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A quality Montessori school is successful when it implements a Montessori curriculum 
based on clear and measurable expectations for student learning that provides 
opportunities for all students to acquire requisite knowledge, skills, and attitudes. 
Teachers use proven instructional practices that actively engage students in the learning 
process and students exhibit a joy in learning. Teachers provide opportunities for students 
to apply their knowledge and skills to real world situations. 
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Toddler Program

Hilltop Montessori School had dreamed of having a toddler program for many years. The 
new campus was built in 2008 with facilities for toddlers; the new head of school, hired in 
2013, had experience at a Montessori school with toddlers and had experience in a toddler 
classroom; one of the beloved teachers was AMI Montessori certified for both Primary and 
Infant/Toddler. The school was poised to start the toddler program. We obtained a grant 
from the Henderson Foundation for start-up costs and after a busy summer setting up the 
classroom, we were filled to capacity in September of 2014. Our program for 18- 36-month-
old children is exemplary and has become a cornerstone of our enrollment process and our 
community.  

Montessori Learning Environments 

Student-centered Learning  

We truly believe children are capable and wise and have an intrinsic desire to pursue 
knowledge and growth. To support the child, we set the classroom up to follow a 
progression of choices that lead children naturally from one lesson to the next. We observe 
and learn what children demonstrate they need, and for which lessons they are ready. 
These lessons are open ended to allow for spontaneous exploration, too, with special 



considerations made for children’s individual learning styles. For example, children who 
learn and internalize by watching others receiving lessons don’t always need their own 
lesson. Perhaps most importantly, but not always so obvious, we are keenly aware of our 
classroom presence; the volume of our voices, the way we move throughout the classroom, 
the physical level at which we talk to children and the way we encourage interdependence 
amongst the children.  

A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment  

We prepare the learning environment foremost by following our albums. We test the 
works beforehand to make sure everything is just right - the pitcher is the ideal weight, 
the funnel fits in the opening of the vase, the puzzles are complete. We observe the 
children as a means of informing us how to prepare the environment so it’s aesthetically 
pleasing and easily accessible. We carefully observe movement patterns, problems that 
arise, and how materials are used, misused or not used; it’s an ongoing process of 
critiquing and adjusting. Additionally, we dedicate an entire day after most extended 
breaks to preparing the environment, keeping the classroom fresh, interesting, exciting, 
challenging, and well-prepared.  

Self-Realized Competence  

We help children reach their individual potential within a classroom community by 
creating a learning environment where children feel welcome and wanted. Children can 
develop a sense of belonging by making valuable contributions to their peers and the 
classroom. When a child puts a work away ready for the next friend, an older child teaches 
a younger child how to hang up his coat, or one child comforts another who is hurt, the 
child discovers they are capable and can contribute to their community. This is the first 
step in helping children reach their potential. When children feel respected, recognized 
and appreciated, they have the groundwork needed to grow and evolve. Through skill 
building, they grow in self-confidence. For example, when a child learns the basics of 
resolving conflict and can advocate for themselves, they feel independent and powerful. 
Through scaffolding, teachers support skills that need work and through noticing, 
teachers reinforce skills that are improving. A child who has been supported step-by-step 
through conflict resolution may one day spontaneously help two peers work out a problem 
of their own.  



Montessori Learning Activities 

First-Hand Experience with Materials 

Albums are used as a guide to set up the shelves in the classroom, taking into 
consideration the ages of the current children and their individual interests. All of the 
materials in the classroom are at the children’s level. Materials, tiered in complexity, are 
added slowly and intentionally into the classroom by the teacher. Students are free to use 
the materials after receiving a lesson on the proper usage of such. The child can then 
practice with the material to improve skill, lengthen concentration and cultivate curiosity. 
  

Spontaneous Activity  

The teacher is ready to 
follow the interests of the 
children in the classroom 
and can spontaneously 
seize a moment to help a 
child explore something of 
interest. For example, 
while watering plants in 
the garden, a child observes 
a praying mantis hiding 
amongst the leaves. The 
teacher might take this 
moment to encourage the 
children to observe how the 
insect behaves, notice how 
it blends into its surroundings and wonder about where it lives and what it eats. The 
prepared environment allows for choices and open-ended materials allow for further 
exploration. By standing back and observing, we note how to best prepare the 
environment so children feel free to explore curiously and joyfully - as long as they are 
doing it without being dangerous, destructive or disruptive.  

Self-Directed Active Learning Methods  

The teachers prepare a variety of materials to use and explore and then give the child 
opportunities to make choices. Teachers respect the child’s concentration and only give 
lessons when there is a lull in the child’s activity. The prepared environment supports self-



directed, active learning by providing numerous spaces for a child to work that allow for 
optimal concentration.  

Social/Emotional Development  

The adults in the room set clear and simple guidelines for the classroom: treat each other 
and the materials with respect. Children are learning about what is culturally and 
morally appropriate and the teachers are integral to this process. Teachers give the 
children language to work out their problems and they also help children to set boundaries 
with others. These are skills that build a foundation on which future growth will develop.  

Liberty within Limits  

Freedom looks like children making choices, accessing all parts of the classroom, and 
using the materials purposefully. Adults protect a child’s need to concentrate. The adults 
in the room also wait and watch to see what happens instead of jumping into a situation 
immediately unless it is destructive, dangerous or disrespectful.  

Intrinsic Motivation  

The prepared environment is set up to engage a child’s curiosity. New presentations are 
given regularly and there is a steady rotation of exciting and aesthetically pleasing 
materials on the shelves. The child’s observation of lessons and others’ work is allowed 
and encouraged. Teachers trust that the children will choose works that speak to them. In 
addition, teachers connect children to works that are developmentally appropriate. 
Teachers allow children to work uninterrupted so they can experience the joy of work, 
discovery, and concentration. Teachers observe and show interest in the work the child 
does.  



Montessori Learning Relationships 

Multi-age Grouping  

Our Toddler community serves 10 children from 18 
months old to about 3 years old. These age parameters 
are dictated by state licensing laws. Our admission 
process is rolling so when children meet certain criteria 
and turn 3 years of age, they move up to Children’s 
House and a new child is welcomed into the Toddler 
Room. Through this system there are regular, gradual 
shifts within the classroom - the children who have been 
in the classroom longer become role models and guides 
for the younger children coming in new to the program. 
It’s not always dependent on age, but because older 2-
year-olds are generally more skilled socially and 
developmentally, they tend to take on the roles of 
classroom leaders until they move on and younger 
children move into these roles.  
 
Children begin their day together and spend the majority of the morning deciding how 
they’d like to interact with each other. Developmentally, younger children tend to like 
using works independently and older children become more interested in using works 
collaboratively. Sometimes children break off into groups depending upon interest in an 
activity like cooking and sometimes they pair off based on familiarity and comfort. To go 
beyond these organic ways of mixing age groups of children, we also invite children to 
small group language lessons. They needn’t be of similar skill or language progression. 
Every child will benefit from the lesson regardless of age or ability to speak clearly. We 
also encourage the children to rely on each other for assistance. For example, when the 
teachers are busy and a child needs help putting on their shoes or turning on the faucet, 
an older friend is asked to help the child in need. In the toddler community, children of 
different ages and abilities cook together on a regular basis and dine in small groups on a 
daily basis. They are also periodically brought together during a circle/story time at the 
end of the morning.  



Social Setting as Community  

Creating a strong sense of community is central to the success of the Toddler Room. This 
is often a child’s first experience with a community outside of their own family and it 
needs to feel as loving and connected to home as possible. Practical Life activities serve as 
wonderful means to helping the children feel capable and confident in their abilities and in 
their contributions to the community, therefore instilling a sense of belonging and laying 
the foundation for positive self-esteem. A new child may contribute to the classroom by 
feeding the fish while an older child might gather and arrange flowers to beautify the 
environment. As children grow and become more capable, and therefore more able to 
contribute in meaningful ways to the classroom community, the deeper their sense of 
belonging and their love for their community. We encourage children to share their 
learning with others through conversations, questions and modeling. A discussion at the 
snack table about a child’s trip to a farm may lead to interesting sharing about how cows 
are milked, for example. A child who is already wearing underwear and using the toilet 
independently serves as a model for a child who hasn’t yet mastered this skill. The child 
who has learned to use the toilet may encourage and cheer on a friend who keeps their 
diaper dry during nap. When children feel confident, supported, and loved, learning comes 
easily and is joyful. 

Cooperation, Collaboration, not Competition 

Very young children don’t usually demonstrate competitiveness; however, we do work 
diligently to help children manage their feelings and work out conflict in constructive 
ways. We work to create a classroom where skill and contributions are noticed alone, not 
in comparison to skills or contributions of others. We also encourage the children to use 
their skill to help others around them. If a child knows how to button a sweater, for 
example, they’d be encouraged to offer help to a child needing help with his buttons, 
instead of singling the capable child out as an example to the others.  

Montessori Spirituality 

 The first step in helping the child grow as a spiritual being is enabling them to feel safe 
and loved in their school environment. The teacher works to develop community among 
the children so that each one feels a sense of belonging in the classroom, which is 
necessary for the child to grow spiritually. The teacher guides the child in building conflict 
resolution skills by giving language and attributing positive intent. The teacher helps the 
child learn to take of themselves and allows them to care for others. As understanding our 
relationship with the natural world is an important part of spiritual growth, the Toddler 



Program allows the child much time outside. While outside, the teacher helps the child 
notice and observe the endless wonders of the natural world. Additionally, inside the 
classroom, children have opportunities to care for plants and animals.  

