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Background/Context: Montessori education has flourished as an alternative approach to
schooling for a hundred years. In the century since the first Montessori school opened in the
slums of Rome, the movement has undergone sustained growth while simultaneously enduring efforts to modify the method in order to reach a wider audience. Despite Montessori’s
endurance and reach, the movement remains largely unstudied by educational researchers.
This article presents a historical treatment of the method and the movement by treating
Montessori as a case study of enduring and ambitious educational reform.
Purpose/Objective: This article is an examination of the American Montessori movement
as it has evolved over the course of the past one hundred years. Situated within an international context, the study traces the development of the movement from its failed introduction
to the United States in 1991, to its rebirth in the 1960s, to its current resurgence as a timetested alternative to conventional public schooling. Key questions revolve around
Montessori’s ongoing status as an influential yet marginal force in American educational
reform.
Research Design: This is a historical case study drawn from archival data, interviews with
Montessori leaders and practitioners, and secondary sources (biographies, memoirs) generated between 1906 and 2007.

The educational system known as the Montessori method presents a
unique historical case study. It is international in scope; currently there
are Montessori schools in at least 110 countries. It is enduring; the original Casa dei Bambini opened in Rome in 1907. It has undergone
sustained growth; today, there are over 22,000 Montessori schools world-
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wide.1 It has consistently won parental supporters who tout the schools as
places where the basics are stressed and high levels of academic achievement occur using a humane, child-centered approach. Educational policy researchers who study Montessori point to the coherence of the program, a coherence that is distinctly at odds with that found in most
schools. Yet, even with its current popularity, Montessori education
worldwide continues to be viewed as a marginal movement with minimal
significance for those interested in contemporary school reform.2
In this article, we examine the American Montessori movement, from
its failed introduction to the United States in 1911, to its rebirth in 1958,
to its current resurgence as a time-tested alternative to conventional public schooling. We situate Montessori in an international context, exploring the manner by which an essentially European import was transformed into a predominantly American export, and we analyze the
development of the movement in light of the changing educational landscape within which the growth took place.
We divide our analysis into three phases. The first, 1911–1918, scrutinizes an intense but short-lived flourishing of Montessori education in
the United States until a convergence of forces—powerful critics, World
War I, and personality conflicts being most notable—led to the demise of
the movement in the United States.3 Phase 2, 1952–1979, concentrates on
the reintroduction of Montessori schooling to the United States in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. This new Montessori movement was embraced
by a generation of middle-class progressives who saw in Montessori’s
child-centered, developmentalist theories the promise to revitalize the
progressive movement and elevate early childhood education.
While the earliest chapter of the story of Montessori in America chronicles the rise and fall of a specific set of ideas, the story in the 1950s and
1960s spotlights the formation of the organization, the American
Montessori Society (AMS), which initially served as the sole representative of Montessori in the United States. A unique interplay of people,
events, and historical context led to both an expansion of the method
and, eventually, to a splintering of the U.S. movement. Our treatment of
Phase 2 traces the sometimes subtle, sometimes flagrant modifications of
the method and the internecine squabbles generated by these modifications as the “progressive” wing of the movement sought to forge a version
of Montessori infused with core American values of pluralism, secularism,
and inclusiveness.
Phase 3 begins in the mid-1990s and encompasses the current wave of
interest in Montessori. Along with tracing a steady expansion of
Montessori both within and beyond U.S. borders, we look closely at a new
source of growth: public school Montessori programs. Just as previous
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phases of the movement reflected the particularities of historical time
and place, the current wave rises out of a contemporary reform culture
aiming to ensure achievement for all students in time-tested, results-oriented models of school improvement. Thus, what began as a revolutionary response to traditional, state-sponsored public schooling has evolved
to a point where, today, Montessori is embraced, if tentatively, by a new
educational establishment.
Throughout the story of Montessori—the woman, the method, and
movement—are woven a series of questions: Was Montessori (the
woman) a progressive? Was Montessori (the method) “scientific”? Could
Montessori (the movement) be assimilated into existing educational
frameworks and capture a viable constituency? Taken together, the questions underscore a central irony that, we argue, goes to the core of
American education and culture. Throughout its history, Montessori
education has managed to exert a strong influence on the American educational establishment even while remaining on the margins of that
establishment. Elements found today in many elementary classrooms—
mixed-age grouping, individualized instruction, manipulative materials,
child-sized furnishings—all originate in principles developed by Maria
Montessori and practices that have been elaborated by Montessorians
over the course of the past hundred years.4
Influencing American schools while firmly entrenched on the margins
is an irony rooted in what we characterize as clash of worldviews. Tensions
between cohesion and pluralism, tradition and innovation, radicalism
and liberalism play themselves out over the course of a century of social
reform, political upheaval, and educational practice. What follows is a
chronicle of these tensions as they recur throughout the story of
Montessori in America.
