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"Joy, feeling one’s own value, being appreciated and
loved by others, feeling useful and capable of production are
all factors of enormous value for the human soul."
~ Maria Montessori

BACKGROUND
The first five years of life are the most significant in a child’s development;
this is the time when personalities emerge, language is acquired, and social
behaviours are learned. When young children are immersed within inclusive
classrooms, they learn to see the world as a place for everyone, regardless
of (dis)ability, gender, race, or ethnicity. If a child with exceptionalities is
taken out of the classroom to be taught somewhere else, the message to
their classmates is clear: this child does not belong. Unfortunately, this is an
attitude that may be perpetuated throughout life. Inclusive practice in the
early years fosters an inclusive mindset which involves the belief that all
individuals are capable and contributing members of the community.
Inclusion of children with exceptionalities can be defined as the availability
for all children to have access to, and participate fully in their school
experience and should do this (participate in school) with their same-age
peers within their neighbourhood schools (Porter & Towell, 2017). Inclusion
for all was the underlying desire for the school’s improvement plan and
motivated their engagement in the research process.
Based on province-wide data, 16.9% of children in public education K-12
are receiving special education support (OME, 2014). Although similar data
is not readily available for younger children, high rates of vulnerabilities
across various developmental domains exist in Ontario; for example,
approximately 30% of children were not developmentally ready when
entering grade 1 (Offord Centre, 2021). Montessori certification does not
include any training to prepare educators for these diverse learners
(Danner & Fowler, 2015). However, Cossentino (2010) contends that
historically, Montessori methods were developed specifically for children
with exceptionalities, who, at the time, did not have access to public
education. Over time, these teaching methods, which yield excellent
learning outcomes for young children, have become increasingly desirable
for all children. This study examined how Montessori educators engaged in
professional learning to increase their inclusive practice in their school.
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DEFINITIONS
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and Differentiated Instruction
(DI) are methods increasingly utilized within the public education system.
These methods focus on creating an intentional classroom environment that
considers the physical environment, design of lessons, activities,
interactions, and learning styles of all children (Capp, 2017; Tomlinson,
2015).
The Montessori Method is based on Maria Montessori’s work, and focuses
on child-centeredness and hands-on learning in the areas of: Practical Life
Skills, Sensorial Skills, Language, Mathematics, and Culture. Emphasizing
independence, the MM method views children as naturally eager for
knowledge and capable of initiating learning in a sufficiently supportive and
well-prepared learning environment.
Participant Action Research (PAR) involves partnership between
researchers and local practitioners seeking to engage in learning and
development to improve current practice. Action research is an orientation
to knowledge creation that arises in a context of practice, and requires
researchers to work with practitioners in order to effect a desired change as
a path to generate knowledge and empower stakeholders (Huang, 2010).

OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT
The Montessori School of Sudbury (MSS) reached out to Gordon Porter at
Inclusive Education Canada, seeking professional development for their staff
on inclusion. Following an initial presentation and a discussion with MSS
about a greater commitment to staff development, IEC sought financial
support from Community Living Ontario and expert support from Brock
University to facilitate an intensive series of professional development
aimed at shifting school culture. Collectively, all partners held a consistent
fundamental belief that all children have the right to quality education within
their community and alongside their peers (Porter and Towell, 2017). The
objectives of this project were rolled out in several phases from summer
2018 to spring 2021.
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OBJECTIVES
In consultation with the funding agencies and educational partners, the
following objectives were established by the research team:
1. Examine the Montessori environment and staff beliefs specific to teaching
children with exceptionalities (Specialink Early Childhood Inclusion Quality
Scale, specialinkcanada.org; focus group; inclusion survey)
2. Engage staff to explore personal challenge areas and instructional strategies
that promote inclusive education, such as Universal Design for Learning and
Differentiated Instruction (Capp, 2017; Tomlinson, 2015).
3.Create materials to enhance the inclusiveness of the Montessori environment
(Bennett et al., 2011) and Montessori methods.
4. Build capacity for educators to utilize best practices for including children
with exceptionalities such as diverse strategies to explore the materials in the
Montessori environment (Bennett et al., 2011).
5. Knowledge mobilization for the parent community, professionals, and the
academic community regarding inclusive pedagogy and inclusive
education(e.g., community engagement events and resources for families).
6. Extend what has been learned at MSS to facilitate inclusion at a wider
network of Montessori schools and early learning programs across Canada

