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PREFACE
The NAMTA Officers

Creating and assembling the final volume of the NAMTA Journal has been a sadness
and a joy, a revelation, a responsibility, a collaboration, and a reminder of the good
work of NAMTA over its lifetime. The work on this Journal and the selection of
articles are a reflection of the approach NAMTA has taken in serving our
membership. Classic topics and articles, wisdom and new ideas, warm trusted
voices of Montessori and new exciting points of view, care and respect for the child
and those responsible to the child have all been themes of NAMTA’s work both in
conferences, workshops, and in our publications.
The themes featured in this Journal are more important to our lives than ever before
and highlight the importance of returning to the essential as we navigate the new
and sometimes unknown, and they show what is sustaining and what we crave as
we tackle the challenges presented to us over the year 2020. Nature, silence and
listening, movement and music, friendship and guidance and appreciation: these are
our legacy and our future, our common needs, whether we are the young and new
or the older and experienced. At one end of the continuum these are themes that
allow natural development, and at the other side of the continuum these give us
contemplative pleasure and hope.
The search through NAMTA’s collection to select the articles for reprinting in this
edition reminded us of the wealth of knowledge in those NAMTA Quarterlies and
Journals. This collection includes interviews, reprinted lectures, new lectures,
practical ideas; it includes voices from the past and voices of the present and those
we will be listening to in the future. We were proud to see the depth and breadth of
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ideas represented in NAMTA’s history. We would like to suggest that you take
advantage of the treasure trove that is the NAMTA collection.
Each member of the NAMTA board contributed to this final Journal. It meant a
great deal to us that this edition met the standard we had set ourselves and that it
be a worthy contribution to the collection. We have derived great satisfaction and
pleasure from our work in NAMTA. We all thank John McNamara for the heartfelt
appreciation to David Kahn, the hero of the NAMTA story.
The times we are living through confirm for us that we must be creative and adaptable through unexpected and unprecedented changes the past year has presented
to us. Thankfully, it is foundational to our work that we believe these are characteristics of human beings. We have adjusted and experimented to find the best
ways to continue to serve the development of children and offer support to the
adults who love and guide them.
We offer to you this Journal to comfort with our legacy and to inspire with our
vision. NAMTA is not its board or its executive director; NAMTA is its membership. The NAMTA board is grateful to its thoughtful and loyal members for supporting this organization for the last 50 years. Thank you to all of you for the work
you have done, the work you are doing, and for the work of the future.
Deborah Bricker, Gerard Leonard, Jacquie Maughan, Molly O’Shaughnessy, Sarah
Werner-Andrews
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BACK TO THE FUTURE:
WHY MONTESSORI STILL MATTERS

______________________________________________________________________________

Molly O’Shaughnessy is an accomplished AMI trainer as well as a consultant and
lecturer. She has led the Montessori Training Center of Minnesota (MCM) for 20
years of expansion, growing a teacher training center into a movement to bring
high-quality Montessori education to hundreds of underserved children. In 2008
O’Shaughnessy opened MCM’s campus in the Payne-Phalen neighborhood in East
St. Paul. The campus includes an early childhood center, a teacher training center,
and a one-of-a-kind Montessori museum. Additionally, MCM partners with Cornerstone Montessori Elementary School, a separate charter serving children
kindergarten through sixth grade. Through a pilot program called Montessori
Partners Serving All Children, O’Shaughnessy helped launch ten other Montessori
schools in under-resourced neighborhoods. She has served on the board of the
AMI in Amsterdam, was a long-time member of the AMI Trainers Group, and is
currently a NAMTA board member and a member of the Montessori Leaders Collaborative. She has a Master’s degree in Education from Loyola University in
Maryland and a Bachelor’s degree from the College of St. Scholastica. She serves
as Community Faculty for Metropolitan State University and adjunct faculty for
St. Catherine’s University.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE:
WHY MONTESSORI STILL MATTERS
Molly O’ Shaughnessy
Now more than ever, our work needs to be revitalized around the social question of the child.
We must be duly attentive to the relationship of the past to the present and to the future. Our work
requires action – concrete action, action of the mind, and action of the heart, all embodied in hope.
The “radiant future” Montessori talked about is possible if we work collectively with our eyes
wide open.
______________________________________________________________________________