What the Montessori Teacher Is 

The Montessori teacher is authoritative.  

The tone set by the teachers is central to setting limits and expectations in the Toddler 
Room. We are calm and clear, loving and firm. We are consistent so children know what to 
expect and what is expected of them. Using clear, straightforward language, we explain 
why it’s important to follow a limit. For example, when a child spills water on the floor, we 
let them know how drying the floor will keep others safe. Demonstrating and modeling 
empathy for the students is an important role of the teacher. In the Toddler Room, 
children often don’t have the spoken language skills to communicate their feelings. A 
teacher understands that children’s actions communicate feelings and they need to be 
interpreted. Remaining calm, attributing positive intent, and finding ways to help a child 
move on from a situation are key skills. For example, a child (A) who is has limited 
language wants a turn to use the slide. (A) sees another child (B) is standing in the way. 
(A) scratches (B’s) face. A calm teacher will step in to show empathy and interpret the 
situation. “I’m so sorry to see that you’ve been scratched, (B). Are you okay?” And to (A), 
“You wanted (B) to move so you scratched. You may not scratch; scratching hurts. You can 
say ‘excuse me’ to move past someone. And when you’ve hurt someone you can ask, “Are 
you okay?” (B) goes down the slide first and then (A) can go down. Showing empathy 
towards both children - the child who was scratched and the child who just wanted to get 
to the slide - lets them know that their needs are important and you care, while 
simultaneously modeling pro social, more acceptable behaviors.  

The Montessori teacher is an observer. 

There are several different ways we observe in the Toddler Room. Throughout the 
morning, the teacher steps to the edge of the classroom to observe. At the end of each 
morning, more informal observations are recorded in an observation log. Observations are 
used to: 1) help get to know a child better and their development, 2) identify topics of 
interest and plan for future lessons, 3) decide which works need to be removed and which 
need to be highlighted, 4) assess how the classroom layout needs to be changed/improved 
and 5) plan what adaptations should be made to support children with sensory needs. 
According to state regulations we are also required to use the Pearson Ounce Scale (a 



state-prescribed evaluation tool for toddlers) to evaluate, document and monitor children 
in our programs. Observation is central to this tool. At least once per week the teacher 
does a formal observation with a notebook and pen recording observations. For these 
observations there is often a specific question in mind such as, “There’s often pushing and 
crying at the sink before snack. What is causing this?”  

The Montessori teacher is a resource/consultant.  

The teacher provides a safe emotional base for the children to come to when needed. The 
children know that the teachers are there to ensure that they are well cared for, loved, 
challenged and supported. Often very young children will venture out to explore and then 
return back to the teacher to check in. Older children look to the teacher to help them 
solve problems. We are solid, consistent and dependable; children know what to expect 
from us and find comfort and security in the daily routine and our responses. The teacher 
is also a resource for the parents. Helping families to create consistency between home and 
school, offering advice, reassurance and resources when needed, are important to the 
families of our students. Building a strong relationship with the families is as important 
as the one made with the children directly.  

The Montessori teacher is a model.  

The teacher shows curiosity and a love of learning by noticing the world around her. For 
example, when outside, the teacher may stop with a child to notice a worm on the 
sidewalk and wonder aloud how it got there, how it moves, etc. The teacher also models 
curiosity and a love of learning when sharing lessons and stories from her own life. She 
might say, “This is one of my favorite lessons and I’m really excited to show it to you 
today!” or, “I remember when I was learning to put on my own coat; this is a trick that 
helped me a lot.” Relating to the child, showing genuine love and appreciation for the 
world around us, and enjoying the time spent together is central to showing curiosity and 
love of learning.  

Toddler children are in their sensitive period for language and among the most important 
related skills are how to have positive social interactions. The teacher consistently models 
positive social interactions with children and other adults in the classroom. By observing 
the teacher, children learn about eye contact, using grace and courtesy, and, very 
importantly, learning how to work out problems effectively. We give the children the 



language to express themselves and set limits with others until they are ready and able to 
do it independently.  

It’s crucial for young children’s healthy psychological development to understand from an 
early age that mistakes are a necessary and valuable part of life. Teachers can model a 
positive attitude and move forward after a mistake. The teacher demonstrates this 
thought process out loud, “Oh dear, I forgot my lunch at home today. I wonder if there’s 
some fruit and cheese in the fridge I could eat,” or, “Jane, I’m sorry I spilled water on your 
dress. I will get a cloth for you to dry off.” And, of course, responding to mistakes in a 
matter-of-fact fashion helps set the tone for a positive and productive resolution/response: 
“You peed in your underwear. Let’s go to the bathroom to clean up and find some dry 
clothes.”  

What the Montessori Teacher Does 

The Montessori teacher respectfully engages with learners.  

The first steps in working towards meeting children’s individual needs are fostering strong 
bonds with the children and using regular observations to inform thoughtful lesson plans. 
Cultivating a classroom environment that encourages a supportive and empathetic 
community is also important. In addition, identifying inappropriate behavior and 
modeling problem solving is a powerful way to acknowledge and meet a child’s individual 
needs. For example, the teacher might say, “I see that you want to climb. Climbing on the 
counter is not safe. Let’s find a safe place for you to climb.” When children feel that they 
are getting their individual needs met and have a sense of belonging, it contributes to the 
overall well- being and success of the classroom community. Without feeling shame, 
growth can occur. Positive interactions and experiences create more positive interactions 
and experiences.  

The Montessori teacher facilitates a match between learner and knowledge.  

Strong relationships with both the children and their families help teachers to discover 
what children need to fully access their environment and grow to their fullest potential. 
Observing and spending time building relationships is central to knowing the children and 
input from their families help the teachers to understand a broader picture of the 
children’s lives. The 2017/18 school year was the first we did home visits with toddler 
families. It has been a wonderful tool to build rapport with the child and the family.  



Also essential is the teacher’s willingness to see 
children as new children every moment - starting 
with a clean state - so there’s room to grow and 
change and move past mistakes.  

The Montessori teacher designs/organizes/
prepares the environment.  

The teacher first must prepare the self - taking 
care of personal needs, making time for relaxation, 
practicing meditation, etc. - so to arrive at the 
classroom with a clear mind and open heart. When 
the teachers’ needs are tended to, they can observe 
insightfully, design the classroom creatively, and 
organize the materials, space and curriculum 
thoughtfully.  



Children’s House 

As with most Montessori schools, Hilltop Montessori School started as a Children’s House 
classroom. This three year grouping of children ages 3-6 is based on the extensive writings 
and materials developed by Dr Maria Montessori and provides the foundation for learning 
during these formative years of the child’s development. Hilltop has two Children’s House 
classrooms - the Willow Room and the Birch Room. Each classroom has up to 20 students 
and one credentialed Montessori teacher and one assistant, often credentialed also. These 
programs are supported by a native Spanish speaker who teaches Physical Education 
activities with the children, while also exposing them to the spoken Spanish language. He 
also does small group lessons adding Spanish vocabulary. We also have a music teacher 
who goes into the classrooms and uses a Music Room to engage children in music and 
movement. This early childhood program is well-respected in the community as a 
nurturing, learning environment.  

            

Montessori Learning Environments 

Student-centered Learning  

For most children, the morning is spent working freely, with a few breaks in independent 
work for guided lessons. We are conscious not to interrupt a child who is working, and to 
give lessons that we know are appropriate for the child’s ability and interest. Children 



have an appropriate amount of choices within their skill level. Children are given lessons 
and choose work in a progression, building on existing skills. Materials are presented 
sequentially for lessons and in display on the shelf. Extensions are also available. We 
navigate through the classroom quietly, slowly, and being at the children’s level when 
giving lessons and working with individuals and small groups. Through building 
relationships and establishing trust with both peers and adults in the classroom, children 
develop a sense of belonging, ownership over the classroom environment, and confidence 
in their work and choices.  

A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment  

Our classrooms are beautifully prepared and maintained learning environments. Each 
work is planned, practiced, and displayed in an accessible and attractive manner. We offer 
open spaces for large floor work, as well as small spaces and tables for more quiet focus. 
While we have “quiet” spaces in the classroom for rest and observation, the environments 
also provide space for movement. When we see that tone or energy has consistently 
disrupted order and concentration, we turn to the environment. Often, with a rotation of 
materials and small environmental changes (such as moving shelving to reduce use of a 
traffic circle), we see more order. All changes, however, are carefully planned and follow 
extensive observations.  

Self-Realized Competence  

It is important to us that children feel a sense of belonging. We provide children with the 
materials and instruction to feel confident about their work and progress. We are careful 
to present only those lessons and materials that are appropriate for the child’s 
developmental ability and readiness. Our peace curriculum provides for much social and 
emotional support within a community context. Greeting, grace and courtesy, and 
respectful behavior are modeled and practiced. Children learn to take care of their own 
needs as well as the needs of others. Although it is more challenging with some groups and 
individuals, we are confident that our guidance and trust in every child’s capabilities — 
both with learning and social/emotional well-being — ultimately supports self-realized 
competence.  



