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The environmental racial microaggression was present in language and cultural
instruction in most classrooms. This is the notion that all students have essentially
the same needs regardless of their cultural backgrounds. Awareness of good practices
for cross-cultural language instruction was only found in one instructor. Most teachers
were unaware that creating language activities that link English language structure
and grammar to home languages and dialects is considered good practice in crosscultural language instruction (Delpit, 1995). However, one teacher had created
several works to make connections for her Black students between English dialect
used at home and the helping verbs used in the English dialect taught at school. All
programs had a focus on a continent a year, which meant some students only studied
their cultural heritage in depth twice in the eleven years they participated in the
program. One Latino parent interviewed stated she did not find once-a-week
instruction in Spanish language and culture to be cultural integration.
Though initial attempts were made in the early days at one school to recruit
teachers of color, they did not persist. Lead teachers, parents, and administrators
stated they thought that it was important for student achievement that they have
teachers that are members of the their sub-group communities. Several programs
hired new teachers by word of mouth, which is an indirectly racist practice when one
begins a program with a teaching body that is not representative of the student
population. All of the programs observed had a dearth of teachers of color, which is
an environmental racial microaggression sustained by hiring practices.
Teacher interviews revealed that culture clash is present in Montessori schools
between cultural groups that value collaboration and use directive behavior
management techniques and the focus on independence in Montessori education that
is distinctively European. One teacher interviewed directly addressed the clash by
inviting parents in and training them to support independent executive functioning
habits at school and at hoe. No other teachers interviewed consciously brought home
communication practices or values into the classroom to reduce the clash between
home and school. Pathologizing cultural values is a microaggression that places value
on White middle class communication styles and perspective. This is also sometimes
referred to as cultural racism. It was present in the interviews across programs with
lead and assistant teachers but was less present in more experienced teachers with
cross-cultural/diversity training. More experienced White teachers and administrators
were able to reflect on their cross-cultural education experiences to describe how
letting go of stereotypes in working with families of color helped them to be more
effective.
During group lessons in the elementary classroom, White females were
disciplined faster than their White male peers. White males interrupted far more
than their representation in the classroom. White and multiracial females interrupted
at a rate comparable to their representation in the classroom. Black females
interrupted a third of their presence in the group. Black males and Latino students of
every gender did not interrupt at all. 	
  

There is a growing body of research that suggests that low income students
and students of color are more successful in educational environments where
they share a common cultural or socioeconomic background with their teachers.
None of this research was conducted in Montessori schools. Newer findings add
that students can be equally as successful in cross-cultural classrooms when their
teachers actively educate from an anti-bias perspective (Howes, 2010; LadsonBillings, 2009).

OBJECTIVES	
  
	
  	
   the experience of teachers and
The focus of this study is to understand
administrators in implementing the Montessori method with students of color
and their families in order to contribute to the research body about crosscultural education in Montessori schools. The essential research question
explored is how administrator, teacher and parent perceptions of students’	
  
ethnicity and/or race impact the Montessori education experience of
students of color?

MATERIALS	
  AND	
  METHODS	
  
Two public Montessori magnet programs that serve students from preschool to
eighth grade were studied using classroom observations and responsive interviews
(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). These programs are referred to by the pseudonyms Maria
Montessori Magnet and Midwestern Montessori Early Childhood/Midwestern
Montessori Elementary. The themes in the interviews and observations were
established using the coding practices of grounded theory (Emerson, Fretz, &
Shaw, 1995).
The themes were analyzed using the work of Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri,
Holder, Nadal & Esquilin, (2007), who have developed categories of individual
racism called “racial microaggressions,” to determine if individual bias was
present. This analysis was done from a Critical Race Theory perspective (CRT)
(Bell, 2009: Freeman, 1988). CRT uses ideas from multiple academic domains to
offer a cultural critique of the hidden racism in American institutions, including
social science research.
	
  

	
  

RESULTS	
  
Dominant group administrators and lead teachers favor White and middle
class employees when asked to describe the racial and ethnic demographics of
who works in their programs. All were unable to accurately name the people of
color and failed to include the low income employees in the building in their
demographic descriptions. This unconscious perspective that people of color
and employees in low income positions are less notable is a bias called a
second class citizen microaggression. It is defined as the unconscious belief
that people of color are servants to whites and could not subsequently occupy
high status positions. When asked for racial and ethnic data, all female
respondents accurately volunteered the number of men in the building without
prompting, revealing their privileging of males.
Environmental microaggressions are the lack of representation in the
curriculum, building names, images in an institution, etc. Some school
environments were more inclusive than others. One institution had no
representations of people anywhere in the building, just animal murals in the
hallways. Other schools included students of color in wall murals, ensured
library books and Montessori materials reflected the actual student population.
One school had both a Soul Food Luncheon and participated in a district team
quiz initiative around black history.
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IMPLICATIONS	
  FOR	
  MONTESSORI	
  PRACTICE	
  
In order to overcome the shortage of teachers of color, Montessori schools and
professional organizations would be advised to invest financial and other resources in
long-range planning to meet the need for schools to have employees at all levels of
the organization that reflect the student body. Indirectly racist practices such as
hiring primarily through word of mouth from dominant group educators should be
avoided.

Montessori professional organizations have an opportunity to provide
leadership and support to shift the Montessori movement in the United States to a
more culturally relevant frame by supporting scholarship programs for teachers of
color, creating publications on diverse teacher recruitment and hosting caucus
groups that provide support networks for non-dominant Montessori educators.
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  FOR	
  MONTESSORI	
  PRACTICE	
  (CONT.)	
  
Montessori teacher training programs could assist in improving culturally
relevant Montessori practice by including coursework on best practices in crosscultural teaching.
Schools leadership would benefit from taking every opportunity to build the
ability of teachers in cross-cultural teaching situations to accurately understand the
impact of racism on the education of the students and families they serve through
professional development. In addition teachers should be supported to reflect on
their own participation in indirectly racist (as well as classist and sexist) behavior
and practices, so they can resist them.
Montessori schools may be able to improve outcomes for students of color by
engaging in anti-bias practices around culturally relevant teaching such as teaching
from a social justice perspective, including the grammar of home languages and
dialects in language arts instruction, making sure that there is symbolic
representation of students of color in the school buildings décor, materials,
textbooks and literature, as well as providing direct instruction in families’ home
cultures and histories. Curriculum that supports the healthy identity development of
students of color and students from other non-dominant groups to augment
Montessori curriculum in early childhood and beyond should be used. Middle school
is developmentally too late.
Instructional supervisors should seek ways to bridge the gaps between home
and school and support teachers in becoming skilled bridge builders.
Developing knowledge of and capacity to build upon the strength, skills and
dialects of students’ home cultures should be a focal point for programs with crosscultural teacher and student relationships. Practices such as home visits an family
input forms can create this focus.
Educators should become activists around fair wages, legislation that adversely
affects low income students and students of color, adequate housing, health care
access, desegregation, and inequitable school funding.
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