of the 

narrative analysis and implications of the study.  

In-Group: The Public Montessori School Setting and Characters 

 

 In 2011, the professional organization American Montessori Society (an identified 

social in-group) declared to expand Montessori schooling into the public sector, making 

Montessori acceptable in the public school setting (Ungerer, 2011). Efforts finally shifted 

for the American Montessori Society’s original position as a supporter of Montessori 

private schooling, evolving as a social in-group focused on the same goal (Haslam, 2004; 

Korte, 2007; Pecukonis, 2014; Rambusch, 2007; Stets & Burkes, 2000). This shift 

aligned to what cognitive dissonance theory calls setting doubts aside due to a change in 

circumstance (Wong, 2009). The doubts set aside included removing the stereotypical 
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bias for a social class of people and the acceptance of a more diverse group of people, 

making “Montessori work for all children” (Benham, 2010, p. 32; Rambusch, 2007). That 

change in circumstance brought upon the pursuit to examine South Montessori 

Elementary School (pseudonym), a diverse populated public Montessori school meeting 

the following three criteria achieved during the 2016-2017 school year to initiate this 

research study: having a 50% or above free and reduced lunch populated student body, 

maintaining a 70% or above state academic rating, and providing public Montessori 

schooling for at least five or more years. Therefore, the findings began by providing a 

rich description of the Montessori social environment (in-group), the initial theme of the 

three part storyline.  

For the narrative analysis, the following was initially explored to provide a clear 

interpretation of the school’s setting and characters: The physical setting in which the 

Montessori Method lived, the identified student population, socioeconomic status, the 

school’s academic standings, and teacher participants. Secondly, the researcher addressed 

the first emerging theme We are Family: The Montessori social environment to include 

the social makeup and researcher’s focus on the school’s teachers and students. The sub-

theme included a deeper dive into Educating the whole child: School culture and 

diversity to include social and emotional learning for a diverse community.  

South Montessori Elementary School is located in a historic coastal city in the 

southeastern United States. According to the 2013 charter petition, in 2005 a group of the 

city’s citizens donated nine acres of land to use for the school’s physical site. The land 

was deeded to the South Montessori charter organization (pseudonym) and is centrally-

located within the county school system amidst farmland, developing home sites, and 
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accessible to major highways. To date the school is comprised of sixteen classrooms, two 

offices, a food service cottage, and three activities areas. Four natural play areas are 

scattered across campus housing, to include: sand boxes, a stage, climbing rocks, picnic 

tables, swings and a large field for sports. There are also two outdoor classrooms 

comprised of circular tree stump seating located behind the main office building and 

adjacent to the fenced in community garden. The garden and outdoor classrooms were 

funded by grant monies and donations of parent and staff labor. The researcher described 

the physical setting in the following way after her initial October 2nd visit to the campus: 

Arriving on the school’s campus around 7:25 am, it’s noticeably different from 

the city life in which I am use to. A very quiet serene area, not much to see as you 

drive around the curves, moss trees are low and men are cutting the grass right 

before children begin to arrive. I walk into the building met by the executive 

director who was so pleasant and welcoming, we chat for a bit. I ask how are 

students transported back and forth and she shares that 50% of students are car 

riders and 50% have access to the bus (T. Ball, personal communication, October 

2, 2017).  

The school’s 2013 charter petition further addressed its geographical location and 

the challenges that have transpired with its busing system:  

Citywide transportation is provided to South Montessori Elementary School so 

that geographical location is not a barrier to attendance...Our student body is 

drawn from a county-wide attendance zone and therefore transportation issues 

continue to pose significant issues for us; problems with district bus service, 

transit times, and difficulty coordinating schedules with other schools have led 
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some families to return to their neighborhood schools. Additionally, our county 

contains a high military population and therefore the body of public school 

students is impacted by the transient nature of this lifestyle (p. 51).  

South Montessori Elementary School is the only Montessori charter school in the 

state. In 2005, seven area residents created a charter organization to initially open South 

Montessori Elementary School in 2008 with 61 kindergartners and with a goal to provide 

local community children the opportunity to experience Dr. Maria Montessori’s teaching 

philosophy. As of the 2016-2017 school year per the state department of education’s 

database, South Montessori Elementary School had a current student population of 

approximately 317 children, where free and reduced lunch was provided for 62% of its 

student body, whom were also identified as economically disadvantaged. Additionally, 

the state’s student achievement grades reports list the school’s race/ethnicity make-up as 

follows: 42% White, 46% African American, 6% Multi-racial, 4% Hispanic, and 2% 

Asian/Pacific Islander. The 2013 charter petition further stated class sizes for the 2016-

2017 school year were projected to average 1:26 teacher to student ratios for lower and 

upper elementary school classrooms. Due to the staffing of lead teachers and teaching 

assistants in all classrooms, the teacher to student ratio would not exceed 1:14. The 

approximate enrollment percentage of students with disabilities was 8%, while 1% of 

students were English Language Learners per the state’s student achievement grades 

reports. South Montessori Elementary School remained compliant with state and federal 

laws per the 2013 and 2017 charter petition.  

In 2016, South Montessori Elementary School contained the highest academic 

performance index above the state’s and school district’s elementary average with a 74.4 
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point value out of a total 100 points. The academic performance index score serves as a 

comparative marker for how schools, districts, and the state measure in accordance to 

student preparedness for higher forms of education and ultimately readiness for college 

and career. Furthermore, the academic performance index is separated into four 

measurable categories: achievement, progress, achievement gap, and challenge points. 

South Montessori Elementary School has provided Montessori education for a lottery 

selected group of students serving grades Kindergarten through 5th grade according to 

multi-age groupings for 10 years.   

Now that South Montessori Elementary School’s physical environment, student 

population, demographics, and academic standings have been described, the next section 

introduces the teachers who shared stories of successes and challenges experienced in the 

public Montessori school environment when working towards implementing the 

Montessori Method with integrity. Both teachers selected a pseudonym to protect their 

identity. 

Lisa, mother of two began her journey at South Montessori Elementary School as 

a Montessori parent volunteer… 

I started in our school when my older son he started kindergarten and I started at 

the mother’s side as a volunteer and that’s how I was able to see everything that 

they do in the classroom and observe and understand the method a little bit. And 

my oldest I mean my youngest one he started at two and a half at our school, this 

year is the last year for my oldest one in our school and my youngest one is in 

second grade. 
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Lisa’s social identity in her school resembles in-group characteristics, sharing similar 

attributes with the physical environment as a former community volunteer, current 

Montessori mom, progressing to a teaching assistant, and currently serving as a lower 

elementary teacher. When asked about her public Montessori teaching experience, Lisa 

shared… 

I'm a teacher in the lower elementary classroom, second and third grade students. 

I’ve been teaching for five years. I started as a teacher assistant and now I’m a 

certified Montessori teacher, teaching in our classroom… loving it. 

Similar to Lisa, Meagan is a mother of two who began her Montessori experience as a 

teaching assistant, but in the private sector. Once Meagan and her family moved south, 

she joined South Montessori Elementary School as a teaching assistant as well. When 

asked to share her experience in the Montessori public sector, Meagan stated… 

My only experience with teaching in Montessori public school is here at South 

Montessori Elementary School. I started six years ago as a teaching assistant in 

lower elementary and then as the lead teacher for 3 years. My learning 

environment was a typical Montessori environment three year cycle of 6 through 

9 year olds. The past two years I've been teaching the upper elementary children. 

I also worked at a private Montessori school in the western United States as a 

teaching assistant prior to moving south. The private Montessori sector is a much 

different animal. There were 10 children in the classes. The public charter school 

houses 21-25 children per class and we integrate the state standards and testing 

into the curriculum. 
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Although Meagan began her Montessori teaching career in the private sector, she 

continued to share similar attributes with her colleague Lisa, bridging in-group 

characteristics. As Lisa and Meagan’s stories continued to emerge, several themes 

surfaced, to include the family oriented Montessori social environment. 

Theme I. We are Family: The Montessori Social Environment 

 The initial theme to emerge throughout the participants’ interviews was the actual 

sense and consistency of comradery that both the lower and upper Montessori elementary 

school teachers shared among fellow staff members and students. When Lisa and Meagan 

were asked to generally share out their thoughts about South Montessori Elementary 

School during their first focus group interview, Lisa began by saying… 

I talk about our school South Montessori Elementary as a family it's a small 

community of family members that care for each other. There you can see them in 

the gatherings that we have, in the family events that we have. You can see how 

much they support each other and help out each other…as well as the staff you 

can see the support among the staff. I have seen the laughter we have and the 

care for each other. We're just there for each other. We have supported each 

other. The school has supported us through our educational endeavors.     

Continuing in agreement with Lisa, Meagan shared… 

It is a family. Everybody knows everybody. Students that we’ve never had in class 

all know our names and we know theirs. I think one of the principal components 

in the Montessori philosophy, we all share at our school as teachers, educators 

and administration, is that we really do know each of the children as individuals. 

We know where they come from. We know their siblings. We know their parents. 
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We all work together to help when they have struggles and celebrate their 

successes. Being a smaller school, we’ve created a wonderful sense of community 

and family. 

Both teachers’ reflections of their interactions with students further explained how 

everyone knew everyone. For the lower elementary school teacher, Lisa explained… 

With my students every morning I say good morning to them. I greet each one of 

them. I ask them how their day was. How was their morning? How's everything 

going? 

For upper elementary, Meagan shared similar greetings with her students. According to 

Meagan, upper elementary teachers welcomed students from the hallway with calming 

classical music played throughout each classroom. 

…all three of the upper elementary teachers are situated somewhere right at the 

entrance of our classroom doors to greet the children as they come in each 

morning. At this time, the lights are usually dim in all the classrooms. The teacher 

across from me usually plays calming music and it carries into my room. If hers 

isn't on then I’ll play classical music. The music and dim lights set a calm tone for 

the children as they come in. 

Lisa added how teachers and students are engaged in hallway conversations, solidifying 

the family culture… 

…you have the teachers talking to the students or engaging in conversations with 

the students and other staff members in the building, it’s a family environment. 