Montessori Learning Activities 

First-Hand Experience with Materials  

Many materials we use in our classroom environments are made of natural or “real” 
materials. In our snack area, children choose a ceramic plate, and a glass cup. When a cup 
or plate breaks, we highlight the care and responsibility we have to use for our breakable 
materials. Practical life is an area that helps children explore reality while developing 
essential skills in preparing the hand and brain for language development. We use tools 
such as spoons, tweezers and tongs, glass pitchers and water, child-size hammers, nuts 
and bolts and screw drivers. These tools are often used more practically for other small 
projects or daily routines in the classroom. For example, children learn to pour in practical 
life and use a glass pitcher and cup to get water for drinking. We continually return to 
basics, such as the brown stairs and the pink tower to explore in new and more abstract 
ways. To explore numeracy and mathematical concepts, children use Montessori math 
materials. For language, we progress through the moveable alphabet, for example, by 
building words first using objects and pictures and finally by dictation. In math and 
language, we provide individual works that extend concepts into the realm of abstraction. 
In science, children are exposed to items from nature in the classroom and through 
exploration of the outdoor learning environment.  

Spontaneous Activity  

Following a brief morning group, children have two and a half hours to work 
independently. Children begin to normalize to our classroom environment by exploring 
carefully designed materials. Before being set on a shelf in the classroom, materials are 
presented to children, often in small groups, by a teacher. During our two and a half hour 
work time, children may explore materials appropriate to their skill and development 
freely and independently. We pay close attention to the learning environment. When 
materials aren’t used, we put them away. We change materials seasonally or to reflect a 
monthly theme. For example, during the month of December, we explore festivals of light 
around the world and in the spring we delve into the regionally important maple sugaring 
process and results. Materials regularly change in language, art, practical life, and 
geography.  

Self-Directed Active Learning Methods  

With our extended work time, the prepared environment, and daily observations, we 
create an environment that allows for concentration and free choice. Interruptions are 



minimized by allowing a child to 
finish a work before inviting 
them for a lesson. If a child is 
wandering, we may use a lesson 
to help direct the child’s focus. If 
a child is observing others 
working, we honor their 
observation and do not 
interrupt.  

Social/Emotional 
Development  

We use the peace curriculum 
and modeling to help children 
learn to recognize their own 
feelings, how to manage those feelings, and to appropriately resolve conflicts. We also have 
group and individual lessons throughout the year that help a child understand their 
responsibility and role in the classroom. We offer materials that give children the 
opportunity to explore their emotions, to observe beautiful objects, and to play the 
individual Montessori Silence Game.  

Liberty within Limits  

Children are free to explore materials within certain boundaries and limits. We always 
direct attention and focus to the materials that are most appropriate for each child. As a 
rule of thumb, a material may be used if the child has had the appropriate lesson(s), has 
brought the material to a rug or table, is using the material in a productive (non-
destructive or disruptive) way, and returns the material to the shelf. For the child who is 
interested in materials that are above their skill level, we may say, “I see that you would 
like to explore the Moveable Alphabet-- it is a wonderful work-- but I have another lesson 
to show you first!” We establish limits and boundaries through continuous observation and 
modeling. For example, if a child exploring the pink tower deliberately knocks it down, we 
may point out the chips and scratches in the beautiful paint, and model how to take the 
tower down with care. However, if material use is dangerous, destructive, or distracting to 
others, the child will need to put the material away and try again another day.  



Intrinsic Motivation  

Materials are designed and made 
accessible based on our 
observations of interest, ability 
and growth. If we notice that a 
group of children are interested in 
mixing art materials, we design 
and prepare materials that 
appropriately guide a child’s 
artistic interest. We may also 
provide examples of artists that 
make similar art work and ask 
questions about their work. Other 
work in the classroom is changed 
and rotated based on topics of 
interest, seasons, and needs. If a 
child has exhausted the possibilities for extensions in an area of the classroom, we work to 
provide more options. After appropriate scaffolding of skills and knowledge, we use our 
albums and experiences to develop new ways to guide a child’s interest in a subject. 
Conversation, visual aids (such as pictures and books), related or teacher-made materials 
are all methods we use to continue to motivate children to more deeply explore topics of 
interest.  

Montessori Learning Relationships 

Multi-age Grouping  

The Children’s House program includes children from ages 3 to 6 years of age. Our daily 
schedule includes sufficient time for independent work, individual and group lessons, 
outside exploration, and afternoon activities. We show lessons primarily one-on-one, or in 
small groups, however we do show new materials and concepts during the morning group 
time with all children together. Group time also includes music (singing and moving 
together), celebrations (birthday and special presentations), and opportunities for 
community building through games. We have opportunities to share work during group 
times. Older children have many opportunities to model for and support younger children. 
Older children often take the responsibility to help or “show lessons” to youngers 
throughout the day. Snack is an opportunity for conversation and modeling as older 



children are encouraged to help younger children with their snack routine. While 
preparing for outside time, olders help youngers get dressed and ready to go outside.  

Social Setting as Community  

We create a positive social community through the peace curriculum and grace and 
courtesy lessons. As a part of the peace curriculum, we observe “Random Acts of 
Kindness.” Children may acknowledge acts of kindness and place a small dove on the 
peace tree. We often notice how many doves are on the tree at the end of the morning and 
the tree itself becomes a visual, tangible representation of positive peace acts in the 
classroom. This encourages all children to be aware of their actions as well as the actions 
of others. We model conflict resolution in the peace area as well as basic grace and 
courtesy lessons. Other peace, calming, and mindfulness practices include yoga, the 
Silence Game, flower arranging, and specially designed sensory activities.  

Cooperation, Collaboration, not Competition  

We encourage cooperation and collaboration through continual modeling, role playing, and 
being intentional about language used when noticing behaviors. We provide and 
encourage observation when children are sharing or working. For example, if a child is 
walking carefully around the room, we may acknowledge this positive behavior by saying, 
“I’m noticing that Sam is walking through the classroom. He is carrying his work 
carefully.” Older children often “remind” youngers of positive behaviors as well.  

Montessori Spirituality 

We foster the child’s spiritual growth in a variety of ways. We provide many opportunities 
for children to explore the natural world and their relationship with it. We help the child 
notice and observe nature, create opportunities for gardening, and explore animals and 
plants through our cultural curriculum and read alouds. We help the child experience 
quiet reflection through activities such as the Silence Game, candle walks, and lessons on 
reflection. We explicitly teach children conflict resolution skills so they can more peaceably 
grow with their peers. We also present lessons such as the Cosmic Nesting Boxes that 
provide an opportunity for children to think about their relationship to the universe and 
the world around them. Presentations and books about different cultures also help the 
child consider themselves in relation to others and hopefully, appreciate other cultures.  



 
What the Montessori Teacher Is 

Authoritative  

The teacher in a Montessori classroom is a guide and resource for each child’s individual 
learning needs. In our Children’s House classrooms, we follow a predictable morning work-
time routine, creating a structure for success in independent learning. We set limits and 
expectations by modeling appropriate use  
of materials, control of our bodies, and respectful interactions. We spend a great deal of 
time getting to know each child and build meaningful relationships with children. When a 
child is struggling with something, such as feeling sad due to a difficult drop-off, we may 
say, “I see that you are feeling sad. It is hard some days to say ‘goodbye.’ Would you like to 
write a note to Mom? I know she must be missing you too, and it might help her to have a 
note.” We give this child time to identify and process their feelings without shaming them 
for having them. When a child is having a behaviorally  
challenging day, we plan for appropriate responses to behavior. Outside of these moments, 
we make time to connect positively with children who show challenging behaviors. This 
may be a pleasant conversation while eating lunch or working together using a favorite 
work. Having a positive, trusting relationship with each child, the teacher is able to set 
firm, loving limits, often with just a glance.  

Observer  

We take time to step back to observe (the whole classroom, small groups, and individuals) 
daily and observation time is blocked-off throughout the week. In addition to taking 
reflective notes on lessons, we monitor choice throughout the morning to gain insight into 
individual interests and abilities. This directly informs lesson planning. We record our 
observations using several different observation forms. We also keep a record of which 
lessons have been presented, practiced, and perfected. In addition to observing, we make 
video recordings and take pictures. Some of these visual documentations are input into a 
class database using the program Teaching Strategies Gold as required by the state. There 
are many areas of focus in this program that help to follow a child’s physical, social, 
emotional, and academic progress. We are working to balance and integrate this system 
with our own methods.  

Resource/Consultant  

By taking time to build a relationship with each child and providing necessary learning 
tools, we become a valuable and accessible resource for children. We encourage children to 



come to us when they need support beyond their abilities. We ask guiding questions and 
scaffold each child’s learning process as needed. When asked for help by a child, we 
encourage problem solving, deeper exploration, and independence by prompting, “I 
wonder...”, instead of just providing an absolute answer. We also model our own curiosity. 
“I wonder what would happen if I pour this blue water into this jar with red water?” Our 
own reaction often encourages excitement and continued curiosity. In our science and 
geography areas, many of these questions arise, and we provide the necessary materials 
and resources for independent exploration, as well.  

