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How well do Montessori students perform in school after they leave their Montessori
school? | am asked this question every week by parents of prospective students at a
large public Montessori magnet school.

Originating from the work of Dr. Maria Montessori, the first female physician in ltaly,
Montessori education is based upon the principle that children learn best when they
can choose their own work, work at their own pace, and use beautiful educational
materials for hands-on learning projects. A Montessori class usually has a pleasant
buzz of activity—children working on different projects, alone or in small groups. The
teacher functions more like a coach or guide than the traditional “chalk and talk”
teacher most adults remember from their grade-school experiences.

The Montessori approach to education is markedly different from that of the
traditional school. It is only natural that parents seek reassurance that the method
works. After being asked for the thousandth time, “How well do students do after they
graduate from Montessori?” | decided to do a research project designed to help answer
this question.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Previous research on this question includes a study published by Tim Duax, a
principal at MacDowell Elementary School, in the Milwaukee area. Duax (1989) sent
out questionnaires to 27 middle-school teachers asking them to compare the
MacDowell alumni to their peers. Duax found that the Montessori graduates compared
favorably on all of the 25 descriptors of educational preparedness, especially on
abilities to

* use basic skills to succeed in middle school,

* be responsible and reliable,
show enthusiasm for class topics,
be individualistic and not afraid to be different, and
exhibit multicultural awareness.

While this study is relevant to my question, it does not take into account the
opinions of the students or their parents regarding the transition from a Montessori
elementary school. Using these two additional sources provided triangulation of the
data, thus enhancing the reliability and validity of this action research project (Sagor,
1992).

A questionnaire with 17 scaled-score questions and 3 open-ended questions was
developed. The scale values ranged from 0 to 10, with O representing the most
negative rating on the issue and 10 representing the most positive.

Questionnaire packets were sent to 43 families of students who had been in
Montessori school for at least 3 years and who had graduated from the sixth grade the
previous year. Each packet included three questionnaires—one each for the student,
the parent, and one of the student’s seventh-grade teachers. Confidentiality for each
respondent was guaranteed.

Completed surveys were returned by 23 students, 24 parents, and 19 teachers.

ISSUE 1: EASE OF TRANSITION
Group Mean 7.6
Students 7.7

* X X
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Parents 6.7
Teachers 8.7

Was the transition to junior high easy or difficult? (O=Difficult; 10=Easy) In general,
all three groups indicated that the transition from a Montessori school had been
relatively easy and that the students were quite well prepared for their new junior high
experience. In the words of one student, the transition was “easy; | like some change
in my way of learning.”

An open-ended question followed: In what way was the transition easy or difficult?

A typical student response was, “l adjusted quickly.” Although the overwhelming
majority of students reported a smooth transition, several mentioned that it was “weird”
not to have the same teacher all day and seemed strange to go from class to class.

The most frequent parent response indicated that the child had adjusted well to the
new school, friends, and routines without acting out, being too nervous, or getting sick.
The second most common answer was that the good study habits, time management,
and self-esteem the child had acquired helped in making a successful transition to
junior high. One parent complained, “Students in junior high are not allowed to work
at their own pace. Everything is at the level of the weakest student.” Another reported
that her child had “difficulty fitting into the large junior high atmosphere/culture.”

The most frequent response from the seventh-grade teachers indicated that the
former Montessori students had “good work habits and organization,” and their on-time
assignment completion was excellent. The next most common response was that these
students appeared to be very social, “adapting well to new people and situations.”
They also mentioned often that these students were independent workers who were
focused, disciplined, and self-directed.

Given the ideals of the Montessori movement, observations like this are very
affirming. None of the teachers had any negative comments concerning the students’
transition to seventh grade.

ISSUE 2: PREPARATION

Group 8.0
Students 8.1
Parents 7.4
Teachers 9.2

In general, how well was this student prepared for junior high? (0=Poorly; 10=Well)

Two open-ended questions followed, the first asking, What were the problems, if
any?

About a third of the students responded that there were “none” or “almost none.”
Another group (17%) reported that they were “not prepared for the homework,” with
one student advising, “The amount of homework in elementary needs to be changed
to help us be more prepared for the homework in junior high.” One student stated that
one problem for him was “all the kids: going from 500 kids, most of them little, to 800
kids my age.”