We will all be with each other talking to each other when we're in the hallway.    
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   When asked how students interact with teachers, both Lisa and Meagan agree 

students consider teachers as confidants and as competent teacher leaders. Meagan shared 

how students ask her for advice… 

…a lot of the children will ask to speak to me privately. Usually it is something 

that has nothing to do with school so, I feel many of them see me as a confidant of 

theirs. Someone they can trust and come to for help with various issues. I help 

them through whatever it is or just lend an ear to listen. The children come to me 

for all types of advice; something that's happening at home or in class with a 

friend. Teaching the upper elementary grades, I get information about who 

“likes” this person and who “likes” that person. Even though I don't always want 

to know those particular secrets, they tell me anyway… 

Sentiments were similar for Lisa. She recalled how one student consider her as a mom… 

One of the students today was telling me that he felt like I was like his mom, and 

that brought tears to my eyes. He was like yes, sometimes I feel like you're my 

mom. And that lets me know that at least they are having some support in our 

classroom that no matter what their background is they have that guidance and 

support system through us and we are that guide that is helping them become who 

they want and be. 

Additionally, for Lisa, her students have also shared their desires to reacquaint with her 

as their teacher…  

…they remember me they can be right now in middle school and they see me and 

they see me anywhere and be like I miss you so much. How are you doing? How is 

everything going? I wish you were my teacher right now. And one thing for me 
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that I tell them at the beginning of the school year is about opening ceremony and 

that you're going to see students coming back to the classroom and say that they 

want to be back in the classroom and the new students will look at me oddly and 

then at open house here comes students that were my students from previous 

years come to hug me talking to me, telling me how everything is going where 

they're going to be at this coming year. And the new students are like wow you 

have a lot of people here. You know a lot of students care about you here. You're 

famous. No I just love to teach. 

 The word love was a common thread between Lisa and Meagan. For Meagan, 

ensuring that students know she loves them is important… 

I get a little sappy when I say this because I genuinely do love children. If you 

walk into my classroom or into my life in any way I'm going to just love you. That 

love grows as I get to know each child even when they make it hard. I make sure 

that they know that. Although they don't show it back many times, it's 

reciprocated and I know they trust me. They value the things that I have to say. 

They talk back to me sometimes in the way that they would with their parents. 

They know that even if I'm upset or disappointed with them that love is still there.  

Lisa continued that nurturing feeling towards her students by saying… 

I treat them as a family. I become, they become a family member of mine and I 

like learn about their background who they truly are. How can I help them meet 

their goals their learning goals. How can I help our students, I have noticed when 

we're talking and listening to them, they are able to express their emotions and 

express their culture and their background and that has a lot to do with learning 
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development where they're coming from who they are is where it will help us 

follow them throughout their years with us. Our job as I'm as a Montessori 

educator is not a simple job it’s being a part of a child's life. We're there with 

them for eight hours a day. We learn about them and we help them learn about 

themselves. 

The family oriented structure of South Montessori Elementary School was further 

carried out through the researcher’s upper elementary morning circle time classroom 

observation, faculty meeting observation, and the executive director’s Essential Elements 

Rubric self-assessment responses. During the October 30th upper elementary classroom 

observation, Meagan’s students began class with circle time, recapping weekend 

activities with peers to include the Truck or Treat festivities held by the school the Friday 

before (see Appendix B for field notes from the upper elementary classroom 

observation). This protocol provided Meagan with a glimpse into her students’ routines 

and interest outside of the classroom. Additionally, for teachers the reciting of 

affirmations opened the opportunity for teachers and staff to meditate. During an October 

19th faculty meeting observation the agenda began with an affirmation (Marie, n.d.). At 

this particular meeting one teacher recited the following, modeling a call and response 

protocol… 

I am grounded. My spirit is grounded deep in the earth. I am calm, strong, 

centered and peaceful. I am able to let go of fear and trust that I am worthy of all 

things beautiful (Marie, n.d.) 

To further support this family oriented structure, the executive director independently 

evaluated the school in the grace and courtesy category of the National Center for 
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Montessori in the Public Sector’s Essential Elements Rubric domain four-Leadership and 

Organizational Development as exemplary. The third characteristic for exemplary stated 

“respect, grace, and courtesy characterize interactions with families” (see Appendix C for 

completed rubric).  

Educating the Whole Child-School Culture 

Through continuous conversations with both Lisa and Meagan, the lower and 

upper elementary school teachers shared how the Montessori Method’s grace and 

courtesy practices with students shaped their social environment. Additionally, the 

school’s actions to professionally develop staff in culturally-responsive discipline 

practices and to hire specialized faculty displayed how South Montessori Elementary 

School met the needs of its diverse student body.  These components collectively 

provided evidence to support the sub-theme Educating the whole child- School culture 

and diversity, where the teachers’ focused on social and emotional learning. This was 

evident when Lisa and Meagan were asked how their teaching philosophy aligned to the 

Montessori Method. Both teachers discussed the natural alignment of Montessori’s grace 

and courtesy practices to their own philosophy. For Meagan… 

The grace and courtesy lessons are how I was brought up and how I'm raising my 

children. Just being kind to people and solve problems with words. That part of 

the Montessori philosophy is very much who I am and how I see the world. 

Lisa compared delivering grace and courtesy lessons to being a role model, stating… 

Another role of the teacher is to be a role model to them. Because if we show 

them, then they learn from us we are like a mirror image. And what they see from 

us they're going to learn from us if we practice grace and courtesy among 
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ourselves, they are going to practice grace and courtesy among themselves. If 

we're polite with each other we're friends with each other, we treat each other 

with respect then the student will be doing the same thing with their colleagues 

and we would be doing the same respect with adults as well. 

 As previously stated, when the executive director was given the opportunity to 

evaluate her staff on domain four-Leadership and Organizational Development, standard 

three (adults treat one another with respect and model grace and courtesy in their 

interactions) of the NCMPS Essential Elements Rubric, she rated her staff as exemplary 

in all three components (see Appendix C for completed rubric). These three components 

included adult interactions, formal and informal school activities, and interactions with 

families. Grace and courtesy also served as a strategic goal for the school’s 2017-2018 

accountability and school improvement plan. The plan recognized that kindergarten 

students achieved 74% on the state’s kindergarten inventory of development skills 

assessment in personal/social development in the spring of 2017. In an effort to prepare 

students for first grade, the strategic goal called for students to achieve 80% mastery in 

this category through the usage of the peace curriculum, teaching of conflict resolution, 

and a continued focus on grace and courtesy. For Meagan’s upper elementary class, grace 

and courtesy was observed during the October 30th classroom observation where one 

student noticed her peer was losing interest in an assignment. The student saw how her 

peer became frustrated with a computer reading lesson and proceeded to lay his head on 

the table. The female student said to the male student “it’s OK, you can do it” and she 

rubbed his back and the male student lifted his head and started to work again (female 

student, personal communication, October 30, 2017). Both Lisa and Meagan journaled 



128 
 

 
 

about the successful implementation of grace and courtesy when asked to journal about 

the successes and challenges experienced during the nine week research study when 

planning and implementing the Montessori Method. In Meagan’s October 14th journal 

entry she stated… 

This week I found successes in implementing the Montessori Method in the realm 

of grace and courtesy. There were multiple incidents where student behavior 

wasn’t ideal. These circumstances were the impetus behind role play reminders 

and practice of successful conflict resolution. By the end of the week, one of my 

more challenging students intervened and acted as a mediator between two other 

students. A success indeed! 

Educating the Whole Child-Diversity 

  In alignment with grace and courtesy as a component of the school’s culture was 

the school’s actions towards disciplinary issues. In the 2017 school charter petition the 

state’s Office of Civil Rights recognized out-of-school suspension disproportionalities 

among race and ethnicity during the 2016-2017 school year. While school enrollment 

percentages listed 40.7% White and 48.4% African American, the out of school 

suspension percentages equated to 7.7% White and 84.6% African American (see Figure 

3 for percentage breakdown).  
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Figure 3. South Montessori Elementary School Out-of-School Suspension for the 2016-

2017 School Year 

 

According to the 2017 charter petition, South Montessori Elementary School 

acknowledged the following inconsistencies: some staff turnover resulted in the hiring of 

untrained Montessori teachers; former school leadership maintained inconsistent 

disciplinary procedures capturing inadequate behavioral trends; chronic discipline 

referrals resulted in mandatory parent observations and out-of-school suspension; and in-

school suspension was not offered as a school consequence due to limited space. In 

response to the suspension rate data, the current administration has implemented the 

following: provided professional learning to staff during the 2015-2016 school year on 

improving disciplinary record keeping; launched an Incident-Behavior-Consequence 
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Rubric for the 2016-2017 school year; the executive director has researched and 

facilitated culturally-responsive discipline practices professional learning sessions; and 

the school has collaborated with the Response to Intervention Coordinator (RtI) and the 

Behavior Interventionist to develop positive behavior improvement plans. In response to 

the out-of-school suspension data results, the school responded as follows in the 2017 

charter petition… 

It is our duty as a staff to continue to address incidents that violate the 

expectation of respect for self, others and the environment and behavior that is 

counter to a productive peaceful learning environment in a proactive, positive 

and holistic manner; going forward, we will continue to intentionally and 

vigorously work to do so in a racially-conscious and culturally-responsive 

manner… South Montessori Elementary School is committed to upholding, 

through its programming and its discipline policy, the following core values of 

Montessori Education: 1) peace, 2) respect, 3) open-mindedness, 4) 

independence, and 5) freedom with responsibility.     

Meagan and Lisa shared stories where disciplinary challenges and grace and 

courtesy practices collided. For Meagan it was week four of the research study… 

This week I found successes in implementing the Montessori Method through 

grace and courtesy and my own empathy for others. I was faced with a 

challenging situation when a student became visibly and audibly aggressive in 

class. I was able to calmly escort the child from the classroom environment to a 

safer location for all those present. The behavior warranted an office visit form 

and parent contact was made. I decided not to be upset with the student despite 
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the aggressive and threating behaviors he exhibited toward me as I attempted to 

calm and help him. Rather I went home that night and racked my brain for ways 

to communicate and get through to the child. I sought to understand why he 

reacted in this manner but more importantly how I could become better aware of 

his nuances and assist him in his time of need. The next day, I asked to speak to 

him privately. Initially he was reluctant and thought he was getting “in trouble” 

again. After our conversation he understood my care for him and opened up (the 

best way he could) to me about his problems and personal coping strategies. 