RESEARCH GOALS ACHIEVED
This research partnership was guided by the following questions:
1. What are the identified challenges that Montessori educators face when
including children with exceptionalities?
2. How do these educators construct their knowledge about teaching children
with exceptionalities in order to impact their practice of inclusion?
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TIMELINE AND SCOPE

Research
Phase

Date
collected

Data Collection
Instruments

Phase One

August 2018

IEC initial presentation
to MSS

Phase One

November 2018 June 2019

Speciallink survey *
Inclusion survey **
Focus Group T1 ***

Phase Two

October 2019

Module series
begins with
in-person workshop

Phase Two

November 2019 March 2020

On-line modules

Phase Two

December 2020

Online, hands-on
PD workshop Theory into practice

Phase Three

February 2021

Focus Group
T2 ****

February 2021

Community Perspectives
of Children with
Exceptionalities *****

Phase Three
Phase Four

July 2021

Report of the
findings
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* Specialink survey - Inclusion quality rating scale. Measure used to
measure inclusion quality in Early Childhood Education settings. Examples
of some of the areas the rating scale looks at include: Physical
Environment and special needs, equipment and materials, and staff
training.
** Inclusion Survey - Survey assessing educators views on inclusion. An
example of survey questions include “I am confident in my ability to work
with children with exceptionalities”
*** Focus Group 1 - a discussion between 3 and 6 participants and a
researcher, about inclusion using guiding questions such as “What
teaching strategies have you incorporated to make your classroom
inclusive? “
**** Focus Group 2- same as above. Questions included; how did you
find the professional learning sessions in relation to topics covered,
timing, commitment, etc.?
***** Virtual community event with IEC

Phase One: Phase One involved the initial meetings between MSS, Brock and IEC, to
establish the objectives and research goals. Preliminary data collection took place in
the form of a site visit, an environmental survey, a questionnaire and focus group for
the participating staff engaging in the professional learning. These data informed the
development of the professional learning modules.
Phase Two: Phase Two consisted of the development and delivery of six professional
learning modules based on the identified needs of the school and educators in order
to support their inclusive practice. Modules were delivered in person and virtually.
Participants submitted written reflections and photos to demonstrate the application
of their learning.
Phase Three: Phase Three involved the final focus group at the end of the
professional learning modules. This was a summative discussion of the sessions.
Phase Four: Phase Four consists of two deliverable outcomes: a community
engagement event and the Final Report.
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PROFESSIONAL LEARNING MODULES

Module 1:

Module 2:

Module 3:

Introduction to
Inclusion

Understanding
Behaviour 101

Attitudes and
Belief Systems

Module 4:

Module 5:

Universal Design for
Learning and
Differentiated
Instruction

Module 6:

A Focus on
Autism Spectrum
Disorder

Workshops:
Schedules and
Choices/Rewards;
Sensory & Mindfulness

See Appendix A for learning objectives of each module

Participants working on module 6
Community Engagement Event: A community engagement event designed to
engage the school community in conversations about inclusion, was planned for in
person delivery in April 2020 which was cancelled due to COVID 19. A community
engagement webinar hosted by IEC, took place in March 2021 in place of the
previously planned face-to-face event
Recording is available from
Inclusive Education Canada:
https://youtu.be/YDY7-t00Yl0
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Participants
13 educators from one Montessori school
Including: directresses, assistants and support staff
All female
4-34 years of experience
Supporting 100 students total, ranging in age from 13 months to 7 years

MONTESSORI EDUCATOR'S PERSPECTIVES
The findings reported is based on data collected throughout the project including a focus
group pre-intervention (T1), the reflections from the professional learning modules, and a
post-intervention focus group (T2) after the professional learning was completed. The
three main findings include; 1) how inclusion impacts the Montessori Method; 2) the role
of educators’ experiences, attitudes, and perceived challenges with implementing
inclusion; 3) opinions on the research process. These findings will inform both current
and future practices within MSS and recommendations for the future practice within their
school and the Montessori community.