Model 

“This is my favorite lesson!” may be a common introduction to the presentation of a new 
material. We model excitement and love in learning through our own enthusiasm and 
interest in special topics and work. We share stories from our own experiences as well, 
emphasizing our successes, failures, and learning process. We make mistakes (at times 
calculated and purposeful) to show we, too, may do something that is not perfect. We may 
even highlight the control of error in a material when presenting a lesson. For example, as 
an extension after an initial presentation of the Pink Tower, we may try to build the tower 
again, trying to put a large cube on top of a smaller cube. Modeling is central to our peace 
curriculum. We model social situations, including reactions and how they might make us 
feel. “It would really hurt my feelings, if someone told me that they didn’t want to be my 
friend!” And we model a solution, “Next time can you tell me that you just want to be 
alone? Can we play again later?” When appropriate, we help model during conflict 
resolution at the peace table.  

What the Montessori Teacher Does 

Respectfully engages with learners  

As Montessori teachers, we do our best to embody the grace and courtesy we wish to 
nurture within each child. Throughout the school year, much time is spent modeling 
appropriate behaviors, connecting with each child positively, and guiding learning goals 
through observation and planned lessons. We approach discipline by acknowledging intent 
and positively redirecting. We often work together as a community of learners. When 
distractions arise that affect the whole class (the loud crash of a plate breaking, or a 
delivery of sand to our sandbox visible from the window), we take a moment to pause and 
observe. We then return to work and may re-visit the “distraction” later at group. “What 



did you observe happen to the plate? Did you see that Sam offered to help sweep and 
Sylvia offered to get a new one?” We acknowledge the positive actions during disruptive 
moments to encourage more appropriate reactions and solutions.  

Facilitates “Match” between Learner and Knowledge  

As mentioned previously, we take our time to build a relationship with each child in the 
classroom. For some children this is accomplished through daily lessons. For others, it is 
observation and meaningful brief interactions. Simple greetings and conversation, over 
time, help us build a strong connection between guide and learner. Once this relationship 
is established, we use opportunities to connect the child to learning goals.  

Designs/Organizes/Prepares Environment  

Observation is the most important tool in designing and maintaining our prepared 
environment. We watch how children move, interact with the materials, and interact with 
others. Often times, we look to the environment first to help solve a problem. If children 
are running through the classroom, or are too loud, we may move shelves, tables, and 
chairs to encourage safe movement and encourage quiet independent work. When there is 
a change to the environment, we are conscious of how it may take time to adjust. As with 
new materials and works, clear expectations are given. We may show a lesson on how to 
walk around a new shelf or draw attention to the materials on a new shelf in order to 
make the change known and highlight its importance. Our classroom environments are 
designed with great care and attention to the differences in learning, movement, and 
sensory needs of the children.  

 

 



ELEMENTARY 

Our Elementary Program has been firmly established for many years. The program 
includes one large classroom of students ages 6-9 years for Lower Elementary and one 
large classroom for students ages 9- 12 years for Upper Elementary, connected by a shared 
art/project room. Each classroom 
has been consistently enrolled with 
25-30 students for many years and 
each has a teaching team of two co-
teachers who have been working 
together for six years. They are 
supported by an assistant teacher, 
the Learning Specialist Team, an 
art teacher, a music teacher, and a 
physical education teacher, in 
addition to other staff and parents 
who help with electives and 
specific subjects of interest. For the 
past five years, these teams have 
also been supported by a Director of Elementary who has mentored them in: curriculum, 
class room management, personal and professional development, and teamwork, in 
addition to guiding the program through a restructuring of the six years of the elementary 
curriculum topics. The elementary teams have become cohesive and fluid with lovely 
crossover between the Lower and Upper Elementary classrooms.  
 

Montessori Learning Environments 

Student-Centered Environment  

Maintaining the integrity of the morning work cycle keeps the focus on children’s learning 
rather than the teachers’ teaching. In the Lower Elementary, whole group lessons are 
limited in number and given during morning circle or the afternoon to avoid disrupting 
the flow of the work cycle. A similar scheduling is done in the Upper Elementary 
classroom. For math, geometry, and language lessons in both classrooms, we organize 
students into small groups to better individualize instruction. We work to keep all lessons 
short. Additionally, we are careful to limit the number of lessons students have daily so 
they have uninterrupted work time and can accomplish the goals they have set for 
themselves. There is a weekly schedule for lessons so students can come to know a regular 



rhythm for the week. In the Upper Elementary, lesson times are listed daily so students 
can plan ahead.  

A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment  

Much time is spent at the end of every summer preparing the classroom environments. 
Part of that preparation is reflecting on what did or did not work well the previous year. 
Both classrooms are clearly organized by curricular area. Materials are organized on 
shelves in a sequenced layout to be easily identified and accessed by students. We are 
careful to make sure there are a variety of work spaces- group and individual tables, floor 
tables, and floor space. We also consider the curriculum to be an important part of the 
prepared environment. We have yearly plans that guide, but don’t restrict, our instruction. 
Before the year begins, we consider how we may need to adapt the curriculum to meet the 
needs of specific students or the group as a whole. In the Upper Elementary, for example, 
this may mean finding less challenging literature group books to meet the needs of a group 
of incoming students. As the year progresses and we observe students’ interaction with 
both the physical environment and the curriculum, we make adjustments accordingly. In 
both classrooms, this has meant rearranging shelves or tables to avoid bottlenecks in 
traffic flow or to create smaller spaces within the classroom. We have created additional 
lessons and/or works at both program levels when students have shown particular interest 
in a topic. In the Lower Elementary, for example, our study of seaweed expanded beyond 
the lessons planned because student interest was so strong.  

Self-Realized Competence  

We work hard to help each child move toward his or her potential, feeling confident in his 
or her abilities and contributions to the community. Valuing process and effort over 
product and accomplishment is an important part of this. We give students the time and 
space to problem solve without teacher intervention. Valuing all types of learning is 
another important part of guiding children toward self-realized competence. We are 
careful not to value mathematical aptitude over the ability to write a gripping story, for 
example. In both classrooms, we scaffold instruction and provide added support or 
challenge as needed so each child can learn at their own pace and experience success. In 
both classrooms, we work to have students feel helpful to each other. In the Lower 
Elementary, this happens in formal ways such as pairing older students with younger 
reading buddies and less formal ways such as asking a middler to help a younger with the 
subtraction strip board. Sometimes a teacher will work with a student or two to help 
prepare them to share their observations of an experiment in an upcoming lesson. This 



might happen when we are 
studying the Nature of the 
Elements or the properties 
of light, for example. In the 
Upper Elementary, we 
often ask, “Who has done 
this work and feels 
comfortable being the “go 
to” if students have 
questions?” Upper 
Elementary students give a 
variety of presentations to 
their classmates throughout 
the year. In addition, twice 

per year, the Upper Elementary hosts a “Museum,” during which students from other 
classrooms and parents come to see students’ project work. During the Museum, students 
stand with their work to answer questions and engage students and parents with their 
work. Another way we help guide students to self-realized competence is allowing students 
in both classrooms to practice and express their learning in a variety of ways. In the 
Lower Elementary, this looks like one child writing a report about trilobites and another 
writing a song about trilobites. In the Upper Elementary, this looks like one child creating 
a comic strip about the adventures of an element, such as iron, and another writing an 
“interview” of the element arsenic about its many crimes. In the Upper Elementary, 
another important part of students moving toward self-realized competence is their 
participation in their parent-teacher conferences. Students present a portfolio at their 
conference. Through the process of preparing their portfolio, students reflect on their own 
learning (both their strengths and challenges) and consider what will help them develop 
their skills and interests.  
 
Montessori Learning Activities 

First Hand Experience with Materials  

We prepare our environments so students can have a wide range of learning experiences 
that lead to self- discovery, whether through the use of Montessori materials or teacher-
made materials. Both elementary environments are prepared with a full sequence of 
Montessori math and geometry materials allowing them to explore many concepts, from 
simple addition to cube rooting, concretely. Teachers have made additional materials to 
extend students’ learning in math and geometry. Both classrooms also have Montessori 



language materials, such as the moveable alphabet in Lower Elementary and sentence 
analysis materials in Upper Elementary. These materials are supplemented by teacher-
made materials. We use a wide variety of materials throughout the cultural curriculum 
which allow the children a variety of experiences. For example, in the Lower Elementary, 
students use three-part cards and cut definition strips to learn about the external parts of 
plants, but they also take nature walks to observe plants outside and use eye loupes to 
examine specimens in the classroom. In the Upper Elementary, students follow prepared 
command cards to conduct experiments to learn about concepts such as simple machines, 
botany, and chemistry. When studying ancient civilizations, students examine a variety of 
cultural artifacts to gather information about a culture.  

Spontaneous Activity  

We prepare a learning environment that creates the potential for children’s spontaneous 
activity. Importantly, we give children time to explore new concepts and materials 
presented. This means protecting the work cycle, being aware of how much we are asking 
of students, and changing what we ask of students when we see them deeply engaged in a 
work. In both classrooms, we provide command cards that have possible work or project 
ideas connected to current cultural studies. Students often use these cards as a jumping 
off point to then create their own works or projects rather than simply doing only what is 
written on the card. In the Upper Elementary, some experiment cards have extension 
questions written on them to encourage students to further explore a concept. In the 
Lower Elementary, teachers will brainstorm possible lesson follow-up ideas with students 
to help them build their capacity for creating their own works. In the Upper Elementary, 
teachers remind students that if they want to dig deeper into a certain work, the teachers 
can reduce or adjust their workload in a variety of ways to make room for this. In the 
Lower Elementary, the repetition of lessons and studies creates opportunities for students 
to build on previously learned concepts and experiences in new ways. For example, 
students study the Timeline of Life each year with the teacher highlighting different 
aspects in the three year cycle. Each year, a few students will once again dig into a 
previously covered topic or use the previous year’s method of showing their learning, such 
as building a model, to apply it to a new topic. In both classrooms students have access to 
the materials and tools they need to explore a topic or show their learning. These 
materials include books for research, art supplies for model making, and scientific 
equipment for conducting experiments. Finally, we let the students talk about their 
learning and work with each other. In the Lower Elementary, this often leads to a slew of 
students completing a similar work after one student demonstrates their work. This past 
year, it was the making of water cycle posters. In the Upper Elementary, this type of 



sharing of learning and ideas often leads to two students teaming up to work on a project 
or each one helping the other with projects on similar topics.  