PHASE 1: MONTESSORI ARRIVES . . . AND DEPARTS
Maria Montessori opened her first school, the Casa dei Bambini, in the
San Lorenzo ward in Rome in 1907. Created as part of an experimental
effort in urban reconstruction, the school was located in a rebuilt tenement serving the working poor. Building on her earlier work with children with special needs for the Italian government in Rome, over the
course of the next several years, Maria Montessori developed both a philosophy of education and a set of didactic materials from which children
learned.5
The Montessori method was, and still is, a system of education that is
radically different from conventional approaches to teaching and learning. Though not the first approach to assume the central importance of
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the child as the constructor of knowledge, Montessori was the first to
elaborate a comprehensive, child-centered, developmentalist philosophy
in a concrete, pedagogical method.6 Montessori education is exceedingly
well organized while allowing a great deal of individual choice and
freedom.
A typical classroom, known as a “prepared environment,” is large and
open, with many shelves upon which carefully arranged “materials” are
placed. Children are free to move about the room, selecting materials
with which to work, and are expected to return materials to their proper
place when finished. Students may work alone or in self-formed groups.
Lessons are given when children are developmentally ready for new concepts, a judgment that the teacher must make in the course of careful
and continual observation. The materials on the shelves are aesthetically
pleasing and designed to attract children, and (in most cases) must be
used in prescribed ways. While the materials—the graduated rods and
cylinders, the dressing frames and child-sized brooms and mops—are
among the most recognizable elements of a Montessori classroom,
respect for both the learning environment and other students is a hallmark of Montessori education.7 Maria Montessori described the process
this way in 1909:
There are forty little beings—from three to seven years old, each
one intent on his own work. One is going through the exercises
for the senses; one is doing an arithmetical exercise; one is handling the letters, one is drawing, one is fastening and unfastening the pieces of cloth on one of our little wooden frames, still
another is dusting. Some are seated at tables, some on rugs on
the floor. There are muffled sounds of objects lightly moved
about, of children tiptoeing. Once in a while comes a cry of joy
only partly repressed, “Teacher! Teacher!” and eager call, “Look!
See what I’ve done.” But as a rule there is entire absorption in
the work in hand.
The teacher moves quietly about, goes to any child who calls her,
supervising operations in such a way that anyone who needs her
finds her at his elbow, and whoever does not need her is not
reminded of her existence.8
Remarkably, a visitor to a typical Montessori classroom today—whether
in Rome, Osaka, Los Angeles, or Sao Paolo—will witness a similar scene.
Maria Montessori’s approach toward teaching and learning burst upon
the American educational landscape in the spring of 1911 in a series of
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articles in the highly popular muckraking journal, McClure’s Magazine.
Formerly the home to famed journalists Ida Tarbull, Ray Stannard Baker,
and Lincoln Steffens, who in the first decade of the twentieth century
exposed abuses in big business and corruption in politics, McClure’s had
a circulation of well over 400,000 in 1911. The publisher and owner of
the magazine, S. S. McClure, used his journal to bring articles of public
interest to a largely urban and middle-class readership.9
In May 1911, McClure’s published the first of many articles in that magazine on Montessori education. Given the title, “An Educational WonderWorker: The Methods of Maria Montessori,” the piece described in seventeen pages and fourteen photographs how young children achieved
near miraculous results using the method. “A Frenzy of Writing Takes
Possession of the School” and “Children of Four Learn to Write in Six
Weeks” were two of the headings of the flattering article written by
Josephine Tozier, an American who had spent months in Rome talking
with Montessori and visiting her schools. McClure later wrote in his autobiography that both he and Dr. Montessori were overwhelmed by the
response. “It seemed,” he wrote, “as if people everywhere had been waiting for her message.”10
Indeed, public reaction to the initial article describing Maria
Montessori and her methods was so intense that McClure printed numerous letters commenting on the ideas of Montessori in subsequent issues.