How Inclusion Impacts the Montessori Method
The participants of the study perceived inclusive practices of the Montessori Method in
contrasting ways. Some participants believed it was a challenge to incorporate inclusive
practices while maintaining the integrity of the Montessori Method. Specifically, educators
with this view cited two specific challenges: inclusive practices as a detractor from
children learning from each other and the difficulties associated with adapting Montessori
materials for individual children's needs. Despite the noted challenges, these educators
expressed a desire to improve their skills at adapting Montessori materials and practices
to be more inclusive.
Conversely, other participants noted that the Montessori method is inherently inclusive,
given the philosophy focuses on each child learning at their own pace. These participants
acknowledged that Montessori methods include a focus on meeting and supporting the
child at their individual level, and modifications are a natural part of the approach.
Additionally, participants noted that the Montessori classroom environment was
physically well suited to incorporate inclusive strategies and practices (e.g., the prepared
environment, hands on materials) . Several participants also acknowledged that Maria
Montessori’s method was designed specifically to work with children with exceptionalities,
noting that materials and learning concepts are set up in a way to meet the needs of all
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The Role of Educators’ Experiences, Attitudes, and
Perceived Challenges
a) Experiences with Inclusion
In each of the two focus groups, participants were asked to describe their salient
experiences with inclusion in their classrooms, both positive and negative. From their
experiences, participants consistently described the academic and social growth of
children with exceptionalities as most salient, when they were able to observe the children
initiating and completing tasks independently.
In the first focus group participants shared challenges they experienced with inclusion.
Only two challenges were described: a lack of adults in the room based on the number of
children with exceptionalities, and how inclusion could negatively impact peers of the
children with exceptionalities. When asked the same prompt in the second focus group,
participants shared all positive experiences with inclusion, such as a child being successful
when implementing a new strategy they learned and the way they saw the child fitting into
the classroom based on small modifications they were making.

b) Attitudes toward Inclusion
Educator attitudes towards inclusion are an important factor to the success of any
inclusive practice. During Module 3, participants were asked to reflect upon presumptions
they had about all children or children with exceptionalities and whether their attitude was
similar to those of their colleagues. Most participants discussed how they presumed all
children capable of learning at their own pace within a Montessori classroom. Participants
also described how they felt it was their role to support and maximize children's learning
potential. Interestingly, several participants noted that this attitude had strengthened over
time based on experiences they had in the classroom. Each participant narrated a belief
that their attitude was similar to their colleagues, and their practices of supporting and
including all children was well demonstrated in the school.

c) Challenges
Participants were asked to describe challenges they faced while implementing inclusive
practices in their classrooms. Three main challenges were discussed, including specific
behaviours of children, low staff ratios, and lack of adequate training. Most often educators
discussed the challenge of children’s behaviour, specifically how difficult a situation could
be for both the child exhibiting the behaviour and the other children, particularly when
there were several children with other exceptionalities in the same classroom. Challenging
behaviour was described as, physical aggression, outbursts, crying, and non-compliance
and at the outset of the study this was the most identified area of need. At the second
focus group (post-intervention), participants were able to successfully implement strategies
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to support child behaviour throughout the course of the sessions and identified
changes in the frequency of the behavioural occurrences overall.
A second challenge identified by participants related to the ratio of adults to children
with exceptionalities. When there were more than one or two children with
exceptionalities in the classroom, staff found it challenging to manage the needs of the
children with exceptionalities as well as the other children. More than two children
with exceptionalities became challenging even when there was a specific support staff
assigned. Finally, participants felt there was not enough training for working with
children with exceptionalities, as well as a lack of funding for additional support staff
and resources to support children (i.e. communication technology, adaptive
equipment).