Self-Directed Active Learning Methods  

We focus on helping students become self-directed learners who can make purposeful 
choices about their own learning and growth. Students at both elementary levels use work 
plans to guide their work choices. In the Lower Elementary, students are introduced to 
work plans in a very structured way with responsibility slowly released to the child. 
Teachers use morning circle, the end of lessons, and an ‘assignment’ board to help 
students effectively use their work plans. In the Upper Elementary, students plan their 
work in a daily afternoon advisory. At the Upper Elementary level, students plan at both 
the daily and weekly level. At both levels, teachers try to provide more than one option for 
lesson follow-ups so students can make structured choices. At the Upper Elementary, 
teachers work to provide a balance between short follow-up works and longer projects. At 
both program levels, we ask students to reflect upon their own work, strengths, and 
challenges as learners; what helps them work toward their goals and what gets in their 
way, and their learning goals. In Lower Elementary, this happens informally when 
students meet with a teacher for biweekly check-ins and more formally before each parent-
teacher conference. In the Upper Elementary, students prepare and present their own 
portfolios at these conferences. They also complete a written reflection on their midyear 
reports. At the end of the year, Upper Elementary students complete a lengthy written 
reflection on their growth throughout the year. This reflective work (shared with their 
parents along with the teacher-written progress report), combined with an ongoing 
emphasis on self-advocacy, helps engender a child’s sense of ownership for their learning 
and work.  

Social/Emotional Development  

Daily in the elementary classrooms, students have to share resources and workspaces, 
navigate friendships, and manage their own emotions. To helps students do this, we 
present a Peace Curriculum that helps students gain awareness of their own emotions, be 
aware of other people’s emotions, and know how to resolve conflicts. This is done through 
read alouds and discussions, role playing, direct instructions, and group activities. 
Community meetings are an important part of this work. In the Upper Elementary, 
teachers use journaling as an important part of the Peace Curriculum as well. In both 
classrooms, we choose the texts for reading groups or literature circles carefully. We 
choose texts that will help students think about a variety of personal and interpersonal 
dilemmas. Additionally, we choose texts that introduce students to characters from a 



diversity of backgrounds and life experiences. This helps students consider a variety of 
social dilemmas and build empathy for people different from themselves.  

Liberty within Limits  

Students have a great deal of liberty in the elementary classroom. Students can choose 
where to sit, with whom they sit, when they work on different subject areas, and often, 
between different follow-ups for the same lesson. Students can choose to take breaks from 
their work in a variety of ways. In the beginning of every year, students in both 
classrooms create a list of classroom expectations so no one student’s liberty impinges on 
another’s. In the Upper Elementary, students also reflect on the responsibilities that go 
along with the different freedoms they have. In both classrooms, students have the liberty 
to solve interpersonal conflicts independently through the conflict resolution process and 
community conflicts through the process of community meeting. Finally, students have the 
opportunity to learn and work at their own pace.  

Intrinsic Motivation  

We work to develop students’ intrinsic motivation in a variety of ways. The three-year 
cycle allows teachers the time to get to know each students’ personality and interests. 
Teachers are able to encourage works and topics that particularly resonant with each 
student, promoting intrinsic motivation. Student- created rules and work plans foster 
ownership within the students. We present the Cosmic Curriculum with storytelling and 
impressionistic lessons that inspire children’s imagination. We adjust our planned 
curriculum to meet the interests of the students as necessary. For example, when studying 
botany in Lower Elementary we created additional lessons and experiences to meet the 
students’ expressed interest in seaweed. In the Upper Elementary, we connect our cultural 
studies to current events or our students’ lives to help create more entryways for students. 
For example, when studying the nervous system, we prepared a lesson about the impacts 
of cell phones and screen time on developing brains. We work to create engaging follow-up 
activities to lessons and allow students to express their learning in a variety of ways. In 
the Lower Elementary, students studying the Timeline of Life created posters, written 
reports, and paper-mache models. When studying the periodic table in Upper Elementary, 
students shared their learning about different elements by drawing comic strips, writing 
interviews of an element, and by writing and performing skits. The ability to make choices 
such as these examples, along with the many other ways students are able to make 
choices each day, helps develop intrinsic motivation. The opportunity to formally and 
informally share their learning with others also helps develop children’s intrinsic 
motivation. This happens at circle in Lower Elementary and during authors’ sharing at 



the end of Writers’ Workshop in Upper Elementary. It also happens throughout every 
morning in both rooms as children ask questions about each other’s work or discuss a 
shared research topic.  
 
Montessori Learning Relationships 

Multi-age Grouping  

Throughout the day, students of 
different ages learn together in a 
variety of small-group and whole-
class lessons. In the Lower 
Elementary, students are placed in 
reading, phonics, and math groups 
by skill level (determined through 
teacher-developed assessments, 
AIMSweb assessments, and 
teacher observation), rather than 
year-level, which regularly leads to 
small multi-age groups. Cultural 
lessons are presented to the class 
as a group. To deepen understanding of a topic, there are year-level specific lessons given 
after introductory whole-group cultural  
lessons. For example, the whole class takes an exploratory hike in a shady part of the 
woods to learn about ferns. Later, in smaller year-level specific groups, students are 
introduced to the external parts, internal functions, or classification of ferns. A similar 
instructional model is often followed for Writers’ Workshop. In the Upper Elementary, 
students are grouped by skill level for math, geometry, and grammar lessons. This often 
leads to multi-age groups. Fourth and fifth year students are in multi-age literature 
groups, while sixths graders participate in their own literature seminars. Cultural lessons 
in the science strand are presented to all ages together in the Upper Elementary. Fourth 
and fifth year students study the same history topics, while sixth grade students have 
their own history curriculum. All students participate in the same Writers’ Workshop 
curriculum. Since students from different year levels can choose the same follow-up works 
after a cultural lesson or have the same reading group assignment to complete, students of 
different ages are often working together. Additionally, structured multi-age group 
projects occur in both classrooms as part of the cultural curriculum.  



Social Setting as Community  

Building community is an ongoing process in both elementary classrooms. Creating shared 
expectations at the beginning of the year, problem-solving together regularly in 
community meetings, and learning how to resolve conflicts peacefully are all important 
parts of the community building process in both classrooms. In the Lower Elementary, 
students begin each day together in morning circle, starting the day as a community. 
Throughout the week, there are activities outside of lessons that bring the class together 
as a whole community, such as Peace Curriculum activities and read aloud. As the year 
progresses, there are larger community events such as Authors’ Teas (where students read 
written work aloud to family guests and snack on treats), hikes, and field trips that help 
build community. Classroom rituals throughout the year and the three-year cycle, such as 
birthday walks and making gifts for departing olders, also helps strengthen community. 
By sharing in circle, helping other students with their work, presenting at All School 
Gathering, doing their job, or reading to a younger, students can put their skills and 
knowledge to use in their classroom community. The Upper Elementary has a variety of 
events throughout the year that help facilitate a sense of community among the students. 
These include museums, Author’s Teas, a poetry performance, and the annual play/
musical. As students prepare for these events, they collaborate on projects, help one 
another, problem solve, and learn from one another. The fifth years’ Hero Project and 
sixth years’ Individual Study Project are important rites of passage in which students 
share their learning with the class. In addition to these larger events and projects, the 
daily help students give one another, the conversations about a research topic or assigned 
reading that take places at the work tables, or the help students give one another when 
doing classroom jobs all help foster a sense of belonging and community in the Upper 
Elementary.  

Cooperation and Collaboration not Competition  

The classroom routines and activities that bring students of all ages together to learn and 
play together also foster a culture of collaboration and cooperation, rather than 
competition. A focus on process over product in both classrooms contributes to this 
attitude. For example, in both rooms, students work on multiple drafts when writing. Part 
of this process in both rooms involves students sharing parts of their writing aloud and 
inviting constructive feedback from peers. Peer conferencing is also part of the revision 
process. Another way we bring students attention to process over product is by asking 
them to reflect on themselves as learners in a variety of ways which enables students 
think about their own growth rather than their growth as compared to others. The 
manner in which we engage children with reading also fosters cooperation and 



collaboration. In reading groups in both classrooms, we use a shared inquiry model that 
values all students’ voices and works to build meaning together. In both classrooms, 
students can share their learning in a variety of ways which allows students to play to 
their strengths and avoid comparing their skills to others. The great variety of student 
works helps children be interested in each other’s work rather than be threatened by it. 
The elementary teachers are careful to value all types of work, academic strengths, and 
social strengths; we don’t value strong mathematicians more than the kind friend or 
humorous writer.  

