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Montessori in America:
the current revival
In the second of two parts, Dr Keith
Whitescarver explores the resurgence of
Montessori in the United States.

O

n April 30, 2010, the
White House named
Clark Montessori Junior
and Senior High School
of Cincinnati, Ohio, one
of three finalists to President Obama’s
Race to the Top Commencement
Challenge. Over 1000 public high
schools in the United States chose to
participate in the contest—a contest to
highlight excellence in academics, the
development in students of a sense of
personal responsibility for their own
education, and to showcase how
graduating students were ready for
college and career. The school winning
the challenge would have the honor of
President Obama delivering a
commencement address at graduation.
While the White House did not select
Clark, students and faculty were
recognized throughout the country for
their success. U. S. Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan, the
consolation prize, delivered the
commencement address for the class of
2010. The school received plaudits for
the quality of its program, teachers and
students. The success of Clark also
brought attention to the growing
Montessori movement in the United
States in recent years, especially in the
public realm. The school also
highlights the modest but increasing
efforts to bring Montessori education to
the secondary level. In this sense,
Clark serves as a symbol of three
important Montessori trends in the
United States in the past two decades:
1) Montessori schools of all types are
increasing in number; 2) numerous
school districts are creating public
Montessori schools as part of their
efforts to reform urban schools; and 3)
Montessori is being extended to
students in ages 12 to 18 and birth to 3.
Clark Montessori opened in 1994 in
Cincinnati, a city in the American
Midwest with a history of both public
and private Montessori. The school
began with only a seventh grade class
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that consisted of students from public
and private Montessori schools from
the greater Cincinnati metropolitan
area. In each subsequent year an
additional grade was added until the
school’s first class of high school
seniors graduated in 2000.
This urban school mirrors the
economic, racial and ethnic diversity of
Cincinnati. A third of the school’s
students receive free or reduced meals,
an indicator of poverty. 47% of
students are African-American, 45% are
Caucasian, and 8% are Asian, Hispanic,
Native American or multi-racial.
Remarkably, since that first graduating
class, 97% of all Clark’s graduates have
attended university.
Clark was, and still is, a magnet
school. Magnets came into existence in
the 1960s as a method of bringing
about desegregation to racially
segregated school districts. The idea
was that schools with innovative
programs would attract white students

to areas of a city that were populated
predominantly by students of color.
Beginning in the mid-1990s,
policymakers acquired a renewed
interest in magnet schools, and their
similarly organized offspring charter
schools, as a way to bring about school
reform through school choice.
Consequently, as magnet and charter
schools acquired currency as a viable
approach to school reform, public
Montessori programs began to
proliferate alongside other
comprehensive reform models.
The greatest growth in public
Montessori, however, is occurring at
the elementary and primary levels.
Montessori schools in the city of
Hartford, Connecticut, illuminate this
process. Hartford is an older industrial
town famed for its former factories that
built bicycles, typewriters, and the Colt
45 revolver. Today the city is known as
the insurance capital of America. The
poverty rate in Hartford, currently at
34%, is the highest of any city in the
country; 92% of the city’s children
qualify for free or reduced meals and
one in six of these children have an
incarcerated parent. Hartford has the
highest minority population (94%) of
any public school district in New
England. In sum, Hartford is a city in
great economic distress with many
children having unmet physical,
psychological, and emotional needs.
Amidst all of the human despair,

however, the two public, magnet
Montessori schools in the city offer
genuine hope to families and children.
The older of the two schools, the
CREC Montessori Magnet School of
Hartford (MMS), opened in 1992. The
school functioned quietly until 1999
when it became a center of efforts to
address the racial and economic
isolation experienced by minority
students in the city’s school system. In
1999 the school opened under new
administration in a new location. The
revived and renovated MMS developed
a nationally recognized Montessori
program for children ages 3 to 12. Fifty
percent of the school’s 340 students
come from Hartford and the other 50%
of the student body are from 29
different, and more affluent, school
districts in the Greater Hartford area.
The school is located in a beautiful,
modern campus on a 16 acre tract of
land in downtown Hartford. The site,
known as The Learning Corridor, is an
urban redevelopment project that
eliminated a rundown, desolate block
frequented by gang members, drug
dealers, and prostitutes. In addition to
the Montessori Magnet School, The
Learning Corridor is home to a Magnet
Middle School, and two Greater
Hartford Academies that teach highlevel Math, Science, and Arts. It borders
Trinity College, a small, urban, liberal
arts college.
The recently opened Annie Fisher
Montessori Magnet School is in its
third year of existence. Created in part
due to the success of MMS, and in part
because the district superintendent,
formerly of Cincinnati, was familiar
with public Montessori schools, Annie
Fisher is situated in northwest Hartford
in a newly renovated building located
next to a public housing project. The
school is the highest performing
elementary school in the Hartford
Public Schools system, based on results
from state-mandated tests of reading
and math. It is anticipated that by the
time the entering three and four yearold students reach age 12, they will
have the option to continue their
public Montessori School experience in
an Erdkinder Program and, eventually,
a Montessori High School in Hartford.
Admission to the Montessori magnet
schools is, and will continue to be,
determined by a lottery system.
Applicants for enrollment far outweigh
those able to be admitted.
As promising as these portraits
appear, the operation of Montessori
schools in the public realm in the U. S.
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is still a tricky proposition. In addition
to the usual goals of Montessori
pedagogy, public schools are faced with
meeting the demands of local, state,
and national authorities. High stakes
testing, mandated as part of federal
educational policy in the Bush
Administration and continuing under
Obama, can distort both a school’s
mission and pedagogical practice as
teachers and administrators may place
achieving high test scores before
creating normalized children.
Schools in the private arena continue
to prosper even in the current dire
economy. Hartford, for example, also is
home to nine independent, privately
funded and operated Montessori

realms. The key point, though, is that
Montessori programs are popular and
growing in number, not only in
Hartford but also in Cincinnati, Denver,
Brooklyn, and cities large and small
across the country. From one school in
the United States in 1959, to 355
schools in 1970, to roughly 5000
schools today, the growth has been
considerable.
The surge in Montessori is due to
several factors. First, as evidenced by
bulging waiting lists in urban magnet
schools, many parents have become
disenchanted with public schooling and
are looking for a humane, yet
challenging, alternative. Second, recent
research into how children learn has

Recent research into how children learn has confirmed the
value of the Montessori approach. Parents feel comfortable
with the goals and outcomes of Montessori education when
there is a scientific stamp of approval attached.”
schools. Both tuition and the quality of
the Montessori programs offered at
these schools vary greatly. The least
expensive has an annual tuition of
approximately $7,000. At the high end,
tuition can run to $18,000 for a student
in a full-day elementary program. The
quality of teachers and their training
also varies greatly. Some schools have
only in-house, apprenticed teachers,
who frequently diverge from
Montessori pedagogy. Other schools pay
strict attention to Montessori practice
and have only highly trained, certified
teachers on staff.
The Hartford case provides insight
into Montessori education and the
complex world of school governance in
the United States, while highlighting
differences in the public and private

confirmed the value of the Montessori
approach. Parents feel comfortable with
the goals and outcomes of Montessori
education when there is a scientific
stamp of approval attached. Finally,
American urban school systems are
frantically attempting to improve
practice and outcomes while offering
families a choice in options. The
successes of Montessori schools in a few
high profile locations have led to
additional districts attempting to
replicate their success. 
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