Taking the time to stop and view the child as an individual person was my success 

for the week. 

South Montessori Elementary School not only acknowledged school culture 

through grace and courtesy practices and the awareness and actions towards disciplinary 

issues, but also through the assistance provided to all learners. Although a small 

percentage of students speak Spanish, Lisa has taught lessons in English and Spanish for 

her bilingual student population. As observed during the October 19th classroom 

observation, Lisa assisted two students with a subtraction stamp game lesson. As students 

proceeded to solve the problem, Lisa interchanged her dialog with both students in 

English and Spanish (see Appendix D for field notes from the lower elementary 

classroom observation). Differentiated instruction was also observed in Meagan’s upper 

elementary class for diverse learners. During an October 30th classroom observation, a 

support teacher (aside from the lead teacher and teaching assistant) led three students in a 

small group lesson on synonyms. Further differentiation was exchanged as the small 
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group of three students transitioned to a one on one lesson on past, present, and future 

tense (see Appendix B for field notes from the lower elementary classroom observation).  

 Although classroom observations displayed consistent instructional support for 

diverse learners among lower and upper elementary, some inconsistencies were evident. 

The teacher’s completed NCMPS Essential Elements domain two-Montessori learning 

environment self-assessment concluded that the English Language Learner resource 

teacher was Montessori trained or oriented and provided special services within the 

prepared environment for lower and upper elementary. However, the special education 

resource teacher only provided services inside the prepared environment in upper 

elementary, and removed students from the Montessori environment in lower elementary 

(see Appendix E for the completed NCMPS Essential Elements Rubric, domain two 

results). Additionally for both Lisa and Meagan, monthly newsletters were published 

providing classroom and schoolwide updates, yet Lisa’s newsletter was printed in English 

and Spanish, while Meagan’s was only published in English. A similar trend was noted 

for lesson planning, science and social studies lower elementary lesson plans included 

sections for differentiation for special education and gifted students. However, similar 

differentiated instruction was not evident for lower elementary mathematics, or English 

Language Arts in lower or upper elementary. On November 10th Meagan journaled about 

her challenges with meeting the needs for special education students… 

The challenges I faced this week are found in my work with one child. The child 

came to our school as a 5th grader this year. He had attended traditional public 

school up until this year. The student has several diagnosis and requires extra 

assistance beyond the resources we have at our school. The challenge is one in 
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which I feel I could not reach this child in the way he needs most. I am, however, 

comforted in knowing he will move on to a school that has the personnel and 

resources to best service him.   

Meagan’s efforts to document differentiation through her lesson planning was further 

reflected upon in a December 3rd journal… 

…the learning plans have lessons listed as general topics. The in-class work and 

lessons vary depending on each students’ Lexile level, interests, strengths, and 

weaknesses. I am still struggling to find a way to have the learning plan paint a 

better picture of each students work and progress. With 70 students, finding a 

feasible way to this has been a challenge.  

Meagan’s journal reflections on her struggle to meet the needs of all students, in 

conjunction with both lower and upper elementary teachers’ inconsistencies with meeting 

those needs shifted the pathway of the beginning narrative. Although Lisa, Meagan, and 

supporting artifacts support the South Montessori Elementary School’s social family 

oriented environment, inconsistent attributes arose connected to culturally-responsive 

discipline practices and instructional support for diverse learners. These two 

inconsistencies led to the second phase of the storyline theme; understanding the 

instructional environment that supports the social landscape in Beauty and order: The 

Montessori prepared environment.  

Out-Group: The Montessori Learning Environment 

 As an out-group, the Montessori learning environment has struggled to maintain 

buy-in to its essential components of the Montessori classroom in a traditional public 

school system (Chattin-McNichols, 2016; Haslam, 2004; Korte, 2007; Pecukonis, 2014). 
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Although the Montessori community has taken steps to be the voice of change in an ever 

changing governmental school reform model, the wishes for some Montessori 

environments have stalled (Chattin-McNichols, 2016). These wishes include maintaining 

the Montessori classroom design, multiage groupings, use of authentic Montessori 

materials, and maintaining the uninterrupted three-hour work periods (Chattin-

McNichols, 2016). The struggle to bend between traditional and Montessori 

environments has caused a cognitive conflict or dissonant relationship (Festinger, 1962; 

Gaulden, 2013). For those unaware of the purpose for each Montessori component, the 

protection of those same components has been weaken in the learning environment 

(Montessori, 1995).   

Theme II. Beauty and Order: The Montessori Prepared Environment 

 The second theme to emerge throughout the participants’ interviews was the 

sharing of careful planning and preparation of the Montessori learning environment to 

support the social landscape. Lisa described this process when asked about a professional 

learning experience she participated in at her school... 

One of the professional learning sessions was on how to set up our classroom 

through our students’ eyes, and that one was for us to setup our classroom and 

after you set it up we would look through it through our students eyes like kneel 

not lay on your knees, like kneel down and walk on your knees around the 

classroom and that way you can see from their size, from their level. It wouldn’t 

make sense for you to have too many tables or too many mats, what works or 

doesn't work… with that professional learning it was helpful to tell us to look at it 

through the students’ eyes. I never thought of that. And I did that when I set up my 



135 
 

 
 

classroom. I kneeled on my knees and I walk around the classroom observing and 

seeing if there was a flow through all the areas of learning if they can move from 

one area to another area without interrupting things and I did make changes. One 

of the things they said in that training was that you do not need to have tables and 

chairs for all of your students because not all of your students are going to be 

sitting around the material. Half and half…or it could be three quarters will be on 

the floor and a quarter would be sitting doing their work at the tables. So there 

should be a balance and I decided to start observing my classroom when the 

students were inside the classroom and seeing well it's working out this way or no 

OK then I need to change something… 

Meagan’s classroom showed some similarities with Lisa’s learning environment, yet 

Meagan’s environment was setup for an upper elementary classroom for English 

Language Arts (ELA) only. Meagan shared some of these differences during a focus 

group interview with Lisa… 

There's a variety of tables because the kids are older and because we're doing a 

lot more reading and writing there's less work on the mat that you would see in 

some of the younger classrooms. But we still do have maybe five types of mat 

work, mats for some of the grammar work and things like that. But we do have a 

few more tables and chairs than some of the other classes and the students do a 

lot of work there because it's a lot of reading and writing. But the tables and 

chairs unlike a traditional classroom are you know just kind of scattered around 

the room not in just a row in front of the board. And so we have a lot of space. We 

have a few tables that are individual tables for the friends that like to work 
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individually we have tables that are for group work which will have four seats 

that is for group activities and tables with just a couple of chairs half of them for 

when they're just doing partner work. And depending on what the work the child 

is doing. Or group of children doing they'll kind of move around to the different 

seats as they go through their work plans in the classroom every day. 

As a part of the same conversation, Lisa added… 

And now for my classroom our classroom we set up a little bit different because 

we have the scope of the Montessori sequence of materials with all of their 

learning areas of development…When you walk into our classroom my classroom 

in particular you will find that the tables and chairs are scattered around the 

classroom. There's like a little I would say a flow with the classroom where you 

walk you will have a library and a research area and you have language and you 

continue there's like a little small area where we'll have the extra supplies for the 

students and binders then we have an art area, math application, math 

computation, and cultural which will be our science area for botany and zoology, 

history, geography, social studies area as well. There is we have mats that the 

students use to lay out on the floor, on the ground to place the material as we 

have. We have the long ones and that's where we have small ones to take and 

place on the table for the materials as well the students are able to go to work on 

materials or work on areas of development on tables or on the ground on the 

floor. We do the same with the lessons we have small group lessons or whole 

group lessons. We just sit together, I have a table where I place when I'm doing a 
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small group lesson I have the table I’m not for sure if you remember seeing it on 

the ground. And that's where I will present materials to the students. 

 During the month of August, South Montessori Elementary School supported 

teachers in the planning and preparation of the Montessori learning environment by 

holding a professional learning session on the prepared environment (see Appendix F for 

the 2017 professional learning calendar). The school considered their learning 

environment significantly different from that of a traditional public school environment. 

In the 2017 charter petition, the school stated the following… 

Teachers facilitate learning, in classrooms prepared with the full complement of 

Montessori materials, by following the natural development of the child through 

hands-on and inquiry-based lessons. A South Montessori Elementary School 

classroom is substantively different from a traditional classroom; every item has 

a specific use or purpose and there is nothing that the child cannot see or touch.  

 As mentioned in the school’s 2017 charter petition, and reflected upon by Lisa 

and Meagan, Montessori materials were an intricate part of the planning and preparation 

of the Montessori learning environment. The school’s current 2013 charter petition 

stated… 

South Montessori Elementary School classrooms are carefully-prepared with 

Montessori materials purchased only from Gonzagarredi in Italy, one of the two 

companies Dr. Montessori herself authorized for their high-quality, beautiful 

work. 