 
Montessori Spirituality 

At the elementary level, we support children’s spiritual growth in a wide variety of ways. 
First, we implement the Cosmic Curriculum in all its richness. Through their exploration 
of the curriculum, students have many opportunities to explore their relationship with 
other humans and cultures and the natural world. We work hard to integrate the many 
parts of our curriculum, in part to reflect for students the interconnectedness of the many 
seemingly disparate parts of our world. We very deliberately engage children with 
literature that exposes them to different people and experiences, engaging their moral 
reasoning. We integrate the arts into our classroom curriculum so children can grow their 
voice and explore their ideas in a variety of ways. We work to build community so students 
feel a sense of belonging, thus creating the space for children to grow spiritually. We build 
community through play, rituals, and group problem solving. We teach conflict resolution 
skills and spend a good deal of time asking students to consider how their actions impact 
others. We provide many opportunities for self- reflection so students can be mindful of 
their own growth.  



What the Montessori Teacher Is 

Authoritative  

At the elementary level, the teacher sets 
expectations and maintains limits by first 
engaging students in the process of creating 
classroom expectations. At both program 
levels, teachers facilitate the creation of 
community expectations with the students. 
We also go through this process for different 
types of activities in the classroom. For 
example, we work with students to consider 
how we each need to act to have a reading 
group in which everyone feels safe to share 
their ideas. Throughout the year, the teacher 
can then remind students of agreed upon 
expectations at the beginning of reading 
group (or during, if needed). In both 
classrooms, teachers give students a large amount of practice with routines and 
expectations. For example, in the beginning of the year the Lower Elementary teachers 
make a game out of ‘stop, look, and listen’ when the bell rings. We work to consistently 
hold students to agreed upon expectations. This is easier to do when we have strong, 
positive relationships with children. We build these relationships by eating with children 
at lunch, joining in their recess activities, playing community games, and being our 
authentic selves. We work to know each child so we can ask about the weekend lacrosse 
game or a recent play rehearsal. When students have trouble meeting classroom 
expectations, we work to understand their motivation rather than focusing solely on 
discipling their behavior. This means observing the child, asking the child questions, and 
listening carefully to the response. We also often engage the parents to gather more 
information.  

Observer  

In both elementary classrooms, we observe in a variety of ways. We observe during lessons 
and record our observations during or after a lesson. For a Lower Elementary geometry 
lesson, this may mean recording who was able to recall nomenclature from a previous 



lesson. For an Upper Elementary literature group, it may mean recording who recalled 
details from the text when answering a question or who did not engage in the discussion. 
We informally observe the classroom between lessons. This may mean scanning the room 
for a few minutes to get a general sense of engagement levels or what types of works are 
being done. Often, between lessons, we observe specific students to see how they are using 
materials. For example, watching a child do stamp game division in the Lower Elementary 
or using the pegboard for square rooting in Upper Elementary. This type of observation 
helps us notice when a child is starting his division problem with the units rather than the 
highest place value, for example. We also do more formal observations to learn more about 
a specific child or to better understand a particularly difficult classroom transition. This 
may mean recording a student’s activities every minute for a period of time or observing a 
child’s social interactions. In both classrooms, we also take notes on student’s recorded 
work. For example, in the Lower Elementary, we record what the student is getting 
correct or incorrect on their daily math or math lesson follow up. In the Upper 
Elementary, we take notes on students’ written work for literature groups. We read over 
our observation notes and notes about children’s work to look for patterns that help guide 
instruction or learn more about a child’s learning style, as needed. For example, we may 
notice that a child consistently forgets to use magic zeroes when doing abstract 
multiplication or needs to work on their summarizing skills. This allows us to teach the 
student at their individual level. In addition to the ongoing review of our observation notes 
to guide instruction, we use observation notes to prepare for parent meetings, student 
conferences, and writing student reports.  

Resource/Consultant  

The elementary teacher acts as a resource and consultant in a variety of ways. First, we 
provide lessons that introduce students to new concepts and build on those previously 
introduced. We observe to know when children are ready for a new lesson or need more 
practice with introduced concepts. We teach students how to use materials that will lead 
them to make their own discoveries. When the teacher observes a child not using a 
material correctly, such as the constructive triangles in Lower Elementary or the decimal 
checkerboard in Upper Elementary, the teacher steps in to guide the child in the proper 
use of the material so that she may once again proceed independently. Elementary 
teachers help children make purposeful choices as they plan out and proceed through the 
work cycle by explicitly guiding students in the planning process. When a child expresses 
interest in a topic, we connect that child to materials in the room that will help him 
explore that topic. This may mean introducing the Lower Elementary child to a new pin 
map or helping an Upper Elementary student find a good book about the brain. An 



important part of being a resource to elementary aged students is reminding them that 
you, the teacher, are not the only resource in the room. Very often, our first response to 
student’s question is, “Who have you already asked?” One of the most important roles we 
have as teachers is helping our students learn to problem solve and think strategically. 
One important way we do this is by asking them questions in response to requests for 
assistance. For example, when a child says he is unsure about a grammar concept, we 
might ask, “Have you reviewed your notes from the lesson?” This allows the student to see 
the importance of note-taking but also builds upon their self-reliance.  

Model  

We share our enthusiasm for 
learning throughout the 
curriculum. As teachers, we each 
have some math and geometry 
materials that we particularly 
enjoy and we share that 
information with the students. We 
also have lessons that we 
especially enjoy teaching and we 
let the students know that, too. 
Most importantly, we share our 
curiosity about a topic with 
children. We do this by 
acknowledging how much we too would like to know the answer to the question they asked 
after a Composition of the Earth lesson, for example. We also model our curiosity by 
sharing new information we have learned about a current topic of study from the news or 
our own outside reading. For example, while studying the solar system, a Lower 
Elementary teacher might share news of a new NASA mission or show a new photo sent 
back from Mars during morning circle. When studying early humans in the Upper 
Elementary, a teacher may share news of a recent fossil discovery at a closing circle. Not 
only does this model our curiosity and enthusiasm for a topic, but it also demonstrates an 
attitude and habit of lifelong learning. We model other positive learning habits as well. 
When a student points out a math mistake we made, we laugh at ourselves and correct 
our mistakes. When we are not completely sure how a word is being used in a sentence, we 
tell students that and then take them along as we try to find the answer in different 
classroom resources. We admit when we don’t know the answer to their questions about a 
cultural topic. We model asking our co-teachers and students for help or research to find 



more information when we are unsure. Finally, we relate stories of our own challenges and 
joys as learners, whether it be relating stories from our elementary school experiences or 
from our Montessori training.  
 
What the Montessori Teacher Does 

Respectfully Engages with the Learner  

Guiding children as they construct themselves is a process informed by ongoing 
observation, action, and reflection. We introduce the child to lessons and works that 
provide an instructional level of challenge. We create opportunities for structured choice so 
the child can choose works that interest them or allow them to grow the skills they need 
and want to grow. We help create ongoing opportunities for success that help the child feel 
confident enough to stretch beyond their comfort zone and take academic risks. We 
facilitate opportunities for a child to be helped by another child and for the same child to 
help others. In the Lower Elementary, this could mean pairing a middler or older with a 
younger as a reading buddy. In the Upper Elementary, this might mean having two sixth 
year students give the lesson on how to prepare a portfolio for conferences. We create 
opportunities for the child to share her work with the larger classroom community. This 
could be sharing a story at Author’s Tea or adding an illustration and caption to a class 
timeline. When the needs of the children are met, students normalize to the classroom 
environment and contribute positively to the classroom community, confident in their 
ability to do so.  

Facilitates a Match between Learner and Knowledge 

We prioritize getting to know each child as a learner. We do this through observation of 
the child at work. We review the child’s work to track their progress with different skills. 
We also use AIMSweb to more formally assess students’ reading skills. Our Learning 
Specialist does benchmark assessments for all elementary students three times per year. 
The Learning Specialist does progress monitoring of students not yet reading at 
benchmark. We use these assessments in addition to ongoing teacher assessment, to 
provide targeted skills instruction to match students to the appropriate level of reading 
instruction. We engage the child in conversation to get to know interests and the feelings 
regarding their school experience. In the Lower Elementary, teachers do formal bi-weekly 
check-ins with students. Students also complete a short reflection before conferences twice 
per year. This reflection helps the teachers learn more about how students perceive their 
own academic growth. In the Upper Elementary students prepare portfolios to present at 
their conferences twice per year. During this process the teachers engage each student in 



lengthy discussions about 
the child’s academic 
strengths, challenges, and 
interests. In addition, 
students complete a 
written reflection on their 
mid-year reports and 
complete a year end self-
reflection. In both 
classrooms, teachers 
create journal prompts 
that encourage students 
to share their thoughts on 
current studies and their 
works. Students are also 
invited to give written feedback to their teachers, encouraging them to comment on how a 
teacher might help or hinder their learning. Using all these methods of gathering 
information, teachers understand each child as a learner in order to best match students 
to instruction and activities at their level of ability and interest. In addition, we seek out 
input from former teachers and from parents as needed.  