“We find only the world we look for.”—Henry David Thoreau
On the eve of the 100-year anniversary of the 1907 opening of the first Casa dei Bambini, I received an extraordinary gift from my students. It was couched in the notion of
legacy—of receiving a gift from the past—and of course gifts from the past often have the
power to deeply inform our present and our future.
As many of you know, the Montessori movement had a huge revival in this country
in the early 1960s. My father, a university professor at the time, was instrumental in establishing the first Montessori school in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1963. My father’s involvement
in the Montessori movement, as well as the nation’s War on Poverty, deeply influenced
me, and ultimately resulted in my taking the first AMI training course in Minnesota
in 1973.
It was the beginning of a legacy handed down to me, embedded with incredible opportunities and responsibilities that I was incapable of understanding at the time. I was
like many of us who, as we begin down the path of this incredible work, have no clear idea
about the fire soon to be ignited within us.
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The gift my students gave me was a sculpture of my
father’s hand as a symbol of gratitude to the long chain
of people committed to Dr. Montessori’s vision of a new
humanity through the creative work of the child. That
hand also represented the gift that was given to me over
45 years ago, eventually empowering me to become yet
another link in transferring and passing on the legacy
of this work to others, and the future work still to come.
In short, the gift represented a link from one generation to the next. The image of connectedness was profound.
The image of the hand in our work is not so much the idea of giving over as of coming
together—offering each other a direct connection to the soul and the history of humanity.
The work and energy of the hand represent the promise of the future.
The inscription included with the hand sculpture came from a book of daily meditations, under the title of “Illumination,” and it reads as follows:
Fire feeding on fire.
Everyone understands that burning wood produces fire. But when fire
feeds on fire, that is a rare condition that yields the greatest illumination.
Two flames come together and yield light more magnificent than either
could have given forth alone.
In the case of community activity, this means that when one cooperates
with others, the accomplishments are greater than what the individuals can
do on their own. Such a situation requires a harmony that will generate
ideas, inspiration, as well as momentum for growth and action. If the combinations occur properly, the results will be like fire upon fire and will illuminate the world. (Ming-Dao 1992, 69)
I was 22 when I began my Montessori training, and the depth and breadth of what
was to come was barely accessible to me—not even in my wildest dreams. What was avail-
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able, and is to most who enter this work, is a flame stirring within us that propels us into
a very different, and potent, state of mind—a spiritual awakening.
My trainer on the first AMI course in St. Paul was Mr. Abs Joosten. The depth of his
words continues to inspire me today: “This is not merely a question of learning something. It is a question of achieving a revolution within ourselves and of our whole outlook—of our whole attitude and of everything we are.”
The work itself was revolutionary—something so radically different than I had ever imagined. Up until then, in
my passionate youth, my idea was to change the world,
and suddenly I realized that the revolution needed to begin within me. Revolution at its core requires rebellion—
both internal and external.

Up until then, in my
passionate youth, my
idea was to change the
world, and suddenly I
realized that the revolution needed to begin
within me.

More often than not, we think of rebellion as a negative
action, but often it positively shakes up closely held beliefs and actions that may be essentially detrimental to life. Internal rebellion requires us to examine our beliefs; our biases,
both conscious and unconscious; our motives and behaviors, both personal and societal.
External rebellion requires us to take appropriate actions that fundamentally result in
meaningful change.
The idea of revolution may bring to mind actions that result in a radical uprising. But
in the context of Montessori’s ultimate vision, I think the archaic definition of revolution is
more aptly profound— “a turning over in the mind.” What happened to Maria Montessori during her early years of work with children was a “turning over in the mind.” She
spoke eloquently about a radical change within herself.
Access in Action
In this country, something unfortunate happened to the idealism of the early Montessori movement. Increasingly, Montessori became available only to those who could afford
it. More and more communities were left behind. And increasingly, that situation troubled
10
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many of us who had entered this work with a commitment to social justice, equality, and inclusion.

Increasingly, Montessori
became available only

Twelve years ago, a group of like-minded people in
our state decided it was time to take action and return to
the roots of the Montessori social mission. At that time,

to those who could afford it. More and more
communities were left behind. And increasingly,

there were hundreds of people we did not know, com-

that

munities we had never been in. And they did not know

many of us who had en-

us or our work at the Montessori Center of Minnesota.

tered this work with a

situation

troubled

commitment to social jusBut now we are family. We share a common vision
for children, the vision that brought us together. There

tice, equality, and
inclusion.

are so many organizations serving children that share
common ground. We need to find each other, to work together, to weave a web so strong that it cannot be broken by anything or anyone.
Our collective vision is to see access in action—for children, for families, for communities, for teacher trainees. True equity requires us to recognize barriers and find ways to
remove them. I have come to believe that any vision, by its very nature, must begin with
an image of hope. Hope comes in the face of no evidence and is the force that impels the
whole of life forward.
It is easy to become consumed with images of horror and destruction. They bombard
us every day of our lives. It is easy to fall into despair and hopelessness. We can become
so overwhelmed that it causes a kind of paralysis within us. Fortunately, when confronted
by such a powerful emotion, the human spirit has the potential to evoke, from within, a
positive reaction.
That reaction is a call to action. It is only through action that vision becomes reality.
Many social movements have been led by people who experienced despair and oppression, yet were inspired by hope. These people were driven by hope for a change, for a new
beginning.