Although Montessori materials were observed by the researcher during the October 2nd 

prepared environment classroom observation and stated in the 2017 charter petition as 
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having a full complement of all Montessori materials, the teachers’ accounts of available 

materials differ per multiage grouping. In the lower elementary classroom, Lisa self-

assessed her classroom as exemplary using the NCMPS Essential Elements rubric for 

domain two-Montessori learning environment, standard five-Montessori materials 

availability (see Appendix E for completed NCMPS domain two results). Key areas 

included having a full complement of Montessori materials in all areas, the beauty and 

order of material placement, and the constant use of materials. Meagan’s self-assessment 

displayed an agreement of exemplary ratings for two out of three areas, to include the 

availability of materials in all areas and the constant use of materials. However, Meagan 

rated satisfactory for the beauty and order of materials stating materials are displayed 

orderly but represent the majority of work available and that materials are in good repair 

and ready for use (see Appendix E for completed NCMPS domain two results). Meagan 

explained her review process of Montessori materials in the November 19th journal 

entry… 

This week I made a point to review many of the Montessori materials in the 

classroom that support the lessons dictated by the state standards. My successes 

were found in the use of the word study drawers. The children have been 

struggling with possessive vs. plural nouns. The word study drawers contain 

materials to practice understanding the difference. The children had been 

introduced to these lessons months ago but I realized they were not choosing them 

on their own. I reintroduced the drawers and many students used them throughout 

the week and gained a better understanding by the weeks end.     
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In a separate conversation with Meagan, she supported her claim that the materials 

represented the majority of work available, and explained the minority of work available 

during the November 9th interview… 

 …there's not as many materials and things but the philosophy aspect of it 

is there. I think I told you before there's a lot of materials that are not you know 

truly Montessori materials that I found and have created I mean and if there's 

something the students need I’ll try and make it and laminate it and cut it up. So 

it's not you know just didoes of work that they need to do and that is something 

they can take off the shelf and use in the same way that the three part cards work 

or a sorting activity where it work or you know building sentences but try and 

make it more tangible. There's also a lot of things where I do need you know for 

doing introducing a new topic or something I do go to the copying machine and I 

print out a whole bunch of reading comprehension so I can work with whatever 

group I am working with and everyone has their own copy. So that's a little more 

traditional in style but it's what's needed for the lesson or for the particular 

student or for you know it being an upper elementary ELA class…  

The Structure-Multiage Grouping 

 Repeatedly throughout the current theme of beauty and order differences were 

acknowledged between the lower and upper elementary classroom. Distinctly differences 

pertained to the multiage grouping and content area availability. For Lisa’s lower 

elementary class, she explained during an October 9th focus group interview… 

…you have six lower elementary classrooms of different age groups or grade levels, three 

are second through third, two are first and second, and one is just first graders.  
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In Meagan’s introductory October 4th interview, she explained the upper elementary 

multiage grouping… 

I am the upper elementary ELA teacher for fourth and fifth grade. That is because 

we are an elementary school so we don't have a sixth grade as a traditional or I'm 

sorry not traditional but as a Montessori school would have three cycle of 9 

through 12 which would include sixth graders. My school is a public charter 

school so we go only to fifth grade as an elementary school. I've been doing that 

just this year. Last year I was the ELA and humanities teacher. So I did cultural 

studies as well. Prior to that I did lower elementary for second and third grade 

general education for three years.  

 Lisa and Meagan’s account of the multiage groupings contrast with the school’s 

2013 and 2017 charter petitions. The 2013 charter petition claimed by the 2014-2015 

school year the lower elementary classrooms would include first through third grade 

students and the upper elementary classrooms would include fourth and fifth grade 

students. Moreover, the 2017 charter petition only mentioned having multiage groupings, 

but did not specify the grade levels. However, as explained by the executive director 

during the researcher’s initial encounter on October 2nd, she explained… 

Standardized testing has had a lasting effect on the decision making process with 

moving from three grade levels in multiage classrooms to two in lower elementary 

and two in upper elementary with students transitioning from class to class 

among three homerooms. Even the computers are visible now because of testing 

(T. Ball, personal communication, October 2, 2017). 
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The Structure-The Work Period 

The adjustments in multiage groupings have also had an effect on the 

uninterrupted work period. According to the 2013 and 2017 charter petitions, students 

participated in two extended work periods. Hours were not specified in the 2017 charter 

petition, but a three hour work period was noted in the 2013 charter petition in which the 

2016-2018 school years were governed. Both Lisa and Meagan agreed that classrooms 

provided three hour morning work periods. However, Meagan explained upper 

elementary students were given three 100 minute work periods in math, ELA, science, 

and social studies separately. Students were still given the freedom to choose work 

regardless of the division of courses. On two separate occasion Meagan reflected on the 

work period adjusts for upper elementary. Meagan’s October 20th journal entry recalled 

the adjustments made in preparation for standardized field tests, stating…  

The work cycle and planned lessons took a back seat as we rolled out the field test 

and managed a classroom, typically showcasing open tables and floor space, 

crammed with laptops and extension cords for three days…the children adapted 

to the change and thrived while, my hairs turned grey from the stress of pulling it 

all off.  

In addition to standardized testing, Meagan also struggled with time management and the 

transition of classes, stating… 

The challenges I faced this week in implementing the Montessori Method was 

again found in time management. The rotation schedule we have in place always 

finds a way to trip me up. I planned more lessons than time permitted. This is 
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often the case, as I prefer to be over prepared, but with the holiday break coming 

up I was quite determined to fit everything in. I was unable to do so. 

Although Lisa’s students did not have to transition classes, she also experienced time 

management issues on four separate occasions in her nine-week reflective journal. 

However, both teachers agreed that they were able to normalize their classroom 

structures and routines towards the end of October 2017. The teachers’ planning and 

preparation through classroom design and framing routines around classroom transitions 

and multiage groups led to the final emerging theme, questioning how instruction looked 

once the social and learning environments were set. 

In-Group: The Montessori Teaching Strategies 

 With in-groups, certain norms place pressure on the social group to rapidly meet a 

certain criteria without ensuring essential components are in place (Hogg et al., 1995; 

Cohen, 1990). For Montessori public schooling, these norms could include bypassing 

certified teacher training and aligned teaching strategies in order to achieve high 

academic results (Cohen, 1990; Robinson, 2006). With training comes understanding and 

executing properly aligned teaching strategies to properly achieve academic benchmarks 

aligned to the Montessori Method. In this final section, the researcher explored how 

South Montessori Elementary School tackled this in-group pressure while meeting the 

Montessori norms of teacher training and preparation, differentiated facilitation of 

instruction, and observing student progress without falling into a more traditional 

teaching stance and maintaining the integrity of the Montessori Method.  
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Theme III. The Preparer, Guide, and Observer: The Montessori Teacher’s Role and 

Strategies 

The theme that emerged through Lisa and Meagan’s constant reference to their 

roles as Montessori teachers was that of the Montessori teacher being the preparer, guide, 

and observer. Lisa and Meagan displayed these teaching roles through their personal 

interactions with students in the Montessori social and learning environment. In order to 

properly observe student interactions, both teachers believed classroom design and 

teacher training were essential to the prepared learning environment. Additionally, the 

prepared environment allowed for the teachers to guide students to age appropriate 

instructional materials. Although the storyline began with the family oriented theme 

acknowledging areas of inconsistent norms, the story transitioned to the keepers of a 

beautiful and orderly environment with notable adjustments, to the instructional actions 

taken place to properly educate the whole child. 

The Preparer: Teacher Training 

 South Montessori Elementary School and its teachers, Lisa and Meagan 

collectively believed the role of a Montessori teacher was to “follow the child” by 

providing learning experiences that reach all students. Montessori training for the 

research participants played a significant role in this belief and preparation for the 

classroom. According to the 2017 charter petition, South Montessori Elementary 

School’s teachers were required to receive extensive Montessori training, while teaching 

assistants were trained or experienced. This requirement was based on the North 

American Montessori Teachers’ Association guidelines for Montessori implementation in 

the public school in which the school is aligned to. When Lisa and Meagan were asked to 
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share the professional learning experiences they received to help them implement the 

Montessori Method during their introductory interview, Lisa began with… 

I participated in the Montessori training. It was provided three years ago by the 

school and I continued that training. I've finished that training last year. It was 

five weeks the first summer and four weeks the second summer of training. It was 

Seacoast Montessori training…I was able to attend one face to face session and 

then we had online assignments to complete, observations to be completed inside 

the class and inside the school by the Seacoast teachers…professionals and they 

submitted my certification, I'm just waiting for my certificate in the mail…they 

had a web site where we had to do our monthly check-ins. We had to do 

assignments. We had a list of assignments to do of materials and observations to 

do with the students. We had to keep an observation log for the year and then they 

came to our school three times during each year to observe us…how we did the 

lessons and observe the Montessori environment including our teachers, our 

school and the professionalism everything that we were performing inside the 

classroom and outside the classroom…the staff director and the charter sent me 

to the training and it is a life changing experience. It was a beautiful learning full 

of knowledge. We had to do our own binders of material. We had to do the 

pictures and every lesson in there. We had to teach each other the lessons, work 

with each other where we were able to touch the materials, and then they 

explained to us the reason behind every single step, the reason behind everything 

that we learn and how there's no limits to the learning… 
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For Meagan, her Montessori training was completed through a different organization as 

explained… 

…the Montessori training was through Montessori Live which was mainly online. 

I had the option of choosing that or choosing the Seacoast Montessori training 

center which would have been in person and I chose the online version again 

because I have two children myself and just don't really have a lot of time to be 

away from them. So personally the best fit for me was the online components of 

both of those programs. I started the Montessori Live program actually back in 

2012 but then our school went through kind of like a budget issue and I had to 

stop pursuing that for a year. And then I got back into it not until 2015 and then 

just finished it up this past June…the Montessori training, it was mainly online. 

However they do offer or they do it's required that you go to their campuses once 

during the summer when the students are there and you're trained. You know 

hands on with the materials. The Montessori materials and professionals that 

have been in the Montessori environment for years and years and years and then 

the second one is during the fall when the students are there and there are a lot of 

observations as part of it. So that was very helpful to get there and talk to people 

that had been doing these things for years and years and they kind of tell you this 

is the way it's taught. However you know this is my spin on it and how I made it 

work for me. And so to hear kind of the ins and outs of what other teachers have 

done and it also being a Montessori charter public school like we are here was 

helpful to understand how to balance it all… Also the online component of it, 

there were videos that were prerecorded and then there was also a weekly video 
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chat that we would do. And so a lot of those questions would be answered during 

those forums rather than just getting assignments and managing your own time to 

get them done. There was always somebody to talk to in the Montessori Live 

online component as well. So even though it was online it wasn't like how we think 

of online learning now. It was a lot more personal. So I liked that. And I also 

found a lot of value in the fact that that school in particular that has this program 

is a charter school you know and it's doing the same things we're doing.  

On a separate occasion, Lisa and Meagan were asked about the support they received 

from their administration to help teach in their Montessori learning environment. 

Through this dialogue, Meagan shared the process in which teachers were given 

autonomy to select the Montessori training that best fit their needs and work-life balance. 