Opinions on the Research Process Development
In the final focus group, participants were asked to share their opinions of the
professional learning, including both positive elements and potential improvements.
Overwhelmingly, participants spoke positively about their professional learning
experiences.

Positives

Hands on learning
Implementing and
using sensory
materials
Modules were not too
time consuming and
did not interrupt class
or personal time
Progression of the
modules

Negatives
COVID-19 interfered
with the initial
timelines
Difficulty
remembering content
between the modules
Modules did not apply
to all the age ranges of
the children
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PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF THE MODULES
Throughout the research project participants engaged in continuous professional
learning (CPL). The CPL involved several learning modules, consisting of materials,
resources, and examples of inclusive activities. The modules were designed
collaboratively with MSS as needs were identified. This section outlines two examples of
how participants adopted CPL into practices within their classrooms. Module 4 focused
on Universal Design for Learning and differentiation. Participants described how they
responded by creating differentiation in their classrooms and how differentiation fit into
Montessori lessons. These reflections included meeting children where they were at and
incorporating their interests and preferences into lessons.
“I would like to use her art interest to help her
learn the continent by creating a mini project
where she can use the puzzle map of the world,
trace each continent, and colour them with the
appropriate Montessori colour-coding. She has
shown great improvement with her fine motor
skills and is able to concentrate for a longer
period of time which should help her master this
task.”
Participant in module reflection
One activity allowed participants to use a scatter plot to chart student behaviour,
what seemed to be the cause and how it was handled afterward. Several
participants noticed a change in student behaviour.
"We have started a scatter plot for her emotional
outbursts that disrupt the whole classroom. After two
weeks of observation, I have seen that her outburst are
usually because she does not get her own way. Which
results in her yelling, crying and crawling around the
classroom and under tables.
Positive reinforcement and warnings and making her
aware of the choices she is making have been steps we’ve
been taking to curb her outbursts."
Participant in module reflection
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The greater use of sensory activities and materials in classrooms was also noted by
participants. Several participants noted that the sensory materials, such as slime
and fidget toys, they created in module 6 would not only be helpful for the children
with exceptionalities, but also their peers. They looked forward to using more of
the resources once COVID 19 restrictions would allow.
Overall, participants were excited about what they have learned throughout the six
sessions and looked forward to continuing to put it into practice, including the anger
management tools, the mindfulness resources and the communication aids.

"During these past weeks, I have seen a handful of children use this activity
[anger table] for the purpose of it. Some children were encouraged by the
teachers to "make a monster", but after the first few days, many children would
go there on their own. On other days, children would sit there simply to play with
the play dough, but that then encouraged us to have conversations about if they
were actually feeling angry and what else they may be feeling. I think that overall
this activity was beneficial in our classroom and I think that we will continue to
implement it in our daily curriculum."
An example of one participant's experience with the Anger Activity

11

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
The findings highlighted provide insight into the challenges and successes faced by the
Montessori educators in this study as they relate to the research questions. Identified
themes included; how inclusion impacts the Montessori Method; the role of educators’
experiences, attitudes, and perceived challenges with implementing inclusion; opinions
on the research process.
1. What are the identified challenges that Montessori educators face when including
children with exceptionalities?
Educators identified various challenges when including children with exceptionalities.
Many felt that it is, or would be challenging to adapt the Montessori Method to meet
the needs of some children with exceptionalities. Although they mostly identified
favourable attitudes for including children with exceptionalities, they wondered about
the practical implications of moving a child through the tasks to a mastery level and
expressed concerns with moving a child to the next task or class if they had not mastered
the previous curriculum. They also identified concerns with supporting children with
complex behavioural needs in an inclusive way.
2. How do these educators construct their knowledge about teaching children with
exceptionalities in order to impact their practice of inclusion?
The educators constructed their knowledge about teaching children with exceptionalities
by demonstrating how they implemented their learning from the modules. Through their
reflections and photos, the educators demonstrated their learning on various topics
aimed at increasing their inclusive practice. Many identified having a better
understanding of how the conditions such as Autism Spectrum Disorder manifest and
present in the classroom. They discussed how their experiences, and opportunities to
practice their new learning supported shifts in their attitudes about inclusion. Over
the course of the professional learning, the educators discussed methods they could use
to adapt tasks such as including a task analysis, or incorporating a child’s interest into
teaching and mastering a task. This suggests that educators were becoming more open
to ways in which they could adjust the Montessori Method to better meet the needs of
the children with exceptionalities.
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These findings suggest that school wide commitment to change, team collaboration, as
well as targeted and needs based professional learning supported MSS’s goals to move
forward with improved inclusive practice for children with exceptionalities at the
classroom level and an overall increase in inclusive culture at the school level. At the
classroom level, educators were able to implement practical strategies based on their
learning. At the school level, educators shared best practices and an improved overall
ethos was evident.