Seven parents (29%), especially those with children in junior high schools geared
toward the gifted-and-talented/college-bound student, echoed the concern about the
amount of homework. One mother reported that homework increased from 2 hours per
week to 2 hours per night.

The majority view of the teachers was consistent with their responses to the first
open question: that these students had no problems adjusting to junior high. Problems
reported seemed particular to individuals, rather than indicating a pattern, e.g., “talks
too much,” “talks too little,” “too assertive,” “too shy.”

The next open question, In what areas did this student do especially well? was
interpreted by almost all of the students as asking about subject areas. Their most
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frequent answer was “English,” followed by “social studies,” “math,” and “science.”
Parents also listed the same four subject areas as their most frequent answers, but
they also commented that “critical and analytic thinking skills” and “creative projects”
are areas in which their children did especially well. Teachers most frequently
responded that the former Montessori students were especially adept at doing research
and participating in class discussions.

The remaining questions in the survey asked respondents to compare students from
the Montessori school to other students in terms of several attributes that contribute to
success in junior high.

ISSUE 3: ORGANIZATION/STUDY SKILLS

Group 7.5
Students 7.8
Parents 6.6
Teachers 8.5

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has good organizational
skills and study habits? (0=Poor; 10=Good)

These results correlate well with the open-ended question responses in which the
parents were much more likely to perceive organizational problems in their children
than either the students or the teachers. In fact, the teachers were much more likely
to praise the organizational abilities of the students than to criticize them. The reason
for this difference would make a fascinating topic for future research. It is important to
keep in mind, however, that most parents saw their children as being more organized
than average seventh graders.

ISSUE 4: CONSISTENT “BEST EFFORT”

Group 7.5
Students 7.8
Parents 6.7
Teachers 8.4

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has a habit of always
making his/her best effort?

The Montessori philosophy includes a respectful attitude toward the child and three
“Rules of Respect” which help the Montessori class function smoothly. These three
respects are respect for others, respect for the environment, and respect for oneself.
Respect for oneself includes “doing one’s best work.” It is encouraging to see this work
habit carry over into students’ post-Montessori education.

ISSUE 5: RESPECT FOR TEACHERS

Group 8.8
Students 8.7
Parents 8.6
Teachers 9.5

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has respect for teachers?
These dramatic statistics clearly show that teachers feel very respected by the
students who participated in this survey. Of the 19 teachers responding, 14 (74%)
ranked the students 10 in this category, and none ranked any student lower than 8.
ISSUE 6: RESPECT FOR OTHER STUDENTS

Group 8.8
Students 8.5
Parents 8.7
Teachers 9.5

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has respect for other
students?

Here again we see that the teachers have rated this group of students
extraordinarily high. Perhaps because the Montessori students are able to maintain
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sustained relationships over 3 years in their multi-age classes, they are better able to
understand and respect the individual personalities of other students. This leads to real
skill at making—and keeping—friends.

ISSUE 7: ENTHUSIASM FOR LEARNING

Group 8.3
Students 7.3
Parents 8.4
Teachers 8.7
Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has enthusiasm for
learning?

These results confirm and support the results of the earlier study of students who
graduated from a public Montessori elementary school (Duax, 1989), finding that they
compared very favorably to other students in terms of enthusiasm for classroom topics.

Montessori education is premised on the idea that students will be more
enthusiastic about and invested in work that they have chosen on their own initiative.
A long, uninterrupted, freely chosen work period is a key element in the success of a
Montessori class.

ISSUE 8: INTERRACIAL HARMONY

Group 9.5
Students 9.7
Parents 9.5
Teachers 8.8

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has the ability to get
along with students of other races?

This question produced the highest mean responses of the survey. This may reflect
the school’s efforts to promote multicultural understanding in a diverse student body
and the value placed by the families of these students upon getting along with people
of all races.

ISSUE 9: WORKING INDEPENDENTLY

Group 8.4
Students 9.1
Parents 7.7
Teachers 8.5

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student has the ability to start
work independently?

This characteristic is one of the touchstones of a true Montessori school. An
educational system in which students choose their own work most of the time requires
students to be self-starters, so it is not surprising to see a relatively high average score
for this item. However, the difference between the average scores for teachers and
parents may indicate that this self-initiative happens more frequently for schoolwork
than for homework.

ISSUE 10: CREATIVITY

Group 8.4
Students 9.1
Parents 7.5
Teachers 7.6

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student is creative?