Additionally, Meagan discussed how the Montessori training wasn’t the only certification 

needed to teach in a public Montessori school. Meagan shared… 

…so we had multiple choices or we had choices on how we could make that work 

through given to us from the administration. Also when I first moved here I had to 

my bachelor's degree in speech and language pathology. So in order to become a 

certified teacher in the state, I had to go through the state teacher alternative 

preparation program. And so the administration which I think I forgot to mention 

last week sorry the administration set me up with you know getting me in contact 

with who I needed to be in contact with for that and acted as my quote unquote 

mentor. Our current executive director acted as my mentor through that program 

while I was doing my training and my Masters at the same time and allowed me to 

bring into the classroom things that I had to do for the master's program. And 
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obviously the Montessori training program there is never any question or you 

know pushback from the administration on the things that I was working on to 

better myself and better my career. Also any questions that you had if you weren't 

getting it through the Montessori training just there was always somebody that 

was in the administration themselves they would point you in the right direction to 

another teacher, a veteran teacher that knew the material really well. They would 

be able to sit down and go through how each material worked. We have manuals 

for every lesson in the Montessori curriculum that we're able to check out and use 

if you know our brains are a little rusty or if we just aren't as familiar with 

something from time to time we have people come in better in Montessori and 

come in and teach us different lessons kind of individually and again in small 

groups or as a large group of the whole staff whoever's in need. 

 As noted in the executive director’s NCMPS Essential Elements Rubric domain 

four-Leadership and organizational development self-assessment, a satisfactory rating 

was given for ongoing Montessori professional learning (see Appendix C). Currently, 50 

to 90% of faculty and staff were receiving ongoing Montessori professional learning 

based on self-assessment results. As a goal for the school’s 2017-2018 Accountability 

and School Improvement Plan, by the summer of 2018 remaining staff not Montessori 

trained would be enrolled in a training program during the 2018-2019 school year. On 

two separate occasions, Meagan voiced her concerns for training teaching assistants and 

substitute teachers and the integrity of the Montessori Method implementation when she 

or her assistant were absent. However, the school’s professional learning calendar 

included targeted professional learning for teaching assistants in particular in August 
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2017 on being a high-quality teaching assistant (see Appendix F). Montessori training 

was not evident for substitute teachers. Meagan’s concern was summarized in the 

October 14th journal… 

…my assistant being out sick for two days added to my challenge for the week. 

The Montessori environment is designed for small group and individual 

instruction. The second educator and pair of eyes is imperative to its success. 

When one of us is out it is always challenging to remain consistent. Although I 

had a substitute, she was not familiar with the Montessori Method and I was 

unable to give the more intimate and individualized lessons I had planned. 

The same revelation resurfaced during Meagan’s November 2nd journal reflection, 

stating… 

The challenges I faced this week in implementing the Montessori Method were 

found in my absence. Although my teaching assistant is eager to learn and adapt, 

she is new to Montessori. With a sick child and preplanned personal day, I was 

only in class for 2 and ½ days this week. The class was run by my assistant and a 

substitute (also not Montessori trained). Much of the class work done was in large 

groups and grade specific. This is the traditional method my assistant and most 

substitutes are accustomed to. I do not fault them but in terms of implementing the 

Montessori Method this is surely a challenge. 

To address this challenge, Lisa and Meagan agreed that co-teaching professional learning 

could be an option to explore as well as refresher courses for lead teachers. Meagan 

began the conversation during the second focus group interview… 
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Fortunately we are allotted a lot of professional development but I think what I 

would want that we don't have would be maybe because our assistants have their 

professional development and then as teachers we have our weekly meetings and 

we go over things. And I know that it's important for the assistants to be away 

from us. They need to vent about us. They can do whatever they need to do but I 

would like to be more involved or have some sort of joint development with them 

on top of just the regular communication that I have in class with them and to be 

more and involved in what the assistant professional development is. Because I 

think that for each level and just for every teacher you know is a little bit 

different. And I communicate really well with my assistant. But there's also there's 

some things that because she doesn't have a Montessori training or a Montessori 

background or and this is her first year that there's a little bit of like there's some 

things that are missing. And then she does go to professional development and 

comes back with a lot of information and a lot of knowledge about the Montessori 

Method and classroom, but it's almost that ideal Montessori Method in 

classroom. And you know we live in reality and we teach at a Montessori public 

school so there's like there's a word I'm looking for there's like that idealistic view 

that she has but then also so and I don't mean to make it about her I would want 

to be more involved with that and kind of bridge that gap and put them together. I 

also think that you know the lower elementary teacher and myself have both 

completed our Montessori training but I'm sure she would agree when I say I like 

to be in it all the time. Not maybe not being in the classes but I have some you 

know refreshers every once in a while would be really helpful too because you do 
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get kind of lost in the shuffle of reality sometimes. And then just with my love of 

reading and my degree and everything I would like to keep doing that forever and 

ever and ever too. 

As stated, Lisa agreed by saying… 

I am going to agree with everything that Meagan said. Our teaching assistants 

have their development, professional learning development and they go once a 

week or twice or every two weeks and it would be amazing or nice for the 

teachers as ourselves to be a part of that and have that experience as well. So as 

Meagan said refreshers and see how we could implement it, if there's just at least 

a portion of that how we can implement and do it together inside the classroom it 

would feel so fulfilling to be able to experience what they're experiencing at the 

same time as well. 

The Guide-Facilitation of Instruction 

 Based on South Montessori Elementary School’s 2017 charter petition, instructional 

delivery included flexible grouping, movement, students’ freedom of choice, and students’ ability 

to work at a variety of paces. Guidance aligned to this instructional delivery was provided by the 

school through Seacoast and Montessori Live training for Lisa and Meagan to implement this 

instructional style. One consistent term that emerged from this instructional delivery was guide. 

Lisa explained what it meant to be a guide in the Montessori classroom when asked to define her 

role as a teacher… 

We show them the lesson and we help them with the lesson we are guides, we 

guide them into the lessons and through the process of learning we are listeners 

as well because we listen to them for us to be able to understand where they are…    
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In showing or guiding students through content, two distinct teaching strategies surfaced 

from observations and interviews with Lisa and Meagan. These teaching strategies 

included small grouping strategies and peer teaching. On two separate occasion the 

researcher noted students work engagement. The majority of students in both the lower 

and upper elementary classrooms were not only engaged in work but either choosing 

work or receiving help (see Appendix B and Appendix D for observing work engagement 

observation notes). The freedom of choice served as the final sub theme, and the process 

for receiving help was noted through the current sub theme. Although freedom of choice 

was explored in the final sub theme, Lisa explained in her October 20th journal entry how 

small grouping strategies and freedom of choice worked together… 

This week I was able to plan some important lessons for our students. I had 4 

groups and the lessons were based on their learning development. I sat with one 

student and worked on different ways of learning to understand place value. 

Three of our students wanted a lesson on the subtraction tile board, they brought 

the material out and I sat down with them and had a very individualized lesson 

with them. One of the students figured out the technique or better way to explain it 

that the student had an “aha” moment in which she figured out that the 

subtraction board had a number pattern. She was very proud of herself for 

noticing that. 

Meagan also used the small grouping strategy for fluency and reading comprehension… 

I'll call up a group like a fluency group is usually how I start and then we'll kind 

of move through and the groups vary too. I have kind of set groups in my mind but 

it also just like it could change if that makes sense. So like if I noticed the day 
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before somebody really needs a little extra I'll call them into a group so they're 

kind of always mixed. The kids are never really just with the same kind of 

groupings all the time. Our computer lab is up and running so we've been doing, 

we'll have a group go in there and do a reading comprehension we use 

ReadTheory where they can do reading comprehension…so we do a lot of small 

group as you know and we use a lot of the Montessori Method and especially with 

learning grammar and parts of speech… 

Along with small groups, multiage groupings have allowed for students to teach 

one another. Peer teaching was noted as a trend among lower and upper elementary 

classrooms. Lisa explained how multiage grouping played an important part in the peer 

teaching process when asked what teaching strategies she was currently using…  

Another strategy that we have is that our third group, third time coming back to 

our classroom our third year students will be able to teacher our second year and 

first year students and give them lessons themselves and teach them those 

concepts and those learning targets that they have learned or will be able to teach 

them to the other students. We have done that in our classroom and it's a beautiful 

view to see students teaching other students and the students excepting it. And 

seeing it as the students are teaching are very proud of themselves. They find it 

that they're capable and it builds their confidence…hiding it in themselves and 

finding that they're able to help other students learn. The new students that are 

learning are able to see from a student point of view. And they're able to learn 

from that student and figure out wow this student learned it and he's teaching it to 
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me then it shouldn't be hard. I'm going to be able to understand the learning 

target. 

In real time, the researcher observed a peer taught math lesson during the observing work 

engagement October 19th lower elementary classroom observation. Additionally, on 

October 30th during a similar observation of work engagement, three students 

collaborated together on understanding synonyms. Meagan reflected on how a whole 

group lesson evolved into a peer taught lesson during her October 6th journal entry… 

I created sentence strips showcasing a variety of idioms to use with the 

Montessori sentence analysis material. The use of the idioms perked the interest 

of the majority of the class. Some of the children who would have shied away from 

the complexity of the sentence analysis work, had joined in the laughter and 

observed the lesson. The next day, I observed a fifth grader modeling the lesson 

and explaining idioms to 2 fourth graders. 

The Observer-Individualized Instruction 

As previously stated, freedom of choice played a significant role in the notable 

teaching strategies used in Lisa and Meagan’s classroom. Both agree that by releasing the 

freedom to that student, the guide in return follows the child to determine next steps, 

ultimately making individualized instruction the overarching teaching strategy. Following 

the child began for Lisa’s classroom during the October 19th classroom observation when 

students entered the classroom (see Appendix D). Independently, students found a mat, a 

name label, and placed their mat on the floor. Students proceeded to find a morning 

assignment and place it on the mat to begin their assignment. On that day the researcher 

noted out of a class size of twenty-four students, seventeen were engaged in work, four 
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were choosing work, and three were receiving help within the first ten minutes of class. 

