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Robust quantitative research on the effects of Montessori methods
in charter schools is scarce, and perhaps non-existent. Broader
quantitative evaluations of the effects of Montessori public schools
have been capably performed by Lillard & Else-Quest (2006) and
Dohrmann et al. (2007), who have each found positive and
enduring effects for various age groups of students across several
standardized academic and cognitive assessments. Milwaukee
Public Schools has also published evidence that public Montessori
schools exceed district averages on state standardized tests (2012).
These findings are suggestive, but cannot be directly applied to the
unique context of public charter schools.

I use ordinary least squares regressions with a robust set of controls to
examine the impact of Montessori philosophies and methods on
proficiency rates and average scale scores on the MEAP state
standardized test. I constructed a large sample of grade 3-8 MEAP test
scores from school years 2005 – 2010 (n = 11,146 obs.) Each
observation in my data set represents a grade-subject-year proficiency
rate or mean test score at a particular Michigan charter school.

Montessori methods appear to be an effective strategy for charter
schools to increase student achievement in math and reading as
measured by NCLB-related standardized testing. Setting aside the
question of the validity of the specific test instrument, this is an
important finding because it gives policymakers in the education
reform movement an appealingly apolitical reason to support the
development of Montessori practices in public schools without taking
sides in the debate over broader pedagogical philosophies.
Mandatory standardized testing will continue to be a feature of
public schools for the foreseeable future, and pragmatic Montessori
practitioners would be prudent to frame their case for common
ground in a way that appeals to policymakers on their own terms.

Research Questions
My initial thesis research goals were very similar to those in Dobbie
& Fryer’s 2011 study of qualitative determinants of charter school
success in New York City. In the process of completing my thesis,
however, Montessori methods stood out as a highly promising
technique. This research poses the following questions:
• Do Michigan charter schools that use Montessori methods have
improved reading or math scores on state standardized tests
(the MEAP exam) compared to other charter schools?
• Are there differential effects by grade?
• Are there differential effects for socioeconomic subgroups, such
as white, black, and FRL-eligible students?

Participants
I identified 8 Montessori charter schools in Michigan. These
schools may not have direct accreditation from AMS or AMI, but
instead use Montessori-inspired pedagogical methods or require
teachers to have a Montessori certification.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

American Montessori Academy (Livonia, MI)
Black River Public School (Holland, MI)
Concord Montessori and Community School (Mancelona, MI)
Creative Montessori Academy (Southgate, MI)
Four Corners Montessori Academy (Madison Heights, MI)
Morey Public School Academy (Shepherd, MI)
Mt. Clemens Montessori Academy (Mt. Clemens, MI)
Walden Green Montessori (Spring Lake, MI)

I control for the effects of grades, authorizers, school enrollment,
school experience (years operating), gender and racial composition,
free lunch eligibility, and urbanicity (in terms of population density and
distance from major population centers.) Fixed effects are used to
control for heterogeneous effects in different years. I weight
observations by enrollment where possible, and cluster standard errors
by school.

Findings
Montessori methods are associated with large and significant
increases in MEAP scores, although as a rule they appear to have
more of an impact on reading scores. As a group, students in
Montessori charter schools are significantly more likely to be
proficient in reading, and they have significantly higher MEAP
reading scores (about 7.6 points higher.) This is a substantive
difference; for context, the maximum gain needed to change a
student’s designation from “partially proficient” to “proficient” is
21 scale points.

Results for student subgroups

The magnitude of the effects of Montessori methods depend
strongly on the student’s grade. The largest effects were observed
for older middle school students, but significant positive effects
were found for younger students as well.
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Although Dohrman et al. (2007) have connected a multi-year
Montessori elementary school experience with improved high-school
outcomes, it is less clear what the minimum effective “dosage” of
Montessori is, or whether there are latency effects. Unfortunately, I
am unable to determine whether students with more exposure to
Montessori practices had different outcomes. This is important for
applying Montessori practices to charter schools that serve primarily
black and underprivileged students: in order to reap the significant
educational benefits that I observe in middle school grades, is it
necessary for these students to experience a complete Montessori
elementary curriculum?

Reading
7.55***

Note: results are marked with * if p < 0.05, ** if p < 0.01, and *** if p < 0.001

Note: all effects presented in the above charts are significant at p < 0.05 or lower