Certain critics of the Montessori method claim that it stifles creativity by being
excessively rigid. This is a criticism that apparently does not coincide with the
perceptions of the students, parents, and teachers who participated in this survey.

In reality, there are bounteous opportunities for Montessori students to make music,
do creative writing, create paintings and drawings, participate in creative dramatics, and
even solve math and science problems in new and creative ways.
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ISSUE 11: INDEPENDENCE/CONFIDENCE

Group 8.4
Students 8.6
Parents 8.4
Teachers 8.2

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student is independent—not afraid
to be different?

Children of 13 are often characterized as being conformists to the standards of their
peer group. This is a problem when it comes to negative peer pressure. It is
encouraging to note that all three groups of respondents gave these students similar
high marks for being independent, a finding that was borne out by the earlier research
study (Duax, 1989).

ISSUE 12: ENJOYMENT OF SCHOOL

Group 8.1
Students 7.4
Parents 8.2
Teachers 8.8

Compared to other students, do you feel that this student enjoys school?

There is an essential joy that comes from absorption in an interesting project. There
is also a warm feeling of satisfaction that comes from the completion of work in which
one’s best efforts have been given. Enjoyment of school is a side benefit of work that
truly meets a child’s developmental needs.

The last section of the questionnaire dealt specifically with various academic skills
that would contribute to a student’s success in junior high school.

ISSUE 13: MATH SKILLS

Group 8.2
Students 8.6
Parents 7.6
Teachers 8.0

Rate this student’s math skills, compared to other students.

Self-scoring by students was never less than 7, with 45% rating themselves 9 or 10.
Some visitors to Montessori schools have expressed concern that the students would
have a difficult time making the transition from hands-on math materials to textbook
math units in junior high. Based on these results, the concerns are apparently not
justified. As children’s intellects mature, there is a transition from hands-on materials
to higher levels of abstraction that occurs naturally in the Montessori environment.

ISSUE 14: READING SKILLS

Group 7.8
Students 8.6
Parents 7.3
Teachers 7.5

Rate this student’s reading skills, compared to other students.

About half of all respondents gave ratings of 9 or 10 on this question. Reading is
an especially critical skill in junior high. All other subject areas (history, geography,
science, etc.) rely on reading skills for the students to gather information. Montessori
has a unique blend of phonics and whole language in its approach to reading. These
ratings seem to indicate that this approach is effective.

ISSUE 15: WRITING SKILLS

Group 8.2
Students 8.5
Parents 7.7
Teachers 8.4

Rate this student’s story- and report-writing skills, compared to other students.
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The most frequent ratings were 9 or 10 from all groups of respondents. Young
Montessori children often learn how to write even before they learn how to read; and
there is a strong emphasis on writing, both fiction and nonfiction, in Montessori
elementary classrooms. This solid foundation seems to pay off in junior high.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this action research project clearly show that, in the perceptions of
parents, teachers, and the students themselves, almost all Montessori alumni make a
smooth transition to junior high school and are well prepared for that new experience.
All three groups of respondents rated the former Montessori elementary students above
average on every item of this survey’s measures of success in junior high school.

The Montessori students were rated highest on eight of the dimensions:

* respect for other students,

respect for teachers,

starting work independently,

creativity,

being independent and not afraid to be different,
enthusiasm for learning,

math skills, and

* reading skills.

The suggestion for change in the Montessori elementary most frequently given by
students and parents was more homework in the upper grades.

Students, teachers, and parents all generally agreed that Montessori alums are
independent workers, have good work habits, and adjust well to new situations. Parent
comments indicated many strengths they perceived in their children: “My son seemed
self-motivated and had the ability to study independently.” “It seemed like a natural
transition.” “My daughter seemed eager and organized when starting junior high
school.”

The sample size was relatively small (66 out of 129 possible responses, or 51%)
and as yet there has been no follow-up contact for the purpose of ascertaining why
the 49% did not respond. Yet these observations and the other results of this research
provide a good beginning for answering that now familiar question about what happens
after Montessori.

ADDED MATERIAL

PETER HANSON is curriculum coordinator at the J. J. Hill Montessori Magnet
School, St. Paul, MN.

Figure 1. Competence of First-Year Jr. High Students with Montessori Experience:
Group Means on 15 Issues
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