O’Shaughnessy • Back To The Future
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Hope is not simply wishful thinking. Hope must be grounded in reality. For us to proclaim that our vision is “world peace” without any notion of the process and steps required to achieve it makes it unattainable, resulting in cynicism and despair, not hope.
Hope in Action: Montessori Partners Serving All Children
I would like to share some of the realities of our vision and how we have evolved as a
community. Many communities around the world have profound stories to share; ours is
just one of many. As we recently celebrated 45 years of training, we focused on the last 10,
when we intentionally began our journey to collaborate and engage in community
around access.
Our core outreach initiative, Montessori Partners Serving All Children, has allowed us
to partner with culturally rooted communities to develop Montessori programs led by
them within their communities. The MPSAC mission statement reads as follows:
Montessori Partners Serving All Children is committed to increasing access
to high-fidelity Montessori to historically underserved communities.
Montessori Partners programs are community-rooted and include schools
as well as less conventional educational settings.
I want you to meet a few of the many dreamers, visionaries, and doers whom we have had
the privilege of working with toward this goal. Their stories are powerful.
As a beginning, I want to introduce you
to Primary trainee Jessica Jackson, J.D., executive pastor of Impact Living Christian Center, Minneapolis, who has a big dream soon
to be a reality. Let’s listen as she tells her
story in her own words:

Pastor Jackson with children. Impact Living Christian Center, Minneapolis, MN. Photo credit: ILCC/Laura Lemieux
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My passion for serving comes from my mother. Fifty years ago or so, she
started an early childhood center, and I learned from her what it meant to
serve the community. And so that drives a lot of the passion.
My vision is to start Morning Glory Montessori, focused on African-American boys. Today we use words like achievement gap and opportunity gap. They
keep us from really focusing on what’s happening and who it’s happening
to. Our children are not faring well, and black boys are struggling the most.
Dr. Montessori talks about helping the child to help himself. The Montessori
Center of Minnesota is helping me to help my community. The other people
that I’m being trained with are going to do miraculous things in their respective communities. And I just see so much hope being spread, starting from
this place.
I am dreaming of a new generation of little African-American boys who love
themselves, their families, and their community.
How Action Partners with Hope
Hope remains viable only within the construct of action, and action is multidimensional.
Concrete action starts with questions like these:
• What’s next?
• How many?
• By when?
• How will I be accountable for the results?
Actions of the mind ask questions like these:
• How do I need to think?
• What do I need to learn to be effective?
Actions of the heart start with questions too:
• Who and how do I need to be to carry the vision forward?

O’Shaughnessy • Back To The Future
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Action is one partner to hope, but it has other partners: connection, commitment, vision.
Let’s take up each in turn.
How Connection Partners with Hope
Philosopher Lionel Blain wrote, “The fullness of hope can only be found where there
is the spiritual interconnection called love” (1970, 94). Without deep connections, it is impossible to move any vision forward in a meaningful way. Deep and sustained connections bring unity and community. Roxana Linares, executive director of one of our partner
organizations, Centro Tyrone Guzman in Minneapolis, talks about the importance
of connections:
Centro is a social services agency that focuses on education. We have programs for young children transitioning to school,
parents, and elders. When we were approached by
the Montessori Center with the opportunity to
have our classroom changed and our teachers
trained as guides, we said, “Yes, we have been
wanting this forever and this is the perfect
opportunity!”
The partnership with the Montessori Center of
Minnesota has allowed our children to grow their
Roxana Linares, executive director of
gifts in so many different ways. They are learning a
Centro Tyrone Guzman. Minneapolis, MN.
lot of science. They have their own garden and
plant fruits, vegetables, and then they eat them. And they are also learning
to wash the dishes, to be patient, responsible. The children are so proud, and
they love to share what they have learned. Those skills will allow them to
continue learning and be very good members of the community and society.
What we have brought as a partner is the emphasis on bilingual and bicultural teaching, so there is a richness of ideas, opinions, points of view that
helps the partnership grow because it challenges us all to think about things
differently.
I have learned that Montessori can be also implemented in our work with
elders, and it has really made a change in how elders are engaged in mean-
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ingful work. And that has made them more engaged in conversation, even
the ones that have memory loss. It is a gift for us to see them changing
that way.
I am sharing how happy I am that families and children have a beautiful
environment where children can thrive.
Connection creates the possibility for open and authentic dialogue. We have had
many authentic conversations—sometimes difficult ones—in an effort to find common
ground. We asked ourselves, “How do we truly engage in community? What does it look
like?” The key is to ask community members what their needs are and not assume that
you know what is best for them. And listen with the intention of understanding. We must
beware of the savior mentality. It is a very easy mistake to make.
True equity looks to all the basic social determinants of

True equity looks to

health: housing, transportation, food, child care, and so on.

all the basic social de-

How do we help remove all of these barriers? To do so for

terminants of health:

committed and qualified Montessori teacher training candi-

housing, transporta-

dates, we partnered with Women United, a giving commu-

tion, food, child care,

nity at the forefront of the Greater Twin Cities United Way’s

and so on. How do

movement to build stronger communities. These women

we help remove all of

leaders advocate and fight for the health, education, and fi-

these barriers?

nancial stability of every person, in every community.
Funding from Women United has allowed us to offer training scholarships that go
well beyond tuition to cover living costs, transportation,
childcare, books and materials, and other expenses. Our
trainees also receive academic support in the form of
mentorship from experienced Montessori teachers.