Montessori Practice

Educators benefit from opportunities to
enhance their learning about inclusion
by being active participants in the
process

Inclusion
When Montessori educators focus on
Inclusion

CPL

inclusion, pedagogies shift and improve
outcomes for all children

Continuous professional learning is key to
supporting educatorsCPL
and deepening
understanding of inclusion

CONCLUSIONS
Over the course of a year and a half, MSS engaged in a transformation of their views,
interaction and delivery of programming for children with exceptional learning needs.
The results of the data collected during this time suggest the educators were able to
build their capacity for implementing practices to support inclusion, such as, UDL, DI,
behavioural strategies, social-emotional wellness and sensory practices, and
communication strategies.
Based on learning obtained from these results, implications for ongoing professional
learning to maintain MSS’s capacity for inclusion include, 1) continued opportunities for
teaching teams and the whole staff to engage in professional learning on topics related
to including children with exceptionalities; 2) continued consideration on how to
accommodate and modify physical structures allowing greater access for all children; 3)
continued consideration of accommodating and modifying programs and materials to
allow greater access to all children, and 4) continued engagement with community
partners will support maintaining and ongoing opportunities for inclusion.
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Appendix A: Learning objectives of modules
Each module consists of:
1. Clear learning objectives
2. Content based on current theories and best practices
3. One or more consolidation/application activities
Module 1: Introduction to Inclusion
Develop an understanding of inclusion and a distinction between integration and
inclusion.
Define my role and the roles of my team members
Understand how to work with my team to the maximum capacity?
Examine and understand the learning environment as it relates to accessibility
Identify how to apply new learning to practice
Module 2: Exploring Behaviour
Develop an understanding of behaviour and anger
Be able to track student behaviour
Recognize a problem or issue from behaviour tracking
Implement class wide strategies to support all students
Implement strategies to support students who are struggling
Module 3: Attitudes and Belief Systems
To develop an understanding about how past experiences and relationships
influence attitudes towards disabilities and inclusion
Consider how language use impacts how we view disability
Consider systemic barriers to inclusion for people with disabilities in their daily
lives.
Module 4: Universal Design for Learning and Differentiated Instruction
Review theory: Vygotsky and ZPD and how it facilitates Universal Design for
Learning and Differentiated Instruction
Develop an understanding of Universal Design for Learning
Apply this understanding to my classroom and school
Develop an understanding of this Differentiated Instruction.
Develop and understanding for how DI can support use of UDL?
Implement UDL in your classroom: where will I begin? What support/materials do
I need?
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Module 5: A closer look at Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
To understand the diagnostic criteria for ASD
To understand learning development and characteristics of children with ASD
To understand the connectedness between sensory needs and behaviour
Use a functional behaviour assessment tool to evaluate a student’s behaviour
Consider how these results can impact my practice.
Module 6: Online workshops for developing class materials
The workshops involved creating materials and tools for classroom use with a focus on
two areas: communication (schedules and choice) and wellbeing (mindfulness and
sensory)
To develop tools for using assistive communication with children who are pre-literate
To develop tools for addressing sensory needs of children in my class
To develop tools for addressing self-regulation needs in my class
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