
On April 12, 2019, we interviewed Katie Brown, DC Regional Coordinator, about what to look for 

in the scene portrayed in the New America Weekly article (reprinted in the Pacific Standard), 

“How Jeff Bezos Can Make Good on the Promise of Montessori Schools.” Here are her 

responses. The scene is excerpted below the Q-and-A. 

 

Q: What should a policymaker or education leader (principal, school board member, 

mayor) look for in the way a classroom is set up? Some might think that all you need is 

some child-sized chairs. But this scene was about more than that. Are there one or two 

additional features that you would want to call out? 

 

One thing that is striking about Montessori environments is that it is very clear that the children 

own the space and not the adults. That speaks to the point that there is not a “front” of the room, 

there is not a teacher’s area that is off-limits, and they take ownership of that space by caring for 

the environment. They water the plants. They clean up their spills. And, as you see, in that 

scene the kids are not just sitting forward facing the teacher.  

 

And another thing about Montessori environments: they are set up to maximize children’s 

independence. I was just reading about a teacher who used to keep Kleenex on a high shelf 

and then bring it over and clean a child’s nose. But with Montessori training, she realized, no, 

she could have the Kleenex box out so that they can go get a Kleenex and learn how to clean 

their own nose.  

 

Everything is designed to minimize their reliance on adults and allow them to be as independent 

as they can be.  

 

The design of the aesthetic is to support executive function. The walls aren’t covered with the 

alphabet or charts. The walls aren’t full of content. The design of the space is that it is a place 

for work and a place for thinking.  

 

So in general, the environment is free of clutter. There is a lot of research that having a lot of 

visuals around on walls and shelves -- that having that makes it hard to think. This is from 

pediatric neuropsychologist Steve Hughes, global research director for Association Montessori 

Internationale. When he speaks about Montessori and how it is building brain development, he 

raises this issue of clutter.    

 

 

Q: What should a leader look for when it comes to the behaviors of the children? Does 

this example include something to look for in that regard? 

 

A key feature of a Montessori classroom is that it is a constructivist pedagogy, and I think that 

we see a micro-moment in one of those interactions in the article.  We expect to see a lot of 

those social interactions in a Montessori environment. So when we see two children talking— 

that may be a moment when an older child is helping a younger child, or a younger child is 
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asking an older child. And that is all about acquiring language, both oral and written. All those 

moments for developing language are key to developing social emotional learning. 

 

Another thing to look for in the behaviors of the children: There are always several kids who are 

deeply absorbed in whatever they are working on. There can be all hell breaking loose around 

them but they don’t even notice because they are so absorbed in what they are doing. 

 

The use of language in Montessori environments by adults is very intentional. Part of their 

training is modeling the behavior that the children are using - it is about using more natural 

speech patterns. Instead of that “teacher voice” that you might hear in other classrooms. 

 

And teachers are more intentional about when a teacher is supposed to watch them versus 

when they are supposed to listen to them. If they are doing something with their hands, they are 

not talking at the same time.  Teachers do use language as part of lessons - it’s not that they 

don’t talk - it is just that is very intentional.  

 

You know that flow state? The concept developed by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi? That is what we 

see with the children in these environments.  

 

Q: What about the teacher and what the teacher is doing? What should we be noticing 

about the teacher? 

 

One of the key characteristics of the Montessori teacher that is different and most difficult to 

achieve is restraint. The montessori teacher has to exercise tremendous restraint to allow 

children to learn independently and to learn to make mistakes. The term we use is “friendliness 

with error.” If the child is about to make a mistake, we don’t rush in to help them.  

 

In that scene there is a moment where the child’s blocks are described as “precariously high.” 

But the teacher didn’t rush over and tell her not to stack them so high and allowed it to happen.  

 

Another key part of the Montessori adult is observation. If the teacher is not rushing in to stop 

the mistakes, what he or she is doing instead is: observing. That enables the teacher to 

determine what have they mastered, what are they ready for, how should I be guiding them.  

 

We have a tool called the Developmental Environmental Rating Scale, which was developed in 

response to other tools. There are tools such as the ECERS and the CLASS, yet people felt that 

those tools were not focused on what was going on in Montessori environments. The CLASS 

focuses on the interactions between children and adults and as we just discussed above, 

Montessori environments focus on interactions child to child. So we developed the DERS to 

meet that need. It is a 20-item tool. For each item, there are a set of look-fors.  It focuses on 

executive functions, deep literacy, and social-emotional learning. This is the second year it has 

been in widespread use. Right now, the use of this tool is with instructional coaches to support 

teachers and help them grow.  

 



Excerpt from the New America Weekly article: 

Spend a morning at Breakthrough Montessori, a publicly funded school in 

Washington, D.C., and you can start to see that complexity. For example, if 

you came to observe one day recently, you might notice that it was not set up 

like a normal classroom. The kids are not cross-legged on the carpet, facing a 

teacher. They were not told to stay quiet, nor were they repeating lines from a 

storybook. Twenty-one children, ages 3 through 6, were sitting at tables or on 

the floor, independently working on projects. 

One little girl, an African American child in a Minions T-shirt, stood back from 

a structure of blocks that she had carefully placed together, with one end 

made of a few blocks laid horizontally while blocks at the other end were 

stacked precariously high. “Which one is bigger?” she asked. A white boy in 

dinosaur slippers came over, pointed to the larger side, and exclaimed, “This 

one!” The girl nodded confidently. 

The room felt calm and purposeful, even as it hummed with the sounds of 

children. 

 

 