Catherine Kennedy and students,
Cornerstone Montessori School

O’Shaughnessy • Back To The Future
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A recipient of one such scholarship package, Catherine Kennedy, describes what these
supports have meant to her as a newcomer from West Africa:
The Women United Scholarship Fund has really helped me. The funds allow
us to purchase materials, and we are able to use the funds for daily living
and resources—however it will best support us in learning and not being
distracted by how we are going to be able to buy just the necessities of life.
I signed up for the mentorship program because I’m not able to articulate
myself as much as I’d like. My mentor will always remind me that “You will
get there. These are the steps that need to be done.” And that’s the kind of
support that I’ve had through the mentorship program.
We are giving keys to the children. I love that term, keys—we are giving them
keys. Keys can open doors for opportunities. … I know this [Montessori
training] is the key for doors that I don’t even know will be open yet. But I
am willing to grab this key, run with it, and if the opportunity comes to open
that door, I’m going to open it and thank the Women United Scholarship, the
MCM staff, and everybody—thank you for the key that you gave me.
How Commitment Partners with Hope
William Hutchison Murray, the famed Scottish mountaineer, wrote, “The moment
one definitely commits oneself, then providence moves too” (1951, 7). Genuine commitment springs from a deep and intense passion toward a desired outcome—something one
is willing to dedicate one’s life to. Maria Montessori’s commitment to a social movement around the child has
brought us here today as the social revolution continues in
its evolution. We are all part of that.
Commitment builds community and unity. A collective
focus eliminates cynicism, pettiness, control, and competitiveness. A shared vision requires authentic collaboration
and respect for the talents of each.
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Commitment builds
community and unity.
A collective focus eliminates cynicism, pettiness, control, and competitiveness. A shared
vision requires authentic collaboration and
respect for the talents
of each.

Finally, it is imperative to understand that if we are going into a community, we must
be fully committed. Underserved communities often witness some person or entity coming in, starting a project, and abandoning the effort. Working with the Thunder Valley initiative on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, we were told that this kind of thing
happens all the time, resulting in mistrust. Commitment focuses our energies and produces a willingness to live in the question and not become discouraged when roadblocks
are placed in our way.
How Vision Partners with Hope
Visionaries start with the end in mind. Our vision begins with children. Children embody the fullest dimension of hope. They are natural inventors and discoverers, with an
inner drive toward the future. They possess the power to create a new reality as yet invisible to us. This is why we remain hopeful that our past, present, and future actions will
contribute to the evolution of Montessori’s revolution in education. Of course, “education” goes well beyond mere schooling. In reality, it is a spiritual and social revolution of
the highest magnitude. It represents a transformation of humanity as we know it today.
Now more than ever, we need to focus on the goodness of humanity.
Scott Hunt spent three years traveling the world to focus on the best of humanity, interviewing the most notable peacemakers of our time: the Dalai Lama, Jane Goodall, Aung
San Suu Kyi, and others. Of these luminaries he writes, “Even in the darkest of times in
our history, people of extraordinary character have lived among us, showing us a way out
of the cycle of hatred and aggression” (3).
Many social movements such as women’s suffrage, civil rights, cultural rights, and
child labor laws took many years to be fulfilled. Like those of other successful social movements, our actions must be thoughtful, deliberate, strategic, and courageous. Our vision
requires us to step out of our comfort zone, continually asking ourselves, “What results do
we want to create?”
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17

Rooted in the word revolution is the word evolution.
Evolution is organic in nature, with the power to bring
conditions to a higher, more complex, and better state. The
evolution of progress is often slow and may take years or
generations—Native Americans speak of seven generations—to succeed. It is vision and faith that empower people to work toward a long-term dream, knowing it may
not come to fruition in their lifetime.
The Montessori movement must continue its evolutionary process, sensitive to the needs and nature of the
present, inspired by the knowledge and wisdom of the
past. The idea of evolution requires us to learn from our
past—to see how deeply connected to it we are. Our current evolution has brought equity, inclusion, and access up
front and center, where it belongs. Yet our vision remains
an active process—a work still in construction.