Designs/Organizes/Prepares the Environment 

The prepared environment in both elementary classrooms is designed so students can 
clearly discern the different academic areas of the classroom. For example, there are math, 
geometry, language, and cultural areas in each classroom. The teachers also prepare a 
variety of work areas so students can work together, alone, on the floor, or at a table. In 
addition, we look to create areas that are more open and areas that feel more cozy for 
students. We use floor lamps and natural light to provide a bright but warm working 
environment. Systems are created in each room for the storage of students’ work and 
materials. We consider how placement of student work cubbies will impact traffic flow. 
Materials made to complete work such as pencils and rulers are made available. Teachers 
reflect on how students have used the environment in the previous year to consider 
possible changes. Teachers also observe how the new classroom community uses the 
environment and makes changes accordingly. For example, teachers may change the 
orientation of a table so students are not distracted by activity in the hallway or may move 
a shelf to create a more open work area.  



Middle School

The Middle School was established in 1995 by teachers dedicated to Maria Montessori’s 
vision of supporting the adolescent in developing as a respected, contributing member of 
the community and society. For two decades, the Middle School has been the icing on the 
cake for those completing a career of learning at Hilltop Montessori School. It has also 
been very successful as a 
stand-alone two-year program 
for students from other 
elementary schools who are 
looking for an opportunity to 
further expand their learning 
in the transition from 
elementary to high school. As 
such, enrollment in the Middle 
School has been consistently 
strong. Even though it is a two-
year program, while the 
Elementary programs are each 
three-year, it has maintained 
steady enrollment of 24-30 students for most years. The staff are dedicated and 
passionate, the environment is comfortable, expanding, and supportive, and the students 
rise to the opportunity.  

 
Montessori Learning Environments 

Student-Centered Environment  

Our seminar-style classes and ample open- project time allow for a student-centered, 
dialogue-driven learning environment. Our goal is to support the development of new 
skills as the student needs them rather than on a set schedule. This happens most readily 
through the student’s own project work where an independently chosen research topic may 
lead to a deepening of watercolor technique or an opportunity to interview an expert in the 
field. We connect students with experts whenever possible, so students have the genuine 
experience of real work in a real-world setting.  



A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment  

Our prepared environment includes a farmhouse with a kitchen, classroom spaces, porch, 
yard, and pond, but also extends into the surrounding woods and local Brattleboro 
community. These spaces are prepared in the 
sense that they are real, readily accessible to 
the students, and require students to 
confront real challenges and learn to problem 
solve. In some ways, it is the students, rather 
than the environment that must be prepared; 
the students are introduced to new skills in 
the classroom and practice them in the real 
world. We offer real tools for our students to 
work with: a printing press, a bandsaw, 
Final Cut Pro for filmmaking, convection 
ovens, a fiber optic connection to the world 
wide web, etc. As the year progresses, 
different tools become available as needed: 
books related to topics of study appear on the 
shelves, the farmhouse becomes an art 
gallery, a coffee shop, a bakery, a bagel 
assembly line, or a recording studio in 
response to student projects.  

Self-Realized Competence  

Our purpose in offering these environments is the valorization of the student: the 
recognition of and opportunity to explore a student’s gifts and identity. We acknowledge 
students’ skills publicly and encourage students to use them for the good of the 
community. For instance, a student who likes to work with their hands might be called 
upon to fix the broken vacuum, while another who is highly organized might run the next 
bake sale. At the same time, we offer positive experiences for students to practice skills 
that need more work, perhaps by selecting group pairings that balance one another skills 
and challenges, working one-on-one with a student, or using self-reflection and group 
dialogue to problem solve. We recognize that social integration works best when a student 
feels confident in themselves, and that identifying a personal passion gives the student a 
place to embody that confidence.  

 



Montessori Learning Activities 

First-Hand Experience with Materials  

As adolescents practicing for adulthood, middle school students  
crave real tools and real experiences in the real world. To that end,  
our learning environment is the world, whether that be the shops  
and institutions of our local town or the swamp and forest of our outdoor campus. 
Students engage with experts in these settings and work alongside them to hone adult 
skills. Materialized abstractions, though occasionally referenced in math, are generally 
left behind in favor of real experiences such as running a business or assessing water 
quality in a river.  

Spontaneous Activity  

There is always room in a student’s learning process for spontaneous activity, the pursuit 
of knowledge beyond that set before them by their teachers. We constantly observe each 
student in their work and offer new materials when we see an opportunity for the 
acquisition of a new skill. This often opens new, unexpected doors for creativity. A student 
may discover a love of watercolors through a class project painting cityscapes, but then 
take that skill to a whole new level through a “spontaneous project (formally assigned 
about 5 times per year)” painting a still life. Our school is full of fascinating tools such as 
cameras, film editing programs, a working kitchen, a pond, and a theater, all of which 
invites exploration in unscripted directions.  

Self-Directed Active Learning Methods  

We support a student’s ability to direct their own learning by offering choice at every level 
of our curriculum. Designated “project time” each day leaves room for students to choose 
when and how they want to organize their work. During this time, we provide structure 
through regular check-ins and we are available as guides when the student is ready. 
Every student always has multiple projects to work on. The established culture of the 
middle school, passed down from class to class, perpetuates the sanctity of project time; 
students know that this is their most precious resource. Our program focuses on building 
time management skills and our classroom (and the student’s use of their time at home) 
becomes a “time management laboratory”.  



Social/Emotional Development  

The development of student voice is the primary purpose of our program. Through 
personal expression and opportunity for explicit skill development in Health class, 
students develop healthy social/emotional skills and find their place in the context of their 
community. The opportunities for this sort of practice in our classroom are myriad: 
students manage a business, explore their passions through spontaneous projects, step 
into someone else’s shoes through a research project, share their perspectives in seminar 
discussions, help mediate a dispute, organize the art room, teach a math class, design an 
event poster, interview people on the street, or write a letter to the editor. When a student 
identifies a passion, is recognized for their efforts by their peers, and feels satisfied with 
their work, they become positive contributors to the community.  

Liberty Within Limits  

We offer independence within a structured setting as a way for students to practice adult 
decision-making skills. Students have liberty of time and space: they may choose what 
they want to do and when much of the time, with the understanding that due dates and 
class expectations are non-negotiable. Clear expectations around being prepared for class 
(bringing their materials, completing their work, reading for meaning, taking organized 
notes) are established early and reinforced daily. Some materials, such as the camera, 
computers, and workspace, are shared, which requires students to negotiate the use of 
resources with courtesy, respect, and cooperation. Students have liberty of space: they 
know where they can and cannot be on campus or in the field at all times, and discover 
that liberties like swimming in the pond require them to be dry and ready for class on 
time, or the privilege is revoked. Students discover that with independence comes 
responsibility, and students see that their choices have power.  

Intrinsic Motivation  

The culture of engagement and excellence that is established at the middle school inspires 
intrinsic motivation in our students. The expectations are high from both the staff and the 
students themselves. We discuss what it means to be “impeccable with one’s word”, to “do 
one’s best work”, and to “take one’s learning as far as it can go”. We give a lot of feedback 
and always offer opportunities for redrafts so students can discover their own potential. 
We express a great deal of respect for each student as an individual and we cultivate 
respect from our students through our openness and sharing of our own passions. In the 
presence of passionate adults, students become more open and are willing to share their 
own thoughts and opinions. The two-year cycle provides the time needed for an anxious, 



disengaged seventh to transform into a confident, self-motivated eighth, with the constant 
support of their community.  

Montessori Learning Relationships 

Multi-Age Grouping  

The Middle School is made up of adults and students of mixed ages (seventh and eighth 
grade) who come together in the spirit of self-discovery and in the context of community. 
To that end, much time is spent together as a large group in project time, humanities and 
science lessons, and community circles. During these times, olders model established 
cultural norms for their younger classmates 
and peer mentoring occurs. Other classes, 
such as math, health, and language arts, 
are broken down by ability or age in an 
effort to best serve the specific 
developmental needs of students and allow 
for repetition over a two year period, if 
needed. Our project-based curriculum 
provides ample opportunities for 
collaboration. Partnerships can be 
voluntary, but may be assigned to facilitate 
cross-grade interactions and help students 
discover new working relationships.  

 Social Setting as Community  

We explore our two-year curriculum’s 
guiding question, “What does it mean to be 
human?” through the act of living in 
community. We begin the year with a 
weeklong camping sojourn in the woods to 
establish new social relationships and 
practice the art of communal living. 
Throughout the year, Socratic dialogue remains central to every community interaction; 
students practice adding their voices to group discussions and reflecting on their peers’ 
contributions. As students explore their emerging young adult selves through art, music, 
problem-solving, writing, drama, and leadership, they are supported in and respected for 
their efforts by their peers. Profound community-building experiences come out of public 



performances such as Poetry Night and our annual Performance, and traveling and living 
together during our odysseys in Boston and Alabama.  

Cooperation, Collaboration,not Competition  

We strive towards human solidarity 
with the understanding that 
successful cooperation and 
collaboration require constant 
practice. Our student-elected 
leaders facilitate community 
dialogues when community issues 
arise. We sit in a circle of equals, 
give ample opportunities for self-
reflection (both written and oral), 
and strive to build greater meaning 
together, whether it is making sure the dishes in the sink get washed, or parsing Harper 
Lee’s injunction to “stand in someone else’s shoes”. Project times throughout the week 
allow students increased choice in how and when to tackle their work, encouraging 
collaboration between students rather than direct comparisons. In the Middle School, we 
welcome opportunities to practice compassion through conflict resolution; we see this as a 
primary work of the adolescent.  