Lisa defined her role based on the Montessori training she received as one who observed 

student engagement in order to determine what help was needed… 

I think somewhere during my Montessori training I read that a Montessori 

teacher has a bigger role or a harder role than a traditional teacher because 

besides just doing the standard we're doing the Montessori Method. We're 

following the child we're doing we continue growing with them. I see the role as a 

teacher as being an observer because you have to observe your students to see 

what level they are, if they need help or if they're learning and what they're 

working on, or if they need some help.  

Meagan also agreed in a similar interview, stating… 

Just going back to knowing the child as an individual it kind of depends on who 

works well with what, some students are better in group work and will do you 

know think share pair and things like that, where others just are very independent 

and they just want to go sit down and get it done and then they'll come kind of up 

just to myself or my teaching assistant and ask for help. 

Both Lisa and Meagan acknowledged “following the child” to provide individualized 

instruction eighteen times throughout the nine week research study. Meagan’s December 

3rd reflective journal provided an example of how she followed the interest of a student… 

I had success in “following the child” this week. My weekly lesson plans include 

using the R.A.C.E written response method in answering questions using 2 texts 

for evidence. I have a reluctant student who avoided practicing the method 

beyond the guided lesson he was working on. So, this week, I remembered his love 
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for history and knew he was studying WWI in his cultural studies class. I used this 

to excite him about the writing. He and a partner independently researched WWI 

on a topic of their choice (casualties). After they had found 2 articles, we printed 

them. The pair read the articles together and compared and contrasted the 

information. The teaming up of the two and the interest in WWI finally got the 

reluctant child writing and excited. 

On another occasion Meagan reflected on how a field trip to the museum inspired 

students to independently research sculptures displayed during their visit. For Lisa, lesson 

planning began with identifying learning levels… 

This week I planned my lessons and the Montessori week based on their age and 

learning level and what they needed at that moment. Our classroom have 5 

different learning levels and we follow the whole child. We work from their 

learning level and help them with their growth. I do feel that my whole week was 

successful as I was able to provide our students with quality time through lessons 

and one on one independent lessons. I was able to observe a classroom 

environment with students working with different hands on materials from math, 

language to Cultural materials. I saw success in our students mastering lessons 

and working hard on their areas of struggles. 

Success for Lisa was based on the opportunity to just follow the child. Over a nine week 

span, Lisa listed following the child as her most successful accomplishment six times. 

Both Lisa and Meagan’s focus on individualized instruction led to understanding how 

students were assessed through this teaching strategy. Meagan shared… 
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So we use a work plan to help the students that self-track to help track, being the 

ones with the intrinsic motivation to get their things done. And then it's also used 

to check in on the students that don't have that as much. And so the work plan has 

every kind of general category that we do in the ELA class so it has grammar and 

then it will have our reading comprehension has writing and trying to think like I 

may have changed since you saw it…reading comprehension grammar writing 

there's something else there. I can't get my mind Oh I think I put multiple lines 

under each category just to give them more room to write down what their works 

are. And so it's just it's used as a self-check. But then they know what there's 

freedom in our classroom will be. It's an ELA class so there's freedom in the class 

obviously just in the realm of language arts. But they know that what the 

expectations are every day and it is general because the reading comprehension 

is either in a group setting where we go over and we do all that pulling out the 

background prior knowledge stuff you know you get signed up for that. And then 

there's another box that we sign up where you would just go over to a shelf and 

choose one of the reading comprehension sheets and go through it and write the 

answers in your journal so that it’s used to just make sure everybody's getting 

done and doing the expectations of the classroom.    

Lisa’s class also conducted self-assessments as explained… 

They do a self-check and we will go and sit with them to check back on their work 

as well with them. It’s a communication system which is an observation and as 

well as a formal formative assessment in which we asked a question. That's where 

an extra step of a challenge is given to them. For example Ok we doing the bead 
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chain and they do this skip counting and the multiplication of the bead chain, then 

I ask them what is four taken four times? Or I asked them what the square root of 

four is? That's an extra addition given to them an extra step that they are learning 

and they figure out like I just learn something new throughout those three hours I 

will be able to do a couple of lessons or several lessons and just invite a friend if 

they want to have a lesson and I will let them know what type of lesson if it's 

language or if it’s math. They know what to bring, their journal, their clipboard, 

my goals book and their mesh which is full of different colored pencils. We will do 

the lesson what the rest of the class is still working on what they're working on my 

assistant will be checking them out, continue helping them giving them the one on 

one time that they need. And then when we're done with the lesson we write the 

lesson down we practice with the lesson to students go back to working 

individually or with their partners to decide where they want at work, inside the 

classroom or outside the classroom. 

Both Lisa and Meagan agreed that students were performing average or above average on 

state assessments in response to the implementation of the Montessori Method. Lisa 

specifically stated when asked what has guided students’ performance outcomes… 

The Montessori Method has been the one that has helped them get to where they 

need to get to. I would say at the end of the day is the way that we teach, the way 

that we help them learn. We help them with guidance and understanding them and 

following them and meeting them at their level of learning. That has helped them 

continue increasing and continue developing academically…So my students most 

of them I would say most of them were average and well above average. And I 
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have some of them I needed and were below average and those listed as below 

average I'm helping them through individualized lessons, very small group 

lessons in the RTI program to get them to the level that they need to get to for our 

winter's benchmark. That's where we have added them to several academic or 

educational websites such as Read Works, ReadTheory, CERN, Moby Max, and 

Khan Academy and those are the ones that you're saying and especially spending 

the time with a student one on one to see where is the disconnection between the 

learning target or learning area of development in themselves, their development 

in helping them by doing differentiation, and being at their level while learning 

with them. 

Meagan also agreed that the RTI coordinator and Meagan also spearheading the writing 

assessment preparation has provided assistance with students gaining mastery in the 

event state assessments display below average results… 

I think we are fortunate enough to have an RTI coordinator who just kind of helps 

with resources really she doesn't pull kids out or anything like that. And so I feel 

that for my first year working when we didn't have that in place and I had to go 

find you know for the kids that are struggling to have the resources at hand now 

rather than have to kind of search them out and we have a lot of newer teachers 

also so I think that's really helpful. I think for the writing assessments we all 

really got on board and I made sure of that because I was in charge of them 

really got on board with the same writing curriculum and there were a lot more 

check ins than in years past that things were happening in the classroom the way 
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that they were supposed to be happening. I also think that just having a positive 

learning environment and the kids enjoying learning… 

Summary 

In closing, when Lisa and Meagan were asked to share anything that the 

researcher should know about their Montessori experience in the public sector, they both 

agreed that it’s hard. For Meagan… 

…it's hard. It's not an easy job because like I said before I feel like it's you know 

so great when I talk about it and it is so great. And but it's a tough job and you 

really wish I think teaching in general is a tough job. But balancing them I feel 

much more confident and better at it now that I've completed the training. And 

then this particular position where I'm just doing ELA, I told you about my other 

degrees have kind of played into…I feel more confident now but every day it's 

tough. And being a public Montessori school and a charter school there we have 

a lot of students that come to us because the parents might not know anything 

about Montessori education. They just know that they don't want their students at 

their school they're zoned for. As much parent support as we have there are a 

handful a very small percentage of the students whose parents are not don't 

reciprocate the love and the care that we put into their kids. And of course those 

are often the ones that you need to get in touch with the parents for various 

reasons more often then. And it's, it's, it's tough. It can be tough. So that's all. Not 

so tough that I don't want to go back tomorrow… 

And for Lisa… 
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I would say you're always learning. Everything is always new. There's going to be 

challenges. Everything is different and you will have to live it and see it. Not just for like 

an hour or two or three it's just something that you live through each day for you to be 

able to enrich yourself with it and it grows within you. It's like there's so much you will 

learn throughout a whole year of being in a Montessori classroom. 
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CHAPTER 5 

INQUISITIVE MINDS WANT TO KNOW: FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 On that dreary night in April 1912, when the Titanic submerged in the murky 

waters, scientist wanted to know not only how this happen, but what could be done to 

prevent it from happening again. For the Titanic, safety regulations for ships were 

enhanced and icebergs were never viewed the same again (Linkin, 2007). Much like the 

inquisitive minds wanted to know what next, would a ship as beautiful as the Titanic sail 

again in the absence of tragedy, Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s inquisitors of 1911 over 107 

years later wanted to know if the Montessori Method really worked in America? Not only 

did it work in America, but fast-forwarding to the twenty-first century, would it work in 

the public sector? In accordance to the themes that emerged in this study were 

implications that would find use in public education and parental school choice. To 

follow, the researcher presented the findings discussed in this chapter: 

 Finding 1: The integrity of the Montessori Method began with grace and courtesy 

practices as an instructional strategy guiding South Montessori Elementary 

School’s family oriented culture. 

 Finding 2: Professional learning around culturally-responsive discipline practices 

could not transform the disciplinary culture alone. 
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 Finding 3: If teacher training helped to protect the integrity of the Montessori 

Method, why were teaching assistants in need of a deeper instructional dive? 

 Finding 4: Dr. Montessori’s philosophy of following the child served as the 

teachers’ main instructional strategy, wherein individualized instruction sealed the 

integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation. 

In this chapter, the researcher discussed the findings that surfaced from the themes 

presented in chapter four. Additionally, the conclusion and implications to public 

education and parental school choice were presented, followed by recommendations for 

expanded research. 

To begin, this research study was birth from Dr. Maria Montessori’s quest to educate 

the children of the San Lorenzo slums. Children who were left to wonder and find their 

own path, only to find interest in destroying property in the absence of their working 

parents (Gutek & Gutek, 2016). With odds stacked against Dr. Montessori to include 

limited space, the inability to label her educational facility a school, and the denied 

exposure of her practice in the public schools of Rome, Italy; Dr. Montessori found a way 

to expose her practice and intricately share it with the world (Gutek & Gutek, 2016; 

Lillard, 2017; Montessori, 1995; Shortridge, 2007). Due to the parallel of the researcher’s 

former public school’s limited accessibilities for its students, the researcher desired to 

determine if Montessori practices could be implemented with integrity in the public 

sector.        