Rooted in the word revolution is the word evolution. Evolution is organic in nature, with the
power to bring conditions to a higher, more
complex, and better
state. The evolution of
progress is often slow
and may take years or
g e n e r a t i o n s — N a t i ve
Americans speak of
seven generations—to
succeed. It is vision and
faith that empower people to work toward a
long-term dream, knowing it may not come to
fruition in their lifetime.

Perhaps now, more than ever, our work needs to be revitalized once again around the “social question of the child.”
Back to the Future of Montessori
The Montessori movement needs to take its lead from the past—to use a phrase from
popular culture, it needs to go “back to the future.”
During the destructive war years, the American-British poet T.S. Eliot expressed concern that humans were not duly attentive to the relationship of the past to the present and
to the future. He powerfully expressed the interdependencies of time and space, as did
Montessori in her often-reprinted lecture “Human Solidarity in Time and Space.” The following stanza begins the first of Eliot’s Four Quartets, titled “Burnt Norton”:

18
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Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
Often during times of social and political flux, humans
tend to look inward for inspiration, guidance, and hope.
As we look to “time present and time past,” we may recognize that we are once again in a period of flux. Once again,
we witness a turning in, a period of deep reflection and accountability for our actions.

The

destiny

of

the

Montessori movement is
in our hands; it requires
concrete action, action
of the mind, and action
of the heart. It obliges
us to be intellectual ex-

“All time is unredeemable.” We can’t change the past,

plorers, social en-

but we can learn from it, and it can help inform and create

trepreneurs, and spiri-

our future. The idea of “perpetual possibility” is embodied

tual seekers. It thrivesin
on connections and

Montessori’s vision of the human potential—that the adult
sees in children what is not yet there but what represents
the redeemable in them.

flourishes when approac hed with unwa vering commitment
and steadfast work.

The destiny of the Montessori movement is in our
hands; it requires concrete action, action of the mind, and

Foremost, it requires
action.

action of the heart. It obliges us to be intellectual explorers,
social entrepreneurs, and spiritual seekers. It thrives on connections and flourishes when
approached with unwavering commitment and steadfast work. Foremost, it
requires action.
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Action of the Mind
Action of the mind is twofold. First, it requires our own adult intellectual expansion,
as well as better access to our collective intelligence, made evident through collaboration,
enhancing our capacity to build the necessary infrastructure to put the vision into meaningful action. And second, it demands our continued fight for justice around the freedom
for the child’s mind to develop.
Sustained intellectual development on our part, sound organizational systems, and
genuine dialogue deepen our ability to protect the child’s right to develop his innate genius and spiritual characteristics. These elements are inseparable. Without this protection,
the vision becomes unattainable.
Although many of Montessori’s ideas have been ab-

Freedom to develop

sorbed into the educational mainstream, some very funda-

our minds to the fullest

mental ones have not, including the protection of the

creates a new level of

child’s mind to develop fully and creatively. In recent

perception, resulting in

times, at least in the United States, the educational focus

new mental structures

surrounds informational or “mechanical” knowledge,

capable of thinking in

rather than nurturing the growth of creative, original, flex-

more profound ways.

ible, and innovative thinking. Such an education does not

Closed minds, “utilitar-

help the child: in the words of American philosopher Eric

ian intelligence,” and

Hoffer, “In times of change, learners inherit the earth,

information-gathering

while the learned find themselves beautifully equipped to

knowledge can never

deal with a world that no longer exists” (22).

transform society.

If unimpeded, the attuned mind is inspired by the world, by the aesthetics embedded
in all aspects of the universe, including science, mathematics, technology, literature, and
so forth. The inspired mind is allured by the interconnectedness of all things and develops
a moral and ethical responsibility toward the whole of civilization.
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Freedom to develop our minds to the fullest creates a new level of perception,
resulting in new mental structures capable of thinking in more profound ways. Closed
minds, “utilitarian intelligence,” and information-gathering knowledge can never
transform society.
Montessori compared the intense concentration we witness in a child manually involved with a compelling task to the complete state of deep concentration found in great
thinkers, who subsequently are inspired to solve the great problems of the world: “This
developmentally directed energy marks the beginning of the creative mind. The successful building of this mind depends upon an intelligent and loving assistance on the part of
all adults. It requires physical and psychological environments protecting the justice of the
mind, freeing it to stay enthralled with the world” (The Child, 18).
If we stay enthralled and inspired by the world, we will fight to safeguard it from
harm. An inspired mind helps establish a new social order geared at justice and protection
of human rights.
Action of the Heart
A creative and flexible mind produces appropriate ac-

to challenge closely held beliefs that interfere with healthy

A creative and flexible
mind produces appropriate action of the
heart. Only an intelli-

progress in the world.