  
Montessori Spirituality

The Middle School curriculum is called “What It Means to be Human”, so an exploration of 
our spiritual being is part of everything we do. The foundation of the Middle School, as 
mentioned in other parts of this narrative, is our focus on community. Only when students 
feels safe within a community can they grow spiritually within that community. We build 
community in a myriad of ways, but starting and ending every year by living together in 
our outdoor campus, Upland, is central to our community building efforts. Throughout 
their two years in Middle School, students spend a good deal of time in the natural world 
and studying the natural world. We explore not only natural history, but also how the 
natural world has shaped human culture and how humans impact nature. As part of our 
humanities curriculum, we examine how humans treat one another and how we should 
treat one another. We examine human spirituality explicitly as part of the curriculum. 
This study culminates with our Odyssey to Boston during which we visit many different 
places of worship and meet with many different faith leaders. Students write their own 



Testament of Faith as part of this 
study. Throughout the curriculum, we 
create opportunities for quiet self-
reflection. Finally, our students are 
actively engaged with community 
service during their two years in the 
Middle School. This might be helping 
out regularly in a Children’s House 
classroom or visiting an older friend 
at a local retirement home.  

What the Montessori Teacher Is 

Authoritative 

Our authority as guides of adolescents comes from the established culture in our 
classroom and the way we interact with our students. We rely on our eighth-graders to 
communicate and model our community expectations of grace and courtesy, and, though at 
times the adults may step in to reinvigorate these expectations, for the most part it is a 
self-sustaining system. Students understand that these expectations are there for the 
common good; often, a simple reminder, “We do not do that here,” is enough to redirect 
student behavior. Written curriculum documents handed out at the beginning of each 
study are statements of intent, outlining the expectations for project work, comportment, 
and engagement. Compassion is a key component of adult authority in our classroom. We 
strive to be our best selves and to be present in the moment for our students. We 
communicate respectfully with students, acknowledge their thoughts and feelings as valid, 
and make time for one-on-one conversations when redirecting unproductive behavior. Our 
goal is to sow seeds of self-awareness in our students through these interactions.  



Observer  

Observation is the most important tool we have as teachers of adolescents. The process is 
constant and fully integrated into our daily routine. At circle, while one teacher leads a 
discussion, another walks around the outside and notices how students are preparing their 
readings and how they are engaging in dialogue. During project time, the teacher in the 
room is going about their own business while simultaneously observing student activity. 
The teacher might notice how a student chooses to use their time, how often that student 
gets up or becomes distracted, and might offer some guidance after a period of observation. 
During lunch and recess, the teachers observe student social patterns and growth in the 
game of four square or in a kitchen cooking project. The teachers observe a student’s 
progress through their written work, too, writing comments and monitoring how a student 
makes use of feedback. How and when we choose to engage with students is informed by 
our observations, seeing a student have some success in a particular area, gauging when it 
is time to push a student further in their growth, and when to allow them to just be. 
Observations in the Middle School are documented formally through notes on student 
work, periodic record keeping in teacher planners, through verbal and written 
communication with parents, and through twice-yearly written assessments.  

Resource and consultant  

We are consultants in partnership with our students, inviting them to “do it together” with 
us as we pursue our own passions. As specialists in our academic fields, we each offer a 
particular skill set to our students. Our entire curriculum is predicated on this mentorship 
model, and the content is necessarily flexible depending on the passions of the staff 
present and the interest of the students. For instance, one of our teachers is a puppeteer 
and a poet and students seek him out to consult on relevant projects because they 
recognize and appreciate his expertise. Another teacher is a composer and is sought out for 
his musical advice, while others are crafters, homesteaders, scientists, farmers, and more.  

Model  

As the adult models in our classroom community, we, the teachers, strive to live openly 
and honestly, to be seen loving learning, engaging socially, failing and succeeding, and 
taking risks. By exposing and explaining our failures to our students, we nurture skills for 
optimal success. We treat our students as people, rather than children, which is the way 
we ourselves would like to be treated. We are not infallible beings, but rather genuine 
learners who follow up on mistakes. This creates a dynamic classroom environment that 
assumes that a student’s point of view is just as relevant as that of a teacher. There is 
always something new to be discovered.  



What the Montessori Teacher Does 

Respectfully Engages with Learner  

We strive to meet students where they are in the learning process, expecting everyone to 
do their best work, and recognizing that this is a highly individual process. We design 
projects so that they can be engaged at multiple levels, which allows for those with 
learning differences to share a common project. We allow students to pursue projects 
through their strengths while helping them incorporate aspects that are challenging; the 
difficulty of this type of project work are real and extremely important to student growth. 
Projects are designed to engage the skills of the head, heart, and hand in an 
interdisciplinary manner. As teachers, we are flexible and creative in the ways we 
approach teaching any particular subject, thereby creating choice and space for individual 
expression within the context of a unified classroom community.  

Facilitates “Match” between Learner and Knowledge.  

Our observation work provides the foundation for matching learners with relevant 
knowledge; when we observe a student is ready for new material, we offer it. Sometimes 
that means watching for subtle clues in a student’s behavior, but more often it is the 
students themselves who tell us what they need. In fact, we insist upon self-advocacy as a 
primary tool for attaining responsible independence. We help our students discover and 
name their passions and pursue them through their work, especially through student-
designed “spontaneous projects”.  

Designs/Organizes/Prepares Environment.  

Because the prepared environment in the adolescent program is less tangible than in 
earlier planes, the work of the teacher falls more into curriculum development. Our first 
priority is to uphold the school’s mission and our Peace Education mandate to inspire 
independent, self-motivated learners who will be peacemakers in the world. We think 
about who we want our students to be as adults in the context of what is relevant to them 
now, and design studies accordingly. Our work is always project-centered, starting with 
concrete examples and moving towards abstraction. Projects start with the individual, 
with questions like “Why is this important to me?” and “Who am I?”, then expand 
outwards as students place their sense of self within the context of community. We design 
projects that access primary documents, original materials, and outside experts. The final 
consideration in the design of a successful curriculum is the expression of learning, such 
as a presentation, paper, piece of art, or theatrical production. 


	Toddler Program
	Montessori Learning Environments
	Student-centered Learning
	A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment
	Self-Realized Competence
	Montessori Learning Activities
	First-Hand Experience with Materials
	Spontaneous Activity
	Self-Directed Active Learning Methods
	Social/Emotional Development
	Liberty within Limits
	Intrinsic Motivation
	Montessori Learning Relationships
	Multi-age Grouping
	Social Setting as Community
	Cooperation, Collaboration, not Competition
	Montessori Spirituality
	What the Montessori Teacher Is
	The Montessori teacher is authoritative.
	The Montessori teacher is an observer.
	The Montessori teacher is a resource/consultant.
	The Montessori teacher is a model.
	What the Montessori Teacher Does
	The Montessori teacher respectfully engages with learners.
	The Montessori teacher facilitates a match between learner and knowledge.
	The Montessori teacher designs/organizes/prepares the environment.
	Children’s House
	Montessori Learning Environments
	Student-centered Learning
	A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment
	Self-Realized Competence
	Montessori Learning Activities
	First-Hand Experience with Materials
	Spontaneous Activity
	Self-Directed Active Learning Methods
	Social/Emotional Development
	Liberty within Limits
	Intrinsic Motivation
	Montessori Learning Relationships
	Multi-age Grouping
	Social Setting as Community
	Cooperation, Collaboration, not Competition
	Montessori Spirituality
	What the Montessori Teacher Is
	Authoritative
	Observer
	Resource/Consultant
	Model
	What the Montessori Teacher Does
	Respectfully engages with learners
	Facilitates “Match” between Learner and Knowledge
	Designs/Organizes/Prepares Environment
	Elementary
	Montessori Learning Environments
	Student-Centered Environment
	A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment
	Self-Realized Competence
	Montessori Learning Activities
	First Hand Experience with Materials
	Spontaneous Activity
	Self-Directed Active Learning Methods
	Social/Emotional Development
	Liberty within Limits
	Intrinsic Motivation
	Montessori Learning Relationships
	Multi-age Grouping
	Social Setting as Community
	Cooperation and Collaboration not Competition
	Montessori Spirituality
	What the Montessori Teacher Is
	Authoritative
	Observer
	Resource/Consultant
	Model
	What the Montessori Teacher Does
	Respectfully Engages with the Learner
	Facilitates a Match between Learner and Knowledge
	Designs/Organizes/Prepares the Environment
	Middle School
	Montessori Learning Environments
	Student-Centered Environment
	A Responsive, Adaptive Prepared Environment
	Self-Realized Competence
	Montessori Learning Activities
	First-Hand Experience with Materials
	Spontaneous Activity
	Self-Directed Active Learning Methods
	Social/Emotional Development
	Liberty Within Limits
	Intrinsic Motivation
	Montessori Learning Relationships
	Multi-Age Grouping
	Social Setting as Community
	Cooperation, Collaboration,not Competition
	Montessori Spirituality
	What the Montessori Teacher Is
	Authoritative
	Observer
	Resource and consultant
	Model
	What the Montessori Teacher Does
	Respectfully Engages with Learner
	Facilitates “Match” between Learner and Knowledge.
	Designs/Organizes/Prepares Environment.

