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“The needs of mankind are universal. Our means of meeting them create the richness
and diversity of the planet. The Montessori child should come to relish the texture of that
diversity.”

- Maria Montessori

| often get asked how an educational approach that is over 100 years old can be
suitable for the needs of the modern child. My reply is usually that humans have not evolved
that significantly, and unfortunately, our society has not necessarily moved as far as we might
wish in the last hundred years. However, addressing the various aspects of modern
educational research leaves me returning each time to how the Montessori approach and
philosophy successfully addresses the needs of a modern society as it moves towards a more
inclusive and equitable vision.

The Montessori approach to education emphasizes respect for the individual, a child-
centered learning environment, and the development of the whole child. This educational
philosophy inherently supports diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) through its foundational
principles and practices. The Montessori approach provides a framework for creating
inclusive classrooms where every child can thrive. A profound respect for each child is found
at the heart of the Montessori philosophy, and is a recurring theme in Montessori’s writings
and lectures. This respect transcends all aspects of the child’s identity, including background,
culture and abilities. Montessori educators must strive to understand and value each child’s
individuality, recognizing that diversity enriches the learning environment for the whole
community. This respect is promoted and engrained in the various aspects of the Montessori
approach.

Observation and the Prepared Environment

The main role of the Montessori educator is to prepare an environment for learning,
inspire the child with objective lessons and connect the child to the prepared environment.
This turns the traditional role of the all-knowing teacher to the role of a guide, observing the
needs of the student group and individuals in the classroom environment, preparing for these
needs (whether physical needs, supporting materials and resources, culturally diverse lessons,
etc), and allowing the child to discover independently, learning in the style and at the pace
they require. The Montessori educator’s role essentially is fully focused on providing an
inclusive and diverse classroom environment.

Maria Montessori developed her method based on her scientific observation of
children at work with various tools or learning materials and it is this observation that stands
so central in our practice. This relates directly to the Differentiated Instruction strategy, in the
analysis of instructional methods and critical reflection on current practices, assessing how
they suit the needs of the individual students. This is crucial in the multiage Montessori



classroom, where instruction varies on the needs of the learners for not only the level they are
at, but also based on their interests. One often-repeated phrase from Dr. Montessori is,
“Follow the child” and this is an instruction to the educator. We must follow the child,
observing the way they work, how they develop, and their interests and then tailor the
classroom environment, our instruction and assessment accordingly. When preparing lessons
for each individual learner, Differentiated Instruction is an effective to meet the learners’
unique needs, interests, and learning styles (Taylor, 2015, p.14). This is, essentially, done
through constant observation.

“...As educators, [we] exert a powerful influence over classroom normes, it is
important to make explicit those values that are most often implicit and profoundly affect
students in our classrooms” (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009, p. 13). Observing the students
provides opportunities to find out what interests they have and can prepare content based on
their interest. This gives us a path of approach directly to the individual, a way of showing
that we see them, we see their uniqueness and we can use this to help us learn more
efficiently and understand things better. Providing meaningful and real activities in the
classroom gives opportunities for learners to work past a learning barrier and realize that
learning through discovery can actually be fun and, more importantly, worthwhile. This must
be the way we approach each student, instead of labeling them with a diagnosis or a
disability.

The Prepared Environment is a central concept for all Montessori educators. Within
this environment, we can prepare for the various needs of our children. Within the structures
of the prepared environment, learners have freedom to work and learn. It appeals to the
intrinsic motivation for learning, and slowly the extrinsic motivation of grades and fear of
negative consequences lessens. In preparing the environment, Montessori educators should
reflect on student needs and types of structures or scaffolding that supports their individual
learning processes. Grouping is an area that Differentiated Instruction helps to accommodate
for, and is one of the foundational principles of the Montessori multi-age classroom. In a
Montessori classroom, students work together across ages, grades, abilities and cultures. We
are also to create smaller groups for various subject areas to tailor the instruction to specific
needs. Project work can also be done in many different groupings, allowing students to learn
from each other, listen to other viewpoints, have open discussions and reflect on what they
discover together. This also leads to deeper understanding. McDonald (2014) explains how
flexible grouping is a valid technique for differentiated instruction. She
emphasizes flexibility and fluidity, where learning groups are not static or homogenous.
When grouping according to learners' needs, we need to consider the most advantageous
ways of grouping to deliver instruction so all learners are able to utilize the materials
presented, understand the tasks, and being able to participate in and contribute to the
assignment and assessment.