gent heart is open to a

tion of the heart. Only an intelligent heart is open to a new
world view, capable of the courageous risk taking required

new world view, capaAs Montessori reminded us, “There never was a social

ble of the courageous

question as universal as this. No social question was ever

risk taking required to

called upon to solve the problem of such widespread and

challenge closely held

indiscriminate oppression as that which weighs upon the

beliefs that interfere

child.… The social question of the child … knows no limits

with healthy progress in

of caste, race, or nation” (“The Blank Page,” 4).

the world.
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To reach a point of collective consciousness, where there is a systemic shift in attitudes
and perceptions regarding the child and his function in the world, our efforts must infiltrate the whole of society in all parts of the world. Wherever our efforts require us to go—
be it political, economic, or social—it must always revolve around the question, “How are
the children doing?” In his book God’s Politics, Jim Wallis reminds us that in every arena
of society—be it educational, medical, social, or economic—if this question can be answered in the affirmative, we will be traveling the path toward reconstruction and
healing (29).
The Social Entrepreneur
We will have to work on parallel tracks. This task requires us to work from both the inside and the outside. As
we make a concerted effort to expand the availability of
quality schools, teachers, and teacher trainers throughout
the world, we must also forge partnerships with others
working on behalf of children. Dr. Montessori’s proactive
commitment brought her together with people from all
walks of life.
We have to become, in the words of Bill Drayton,
founder of the Ashoka Foundation, social entrepreneurs.
Social entrepreneurs are “practical visionaries who possess

As we make a concerted effort to expand the availability
of quality schools,
teachers, and teacher
trainers

throughout

the world, we must
also forge partnerships with others working on behalf of
children.

qualities traditionally associated with leading business entrepreneurs—vision, innovation, determination, and long-term commitment—but are committed to systemic social
change” (cited in Davis 2002, 15). “Social entrepreneurs are not content to just give a fish or
to teach how to fish. They will not rest until they have revolutionized the fishing industry”
(Drayton 2005). “Social entrepreneurs demonstrate the power of building things instead
of destroying them” (Bornstein 2007, 281). They know what they are for rather than simply
what they are against. Social entrepreneurs are people who thrive on the “how-to” questions, helping to bring an idea out of the theoretical realm into the reality realm (Bornstein
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2007, 19). Dr. Montessori was recently acknowledged by Ashoka as an historical example
of a leading social entrepreneur (Scheffelmeier 2019).
Thunder Valley Community Development Corporation (CDC) is a Lakota-run grassroots nonprofit that is building a community as a catalyst to create systemic change on the
Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. Thunder Valley takes a multifaceted approach to
creating vibrant and healthy communities with the power to create sustainable change
and end poverty on the reservation.
The organization was founded in 2007 through spirituality and through a challenge
from the ancestors: “When are you going to make a way for your people? Are you not
warriors? It’s time to stop talking and start doing.”
Thunder Valley’s first work was to engage a group of young people in building a
Community House from the ground up. While this work was important and meaningful,
the CDC’s founders believed that there was still something missing. When the youth went
home, they often were still dealing with issues such as overcrowded homes as well as lack
of educational opportunities, access to healthy foods, spaces to hang out and be kids, and
economic opportunity for their families.
The Thunder Valley leadership team recognized that it would take systemic change to
bring an ecosystem of opportunity for the youth they were working with. They launched
into hundreds of hours of listening and visioning sessions with their community. They
engaged youth, elders, political leaders, parents, and others to plan a vision for their future. They challenged the community to think about what was possible instead of the challenges that would get in the way.
One elderly woman at a community engagement session said, “That was the best
meeting I have been to in my whole life.” When asked why, she responded, “No one ever
asked me what I wanted for my community, or for my life.”
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Thunder Valley’s plan for systemic change includes education, youth leadership, food
sovereignty, Lakota language, housing and homeownership, workforce development, and
social enterprise. One such enterprise is the first regenerative chicken farm in Indian
Country.
Please listen with me as three leaders in Thunder Valley’s Lakota language and culture initiative describe the congruity between the CDC’s mission and Montessori
education:
Dallas Nelson, Director, Lakota Language Initiative: Thunder Valley Community Development
Corporation is a Native-led nonprofit in South
Dakota. Our community is one of the poorest
communities in the United States. The mission
of Thunder Valley CDC is to create systemic
change within our community at Pine Ridge
Reservation.
Dusty L. Nelson, Primary Guide Trainee: When we
teach our language, the elders often say, “This
isn’t just the language, this is a way of life.” Like
Montessori, it’s creating a culture, reclaiming our
sovereignty, reclaiming ourselves, being self-empowered, self-sustained, self-led.
Emily Nelson, Primary Guide Trainee: Having
beautiful, handcrafted materials in the environment has inspired me to bring that back to the
reservation to the children. It brought in so much
learning.
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Dallas: Having Montessori implemented within our Lakota Language Nest
on the Pine Ridge Reservation, we are enhancing our services, but also, we
are going to provide a professional early childhood experience for our children.
Dusty: The foundation of the Lakota thought and philosophy is kinship. A very well-known Lakota saying is
mitakuye oyasin. It means “we are all related.” Those
children are going to be the future of that community.
Those children are going to uphold that self-sustainability, that self-empowerment. And what better way to go