The purpose of this research study was to determine the teaching strategies public 

Montessori elementary school teachers used to implement the Montessori Method with 

integrity. Furthermore, this narrative analysis was conducted in an effort to help parents 
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decide if public Montessori was an alternative option to the private alternative. This 

research study involved a nine-week qualitative narrative analysis to examine what 

teaching strategies Montessori public school teachers implemented in a diverse populated 

environment to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method in the public school sector. 

The setting included one of two southeastern state’s whole school Montessori public 

elementary schools, and only one Montessori public charter school in the state based on 

three factors; the school’s socioeconomic status, its academic performance and providing 

Montessori public schooling for at least five years. Participants included two teachers 

within the following elementary multiage spans lower elementary (grades second through 

third grade) and upper elementary (grades fourth through fifth grade) who exhibited 

Montessori practices and beliefs with integrity based on the facility’s lead administrator’s 

selection. Data included semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus groups, reflective 

journals, classroom observations, faculty meeting observations and school artifacts. 

The researcher presented the stories of Montessori public school teachers as a social 

identity group reflecting on experiences of successes and challenges when implementing 

teaching strategies that conflict with conventional public schooling through the 

theoretical lens of social identity theory and the cognitive dissonance theory. The review 

of relevant literature provided the foundation to analyze the findings presented in 

chapters four and five that were associated with the key components that impacted the 

integrity of the Montessori Method’s implementation in the public sector, to include 

teachers and teaching strategies. 
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Finding 1: A Small Community of Family Members 

According to Worchel et al. (1998), social identities align when individuals share 

commonalities. For Lisa and Meagan, these commonalities included their journey to 

joining the South Montessori Elementary School faculty. Both teachers served as parent 

volunteers, teaching assistants, and transitioned to become lead teachers. The family 

dynamic surpassed Lisa and Meagan as colleagues and reached the rapport both 

experienced with their students and parents. Students felt safe, supported and loved. 

Moreover, students trusted the opinions of their teachers so much so, that they sought out 

advice concerning family and friends. The sense of belonging Lisa, Meagan, and their 

students felt directly equated to Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) defined connections affiliated 

groups experienced when among a social identity group. Furthermore, the group culture 

signified South Montessori Elementary School’s way of interacting with grace and 

courtesy as the framework to duplicate across professional relational hierarchies 

(Pecukonis, 2014). This rapport wasn’t built organically, but through continuous 

nurturing from Lisa and Meagan during morning greetings, circle time, and school extra-

curricular activities. Festinger (1962) referred to this comradery as a consonant 

relationship, where common spirits align to one another. 

As a part of Montessori practices, South Montessori Elementary School practiced 

grace and courtesy when faced with conflict. Grace and courtesy practices called for 

detailed instruction on social behavior, peace talks, a conflict resolution process students 

learned in kindergarten and beyond. These practices were embedded into the school’s 

improvement plan and strategic goal for the 2017-2018 school year. Additionally, 

throughout the nine-week narrative analysis Meagan and Lisa journaled about the 
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successful implementation of grace and courtesy when asked to journal about the 

successes and challenges experienced during the research study when planning and 

implementing the Montessori Method. Most specifically, Lisa saw grace and courtesy as 

a role modeling opportunity, wherein she mirrored appropriate behaviors to her students 

so that they in return would follow. Lillard (2017) and Shortridge (2016) argued, 

modeling desired behavior produced positive results. Moreover, children naturally 

watched and followed others (Shortridge, 2016).  

Although South Montessori Elementary School fully embraced the three key 

components of grace and courtesy within the NCMPS Essential Elements Rubric for 

Leadership and Organizational Development, the practices of conflict resolution did not 

always reflect numerically through the schools discipline procedures. This conflict in 

beliefs displayed a dissonant relationship, where the practice of grace and courtesy was 

aggressively in limbo with the record keeping of disciplinary acts. Although Shortridge 

(2016) noted the importance of holding children accountable once desired practices were 

modeled, accountability measures for South Montessori Elementary were in question. 

The revelation of current disciplinary actions caused for the second emerging finding. 

Finding 2: Culturally-Responsive Discipline Practices and School Culture 

 Due to inconsistencies in the workplace, South Montessori Elementary School 

experienced disproportional out-of-school suspension percentages for White and African 

American students. Although staff turnover, inconsistent disciplinary procedures, and 

limited space to house in-school suspension played a significant role in the 84.6% rate of 

minority students being suspended in comparison to 7.7% of White students, questions 

still lingered as to why. Lillard (2017) argued Dr. Montessori’s stance on discipline 
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included removing a child’s freedom of choice of where to work, but not what to work 

on. With a peace curriculum in place that was reflected on by both Lisa and Meagan, 

where they both shared their own culturally sensitive procedures for disciplining students, 

the conversation around aligning instruction to discipline as argued by Lillard (2017) was 

absent from the discussion.  

According to Lisa and Meagan’s self-assessment of the Montessori learning 

environment domain from the NCMPS Essential Elements rubric, as well as the 

researcher’s classroom observations, and review of instructional learning plans and 

classroom newsletters the instruction provided for diverse learners was inconsistent (see 

Appendix D and Appendix E). With the new administration, steps have been taken to 

address culturally responsive discipline practices through professional learning sessions 

for staff. Additionally, a Response to Intervention Coordinator (RtI) and Behavior 

Interventionist have been assigned to develop positive behavior improvement plans. 

However, instruction wasn’t addressed in the mentioning of this plan. Cultural 

responsiveness goes beyond discipline practices and moves into culturally responsive 

pedagogy, where faculty and staff gain awareness of the cultural experiences minority 

students bring to the classroom in order to implement that culture into instruction 

(Cramer, Pellegrini-Lafont, & Gonzalez, 2014). Moreover, South Montessori Elementary 

School teachers have an opportunity to explore instructional and social strategies that 

could reduce the excessive suspensions and behaviors that have caused such suspensions 

in the past. Instructional training would play an important role in this endeavor, leading to 

the third finding.  
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Finding 3: Teacher Training and the Integrity of the Montessori Method 

 As a part of the North American Montessori Teachers’ Association (NAMTA), 

South Montessori Elementary School found itself in a social group of schools working to 

meet the criteria set in place to properly govern with integrity in the public sector. 

Oftentimes when in-groups have been faced with such norms, essential components may 

be overlooked in order to meet that standard (Hogg et al., 1995; Cohen, 1990). In South 

Montessori Elementary School’s case, teachers were receiving training in accordance to 

NAMTA norms. Both Lisa and Meagan were given autonomy to select the training 

avenue that best fit their lifestyle and learning style. For Lisa, Seacoast Montessori 

Training was selected, a combination of extended face to face training and online 

training, while Meagan selected Montessori Live, an extended online training with some 

face to face training. Moreover, South Montessori financially supported both teachers in 

the support of such training, alleviating the need to find funding to complete this 

requirement. Both teachers also shared the support they received after training from 

faculty and staff through ongoing professional learning.  

Although training was evident for teachers, limited training was available for 

teaching assistants. According to the executive director’s self-assessment of the 

leadership and organizational development domain from the NCMPS Essential Elements 

rubric, 50% to 90% of staff received ongoing Montessori professional learning (see 

Appendix C). Additionally, based on the school’s professional learning calendar, 

teaching assistants received Montessori training once in August within the nine week 

study, occurring at the beginning of the school year (see Appendix F). Moreover, Lisa 

and Meagan shared past experiences where their absences caused a shift in instruction 
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from Montessori led instructional practices to a more direct instructional practice when 

only the teaching assistant and/or a substitute teacher was present. In order to maintain 

the integrity of the Montessori Method, it is imperative that teaching assistants should 

receive full training and substitute teachers should receive Montessori substitute training 

prior to serving in that position. This quest in maintaining integrity of the Montessori 

Method was evident in the fourth finding of the research study.  

Finding 4: Individualized Instruction Drove the Montessori Method 

 According to Rambusch (2007), instructional strategies are critical in the prepared 

Montessori environment. For Lisa and Meagan, that instructional strategy centered on 

following the child. Repeatedly throughout the nine week study Lisa and Meagan shared 

how important it was to give students the freedom of choice to select Montessori work. 

The phrase, “Follow the child” served as their mantra, and led to the overarching teaching 

strategy of providing individualized instruction. Both teachers believed in order to 

provide individualized instruction you must first follow the interest of the child. Meagan 

provided an example where following a child’s interest sparked the student’s engagement 

in the content area. She used a cross curricular content area of social studies to bridge the 

interest gap for the student to attempt an English Language Arts assignment. 

 Additionally, Lisa and Meagan shared the key to following the child’s interest 

sometimes included building soft structures around the student’s exploration. These soft 

structures included work plans and self- check logs where students would record their 

completed assignments based on suggestions listed. The results from those work plans 

and self-check logs served as formative assessments, determining if a student needed 

small group work, additional one-on-one time with a teacher, peer assistance, or a 
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staggered work assignment. In addition to work plans and self-check logs, it was equally 

important for the teacher to observe the student’s activities in order to properly engage 

and provide aligned next steps. Both teachers credited the RTI coordinator for providing 

an extra layer of support for those students in need of additional one-on-one instruction.  

Implications and Recommendations 

 In conclusion, this study sought out to determine the teaching strategies public 

Montessori Elementary school teachers used in order to implement the Montessori 

Method with integrity. The findings concluded that true implementation takes more than 

implementing teaching strategies, but a school must first embrace an agreed upon social 

and instructional culture. At South Montessori Elementary school, that culture was one 

driven by family and guided by Montessori’s grace and courtesy practices. Unfortunately, 

the vision of peace was not enough, the school discovered with a diverse community, 

faculty and staff must respond sensitively to all community members in order to be both 

fair and justice in practice. In doing so, it was recommended for the school to not only 

embrace understanding how to be culturally responsive with discipline, but to also 

understand how to embrace the diverse student culture through instruction. 

 Additionally, integrity in the public Montessori environment was built on training 

and certification. Schools must buy in to the Montessori Method and support its teaching 

staff in order to achieve this goal. South Montessori Elementary School fully supported 

its lead teaching staff in this pursuit. However, teaching assistants were given limited 

Montessori training. Unfortunately, the limited training was evident whenever the lead 

teaching staff was absent, because instruction returned to its traditional format. It is 

imperative in order to maintain integrity in the Montessori environment, for all teaching 
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assistants to receive full Montessori training, and to provide substitute teaching staff with 

a Montessori substitute teaching course to reduce the urge to return to a more traditional 

setting when a lead teacher is absent. 