An Inclusive Curriculum

Another common strategy for differentiated instruction which also is an integral part
of the Montessori approach, is providing a variety of learning materials, especially hands-on
activities that are relevant to the students’ reality. According to Cohen & Barczyk (2015), we
need to focus on teaching learners, not focus on teaching the textbook. Introducing topics



with inspiring stories, hands-on activities, outings, and so on, if far more effective than
opening up a textbook and reading. However, textbooks can then be used for follow-up
activities, as a source of information for project work or other student-led work. To convey
the information given in textbooks and other guides, we need to adapt learning materials and
adjust them to the preferred learning method of our students. Looking at preferred learning
methods like visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile, we teachers need to be able to facilitate
and convey material and tasks in differentiated and preferred for the individual. This also
includes awareness of cultural diversity and learning abilities. Depending on the individual’s
learning needs, we must be prepared to facilitate these needs, not only in instruction but also
in follow-up assignments and the assessment of their work.

“Differentiated Instruction focuses on whom we teach, where we teach, and how we
teach. Its primary goal is ensuring that teachers focus on processes and procedures that
ensure effective learning for varied individuals” (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006, p. 2). This
strategy is one that | feel is necessary in every classroom, no matter how diverse the student
population is. Diversity will be found in varying degrees in every single classroom, as each
student - child, adolescent or adult — learns in different ways. Therefore, it is paramount that
lessons vary in modality, are tailored to the specific student or smaller group of students, and
assessment is based on the student’s understanding and ability to succeed in a task.

The Montessori curriculum itself also is an exceptional example of an inclusive
curriculum, with an approach that allows for equity, individuality and inclusion of diversity
of all kinds. The Montessori curriculum for all ages has an emphasis on “Grace and
Courtesy”. This raises awareness of social norms, and courteous behavior. A key component
of the Montessori curriculum is peace education, which teaches children conflict resolution,
empathy, and cooperation. These lessons are integral to creating a classroom culture of
inclusivity and respect. Through peace education, children learn to navigate differences,
resolve conflicts peacefully, and build positive relationships with their peers. This emphasis
on social-emotional learning supports the development of an inclusive and harmonious
classroom community.

The primary school Montessori curriculum is presented through “cosmic education”,
which also brings interdependency in to focus. This interdependency is within nature,
between humans and nature and, very importantly, between all humans. In this way, there is a
constant awareness of others’ needs, and how an individual’s actions affect others. In a
discussion on how to create an inclusive classroom environment, Anderson (2018) suggests
that the curriculum should include concepts relevant to today’s society, including racism,
oppression, and privilege. “By only formally instructing on academic disciplines like math,
schools provide students with a knowledge of facts that doesn’t connect to today’s greater
world (para. 11). Throughout the refugee crisis, our classroom society was able to welcome
several children from displaced families, and | observed my students welcome these children
in with a warmth and a curiosity to learn from them which | was not seeing in society as a
whole. Adams, et al. (2016) state that it is vital to assist all students in “building friendships
and gaining acceptance from others” as well as providing quality education (p. 59).
Additionally, a study carried out by Terenzini, et al. (2001) and analysis of other research
during the study, had results indicating the correlation between a diverse classroom and
improved problem-solving skills. In my classroom experience, | have observed this to be true



as students are open in discussing various viewpoints and understanding or at least
appreciating other viewpoints in an argument or challenge.

By using the cosmic curriculum to see connections, relationships and interdependency
in all areas of our world, both the material and human or social, and having the “Grace and
Courtesy” curriculum as the foundation for the social classroom, all learners are valued
members of the learning environment. In this way, discussions are open and honest, but
always respectful, and by working with the students to reinforce empathy and understanding
even if we don’t agree, students are able to feel comfortable in the classroom.

The Montessori curriculum is succinctly described by the American Montessori
Society as an “individually paced curriculum that challenges children academically and
safeguards their well-being and sense of self. Engaging as contributing members of a
respectful community, they learn to question, think critically, and take responsibility for their
own learning—skills that will support them in later education and in life” (AMS, n.d., para.
1). By definition, the Montessori curriculum and approach are inclusive, as they include an
awareness and preparation for the individual students. However, even though this is the ideal
structure, not all adults who work in Montessori schools are properly trained in the approach
nor fully understanding of the deep respect inherent in the Montessori approach. It is up to
each of us to develop ourselves, becoming more culturally aware and accepting, listening to
our students’ stories, and learn what we can in order to understand their struggles and to find
out how to prepare a learning environment where they can thrive.

At a 2014 conference titled “Building the Inclusive Montessori Community”, Dattke
(2014) discussed how inclusion is key to a Montessori classroom environment. “It’s not about
people adapting to a normal level or fitting into an existing structure. Rather, inclusion
requires a comprehensive reorganization of structures, institutions, and practices” (p.108). In
my experience, if the first focus is on creating a warm and inclusive classroom environment,
then the “subject learning” comes naturally, with all students working together to contribute
with their strengths and viewpoints. This is relevant to today’s society.
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