A very well-known
Lakota saying is
mitakuye oyasin.
It means “we are
all related.”

than Montessori?
Dallas: Thunder Valley Community Development Corporation, alongside
Montessori Center of Minnesota, will have the power to create positive systemic change within our reservation through Montessori. I am dreaming
that our Lakota children 20 years from now will have revitalized the Lakota
language and culture.
Increasingly, Montessori’s work and her vision for social change are surfacing in a variety of places. But one thing all social entrepreneurs have in common is a tenacious drive
to do whatever it takes to get the job done. They recognize the value their work contributes to the whole. When Isaac Newton was asked how he had managed to discover the
physical laws of the universe, he answered, “By thinking about it day and night.” Dr.
Montessori thought about the child day and night. We are the current keepers of that vision and have a tremendous responsibility toward the future.

Collective Action
Our work is both an individual and a collective journey. Advancement and progress
of any kind always has connection at the heart of it. People come together around an idea
or ideal that moves them deeply and inspires them to take action. Leaders and conveners
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emerge, rallying the forces to organize, strategically putting systems in place, and passionately telling the story to inspire others to join the cause.
There is often a personal side or a story that calls people to take action. If we look back
through history, we see many examples of such stories. Because, as Eliot’s poem reminds
us, “time future [is] contained in time past,” it is critical that our history be documented
and our stories permanently recorded in written form.
These stories and this history embody the core values that keep us connected. Connecting around a vision brings us together. As the vision is put into action, more and more
people get involved.
Our collective journey requires reaching out beyond
the safety of our Montessori communities. Facilitating part-

Our collective journey
requires reaching out

nership opportunities with colleagues in the human rights

beyond the safety of

field, with policymakers, with business and corporate lead-

our Montessori com-

ers, and with philanthropic organizations will increase the

munities. Facilitating

social impact of our work at all levels.

partnership opportunities with colleagues in

But without the necessary resources—both financial
and human capital—we cannot attain our goal. Financial
advancement should be thought of as an investment in the
future, a vehicle toward accomplishing our goal. My grand-

the human rights field,
wit h policymakers,
with business and corporate leaders, and
with philanthropic or-

father, a philanthropist and astute businessman, always

ganizations

said, “Money is like manure: it does no good unless you

crease the social im-

spread it around.” Growing up in a family with strong phil-

pact of our work at all

anthropic values afforded me the privilege of seeing the

levels.

goodness that money can provide. It also instilled in me an
understanding of the responsibility that comes with it.
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will

in-

Leadership for Change
The heart of philanthropic individuals and organizations revolves around change.
They also have a vision of what is possible in the world. They realize that vision requires
action, and action requires resources. Many of these individuals support issues regarding
children with the realization that, as American psychologist Karl Menninger famously
pointed out, “What we do to children, they will do to society.”
The foundation that gave MCM the seed money for Cornerstone Montessori—our pilot Montessori Partner School—was the Hiawatha Education Foundation, which designates almost all of its funding toward helping support Montessori schools for under resourced children. Both of the founder’s daughters attended Montessori schools and were
deeply influenced by them. When they got together as a family to discuss what was valuable to them, they decided to focus on Montessori education for families that cannot afford
it. In addition to granting hundreds of thousands of dollars toward scholarships for children, the foundation recently opened its own Montessori Partner School, Main Square
Montessori, in Winona, one of the poorest rural communities in Minnesota.
Leaders like these embrace diversities of opinion and thought. Authentic dialogue
deepens creativity and the capacity for problem solving, moving the vision in a powerful
way. Leaders must also pay attention to their own inner growth. When we look at examples of great champions of social change, the commonalities of character that we witness
are respectfulness, reverence, service, and integrity.
Integrity is the glue that holds people and groups together. When we act with the utmost integrity, we are able to build the trust required to act as a cohesive whole. This does
not mean that we will always agree on a path of action, but it guarantees that all opinions
will be honored and respected. Reverence is at the heart of both leaders and followers. It
is central to all of our work. Reverence is the key to connection; it crosses all barriers.
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Ripples in the Water
Without connections, without a feeling of community and unity, we will not be called
to act. Inspired action of the mind and heart leads to inspired concrete action.
If each of us made one new connection—one ripple in the water—the effect would be
phenomenal. In this way, small individual initiatives become widespread and weave
themselves into the permanent fabric of society. We have seen one Montessori Partners
Serving All Children school grow to ten, with many more in the pipeline. In words spoken
by Robert F. Kennedy in a 1966 speech to South African students, now engraved on a plaza
at Arlington National Cemetery, “Those ripples build a current that can sweep down the
mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”
I invite us to think about our work from this perspective. I invite us to think about the
vision as our responsibly, each and every one of us responsible for this movement, being
mindful that we can’t do it all at once, but as Dr. Montessori said, piece by piece, “sowing
seeds, sowing seeds for hope.”
The Montessori movement must keep the “evolution” of the “revolution” moving forward in a positive, responsible, intentional manner, always informed by our past, standing on the shoulders of those who came before us. The power of this movement lies in the
fact that we do not simply “pass the torch.” Instead, the torch continually burns vibrantly
within each of us—as fire feeds on fire—brightly illuminating our potent vision of human
solidarity.
Victor Hugo wrote, “If you look into the eyes of the young, you see flame. If you look
into the eyes of the old, you see light.” We need both flame and light. It is the combination
of fire and light—energy and innovation graced with wisdom and fortitude—that brings
us to the cutting edge of social progress.