 Thirdly, individualized instruction through following the child’s interest served as 

the overarching teaching strategy Lisa and Meagan used in the public Montessori 

environment. It is important to note that following the child may require soft boundaries 

so that students are held accountable for their instructional actions, and teachers are able 

to formatively assess their progress. With the support of the teaching assistant and RTI 

coordinator, individualized instruction worked to meet the personal needs of all students, 

allowing for positive results on a variety of assessment instruments.  

 To conclude, it is recommended for South Montessori Elementary School to a) 

embrace the diverse student culture through instruction, b) for all teaching assistants to 

receive full Montessori training, and c) to provide substitute teaching staff with a 

Montessori substitute teaching course to reduce the urge to return to a more traditional 

setting , and lastly d) to build soft structures around the implementation of individualized 

instructional teaching strategies in order to hold teachers and students accountable for 

their learning. Based on these recommendations specifically targeted for South 

Montessori Elementary School’s instructional practices, recommendations for further 

research explorations include: a) researching the public Montessori curriculum in 

alignment to culturally responsive disciplinary and instructional practices, b) researching 

the teacher assistant and substitute teaching training received in alignment with the North 

American Montessori Teachers’ Association criteria, and c) researching the integrity 
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exuded in the implementation of individualized instructional strategies when teacher and 

student formative assessment measures were used.  

The implications of this study would be for South Montessori Elementary School 

to consider the implementation of additional ways as recommended to enhance and 

protect the Montessori brand. In return, upon implementation of these recommendation, 

South Montessori could further research the impact of such recommended adjustments. 

Secondly, this study’s findings and recommendations would serve as a possible blueprint 

for the framing or restructuring of other public Montessori schools to include: a) 

specifically when identifying formative assessment measures for the individualized 

instructional strategy, b) when selecting teacher training to further protect the integrity of 

Montessori implementation, and c) when considering and setting guidelines for Grace 

and Courtesy conflict resolution practices. And lastly, current and future Montessori 

parents could use this study’s findings and recommendations as a rubric when selecting 

or assessing a future or current public Montessori school for their children. 
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August 

 Introduction to the Montessori Philosophy 

 The Prepared Environment 

How to be a High-Quality Teaching Assistant 

Primary: Practical Life & Sensorial Curriculum 

September 

 Observation 

 Lesson Planning 

 Record Keeping 

 Primary: Math Scope & Sequence 

October 

 What is Normalization? 

 Writing Workshop 

 Primary: Language Scope & Sequence 

 Lower & Upper Elementary: Math Scope & Sequence 
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Tamika Nicole Ball 

Proposed Interview Protocol for Dissertation 

 

Interview Protocol for Montessori Public School Teachers 

 

 Introductory participant interview # 1 (Teacher background) 

First, let’s establish some background info about you.   

1) Tell me about your position 

a) What you do? 

b) What do you teach? 

c) What experience have you had with teaching in the Montessori public school? 

 

Secondly, I’d like to learn about your professional learning experiences 

(Professional learning specific to helping you with implementing the Montessori 

Method) 

 On your own (you sought it out) 

o 2016-17 

 What (if any) such professional learning did you participate in in 

2016-17? 

 Logistics--when, offered by whom, format (in-

person/online/blended/other)? 

 Why did you participate? 

 What was particularly helpful for you in this professional learning; 

why? 

 What was particularly challenging about this professional 

learning/what didn’t work; why? 

 At your school   

o 2016-17 

 What kinds of professional learning did you participate in at your 

school? 

 Logistics--when, provided/led by whom, format? 

 Why did you participate? 

 What was particularly helpful for you in this professional learning; 

why? 

 What was particularly challenging about this PD/what didn’t work; 

why?  

 

Thirdly, I’d like to learn about your professional membership affiliations 

 What professional organizations are you currently a member of as of 2017-18 school 

year?  

 

 Individual participant interview # 2 (Teacher stance) 

First, I’d like to learn about your teaching philosophy 

1) How do you define the role of a teacher? 

a) How do you interact with students? 
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b) How do students interact with you? 

c) How do you envision your ideal classroom? 

 

Secondly, I’d like to learn about your teaching strategies 

2) What teaching strategies do you currently use in your classroom? 

a) How do you implement these strategies in your classroom? 

b) Take me through an instructional day in your classroom. What would I see or 

hear? What are students doing? What are your teaching actions? 

 

 Individual participant interview # 3 (Montessori viewpoint) 

First, I’d like to learn about your school culture 

1) Take me through an instructional day in your building. What would I see or hear? 

What are administrators doing? What are teachers doing? What are students 

doing? What role do parents play in your building? 

 

Secondly, I’d like to learn about student academic performance and teacher 

performance  

2) What types of assessments did your students take during the 2016-17 school year? 

3) How did your students perform on those assessments? 

a) What do you attribute to the performance outcomes? 

4) How did the school perform on those assessments? 

a) What do you attribute to the performance outcomes? 

 

Thirdly, I’d like to learn about your comfort level with the Montessori curriculum  

5) How does your personal teaching philosophy align to the Montessori Method? 

6) How would you rate your teaching performance in the Montessori environment? 

 

Lastly, tell me anything I should know about your experience in the Montessori 

public sector. 

 

Thank you for your time and the information and perspective you provided was very 

helpful 

 

Next steps: 

I will analyze the data and write up my findings for your review prior to publication. 

If I have any questions, I will contact you to follow up.   
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Tamika Nicole Ball 

Proposed Focus Group Protocol for Dissertation 

 

Focus Group Protocol for Montessori Public School Teachers 

 

 Focus Group Session # 1 (School and Classroom Environment) 

Let’s learn about your school and classroom environments 

1) Tell me about your school 

a) Confirm for me the school curriculum and instructional approach your school 

uses 

b) Describe your school’s learning environment, what about the classroom 

environment? 

c) Why did you select this learning environment as your place of employment? 

d) What support have your received from your administration to help you teach 

in your learning environment? 

e) What are some major successes your school has experienced during your 

tenure here? 

f) What are some major challenges your school has experienced during your 

tenure here? 

 

 

 Focus Group Session # 2 (Teacher support) 

Let’s learn about the support you’ve received and/or need in your instructional 

environment 

1) What are some major successes you have experienced in your classroom? 

2) What are some major challenges you have experienced in your classroom? 

3) If you could have any kind of professional learning and/or support to help you 

teach even better so students can gain content mastery, what would you request; 

why?  

4) If you could get any kind of professional learning and/or support for leaders in 

your school so that they can better support you and your professional learning, 

what would you request for them; why? 
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Tamika Nicole Ball 

Proposed Participant Journaling Protocol for Dissertation 

 

Participant Journaling Protocol for Montessori Public School Teachers 

 

9-Week Journal prompt: 

Please complete the following prompt for submission on Friday, Month, Date, 2017 by 

6:00 pm via xxxxx@xxxx.com 

1) What successes have you experienced this week when planning and implementing 

the Montessori Method 

2) What challenges have you experienced this week when planning and 

implementing the Montessori Method 
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Tamika Nicole Ball 

Proposed Recruitment Email for School Administrator 

 

 

To: Potential participating school research site 

 

From: tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu 

 

BCC: scottsimm_wa@mercer.edu 

 

 

 

Greetings ____________, 

 

My name is Tamika Nicole Ball. I am a Curriculum and Instruction Ph.D. candidate at 

Mercer University, Tift College of Education located in Macon, Georgia. 

 

I am seeking to conduct research on Montessori public elementary school educators and 

the teaching strategies they use to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method in a diverse 

populated Montessori public elementary school environment.  

 

If you volunteer to allow for your school to be used as a research site, you will allow me 

to observe the teaching of two of your Montessori public elementary school teachers, to 

include one lower elementary teacher (grade band of first through third grade) and one 

upper elementary teacher (grade band of fourth through sixth grade) to participate in my 

research study.  

 

By your school participating in the research study, you will allow for me to observe the 

teachers’ classrooms no more than three times, observe your faculty meeting no more 

than one time, request from your teacher participants to complete no more than nine 

written journal entries, and to interview your teacher participants individually no more 

than three times and as a focus group no more than two times. Participation will take 

approximately one to two hours between eight to ten times in a two to three month 

period. 

 

If you are willing to speak with me regarding your schools participation in this research 

study on Montessori in the public sector, please email me.  

 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

Tamika Nicole Ball 

tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu 

mailto:tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu
mailto:scottsimm_wa@mercer.edu
mailto:tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu
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Tamika Nicole Ball 

Proposed Recruitment Email for School Teachers 

 

 

To: Potential participants at selected school research site 

 

From: tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu 

 

BCC: scottsimm_wa@mercer.edu 

 

 

 

Greetings ____________, 

 

My name is Tamika Nicole Ball. I am a Curriculum and Instruction Ph.D. candidate at 

Mercer University, Tift College of Education located in Macon, Georgia. 

 

I am seeking to conduct research on Montessori public elementary school educators and 

the teaching strategies they use to ensure integrity of the Montessori Method in a diverse 

populated Montessori public elementary school environment.  

 

If you volunteer to participate in this research study, you will allow me to observe your 

teaching as a Montessori public elementary school teacher, either as a lower elementary 

teacher (grade band of first through third grade) or a upper elementary teacher (grade 

band of fourth through sixth grade).  

 

By participating in the research study, you will allow for me to observe your classroom 

no more than three times, observe your faculty meeting no more than one time, request of 

you to complete no more than nine written journal entries, and to participate in interviews 

individually no more than three times and in a focus group no more than two times with 

one additional participant. Participation will take approximately one to two hours 

between eight to ten times in a two to three month period. 

 

If you are willing to speak with me regarding your participation in this research study on 

Montessori in the public sector, please email me.  

 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

Tamika Nicole Ball 

tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu 

 

mailto:tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu
mailto:scottsimm_wa@mercer.edu
mailto:tamika.nicole.hudson@live.mercer.edu
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