28

The NAMTA Journal • Vol. 44, No. 2 • Spring 2021

We welcome and embrace the spirited flame of the next
generation among us. Kindled by the flames of those who
came before, you become the new keepers of the vision—
the new revolutionaries—those entrusted with and capable
of transmitting the legacy of children and their rights into
this century and beyond. You are the ones with the “ability
to look at a volatile and uncertain landscape, and to see
nothing but the bright colors of opportunity” (Ferguson
2005, 40).

We welcome and embrace t he spir ited
flame of the next generation among us. Kindled by the flames of
those who came before, you become the
new keepers of the vision—the new revolutionaries—those

en-

In her book Aquarius Now, Marilyn Ferguson helps us

trusted with and capa-

see the thread of life as continuous, with knowledge from

ble of transmitting the

the past illuminating the path of the future. Consider the

legacy of children and

apparent paradox in this provocative passage: “Remem-

their rights into this

bering the future is nothing more than allowing oneself to

century and beyond.

imagine it so vividly that it’s difficult to discern the vision
from the memory. Once we see vividly our faith deepens.
We can scarcely imagine failing” (2005, 183).
Only when we can scarcely imagine failing can we move forward, transcending self into the deeper meaning of life—imagining
a different world. I know each of us in this room today can scarcely
imagine failing, and this is what lights our fire and continues to feed
fire on fire. Cherish that light and protect it at all costs.
Finally, I’d like to introduce you to eight attributes that set in motion the ripple effects
of our work at the Montessori Center of Minnesota, along with some of our partners and
programs that exemplify those attributes: leadership, action, authentic dialogue, vision,
creativity, social entrepreneurship, partnerships and collaboration, and hope.
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Leadership: A Cornerstone Montessori School
Cornerstone Montessori School is a program of the
Montessori Center of Minnesota. CMS serves approximately 50 children each year.
CMS intentionally serves at least 60% low-income families.
Action: Siembra Montessori, Centro Tyrone Guzman
Siembra serves Latine children who have a family income of 200% poverty or below. Centro Tyrone Guzman
is a 43-year-old multiservice organization offering programs and services for recent
Latine immigrants. Siembra is expanding to serve more children.
Authentic Dialogue: Montessori American Indian Childcare Center
The mission of MAICC is to address the early childhood needs and the academic
achievement gap of American Indian children through revitalizing the language
and culture. Children are exposed to the native culture in all that they see, do, and
practice.
Vision: Morning Glory Montessori
Pastor Jessica Jackson will be starting an African American Christian Montessori boys’ school in the fall of 2020. Her school will focus
on cultural and spiritual revitalization.
Creativity: Birth to Five Early Childhood Program
MCM’s Birth to Five Program extends Montessori to parents/caregivers and children in partnership with Opportunity Neighborhood at the community center of
Ames Lake, a low income housing community.
Social Entrepreneurship: Thunder Valley Community Development Corporation
An initiative of Thunder Valley is to create fluent speakers of all
ages, build confidence around the language, and increase Lakota
educational opportunities in the community. Two emerging
Montessori programs will support this initiative.
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Partnerships and Collaboration: Cornerstone Montessori Elementary School
Cornerstone Montessori Elementary School, a separate 501(c)(3) organization, is a
K–6 public charter school. In partnership with MCM, the two Cornerstone schools
serve 190 children.
Hope: Hamdi Mohamud
Hamdi’s hope after completing her Montessori training is to establish an educational environment that is uniquely designed to serve the needs of underserved Somali children.
Closing
Hope, of course, is the greatest of these. “Hope is not a feeling. It is a decision. And
the decision for hope is based on what you believe at the deepest levels. … You choose
hope, not as a naive wish, but as a choice, with your eyes wide open to the reality of the
world” (Wallis 2005, 347).
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