Always both the entrepreneur and a “sensitive barometer” of the public,11
McClure saw great promise in the issue. In short order, he promised his
readers that the magazine would publish additional articles describing
the method in considerable detail. He noted that Harvard’s Department
of Education was directing an English translation of Montessori’s recently
published Il Metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all’educazione infantile nelle Case dei Bambini (eventually translated as The Montessori Method),
and he convinced Montessori to travel from Rome to the United States to
give both a series of public lectures and a course for teachers.12
In the fall of 1911, the first Montessori school opened in Tarrytown
with the financial backing of the president of the country’s leading bank,
National Bank of New York (now Citicorp), Frank Vanderlip.13 This private school did not emulate either the location or clientele of Maria
Montessori’s schools in the slums of Rome, but instead served children
from the financial and business elite in a fashionable home overlooking
the Hudson River. The teacher in this school, Anne George, wrote about
the school for McClure’s at the end of the first academic year:
Externally, Dr. Montessori’s Casa dei Bambini bore little
resemblance to this first American school. She made her first
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experiments in the model tenements of the San Lorenzo district
in Rome—a section which has the same relation to the Eternal
City that the East Side has to New York. . . . My children all came
from cultured families, whose greatest ambition it was to give
their children everything possible in the way of education and
rational enjoyment.14
From the beginning, the American version of Montessori differed substantially from its Italian forerunner. Where Dr. Montessori’s educational
experiment grew out of a larger social initiative, it was the “miracle children” who captured the attention of wealthy American supporters.
One American supporter, best-selling author Dorothy Canfield Fisher,15
wrote of the “deep-rooted, wide-spread dissatisfaction with the way modern children are being educated.” She spoke of the need for a dramatic
transformation of schooling:
The truth seems to be that we are suddenly demanding more of
education than we ever before dreamed possible. It is not that
our school or our methods of education are worse than those
which have preceded them, but that we see them to be so far, far
below what they might be—what they ought to be.
After highlighting the faults of modern education, Fisher then spoke
of a solution. As she put it, “Dr. Montessori to the Rescue.” She spoke
glowingly of the doctor, a “scientist” who observed children with care
and who had “discovered certain laws about the intellectual activities of
childhood.”16
In this dazzling period of favorable publicity, additional Montessori
schools opened around the country. Montessori’s American backers,
never missing an opportunity to create a civic organization, founded the
Montessori Education Association. Mabel Bell, the educational philanthropist and deaf wife of Alexander Graham Bell, was the association’s
first president. Both Bells were education advocates and became strong
initial supporters of Maria Montessori. The board of trustees of the
Montessori Education Association included the daughter of Woodrow
Wilson, the editor of National Geographic, the General Secretary of the
YMCA, S. S. McClure, Alexander Graham Bell, and the U. S.
Commissioner of Education.
American parents and teachers continued their clamor for information about the new pedagogy. In the years 1912–1914, there were 187
English language publications, almost all published in the United States,
on Montessori education.17 In Rome in 1913, Americans outnumbered
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trainees from all other countries in the first international training course
for teachers offered by Dr. Montessori. Sixty-seven of the eighty-seven
enrollees were from the United States.18 Later that year, Maria Montessori
made a triumphant visit to the United States. A welcoming dinner held
at the Washington home of the Alexander Graham Bell and Mabel Bell
became the social event of the season. Ambassadors, foreign ministers,
the Secretary of the Navy, the Bishop of Washington, and numerous
lesser lights attended the A-list dinner. This success with influential policy makers was followed up by lecture to the general public held on
December 9 in Carnegie Hall. More than a thousand people were turned
away at the door, and a second lecture was given just six days later.19
For three weeks, Maria Montessori tirelessly toured major cities in the
United States touting her program. Her public lectures were always sold
out, professors and policy makers clamored for an audience, and newspapers ran complimentary features about her and her method of teaching
(frequently mangling her message in the process). Moreover, many progressive Americans were buoyed by the possibilities of her approach to
education. In the years from 1911 to 1916, just over 200 Americans
undertook training with Montessori in Rome. The first Montessori school
in the United States opened in 1911. By the 1916–1917 academic year,
there were 104 Montessori schools in existence.20
Like a falling meteor, however, the bright Montessori blaze quickly died
out. By the time of her second trip to the United States in 1915, Dr.
Montessori faced numerous influential critics. Stories about the promise
of her system disappeared from newspapers and magazines, replaced by
fearful stories about the “cult” of Montessori.21 Her early backers were no
longer in her corner, having moved on to other interests. By the time of
American entry into World War I in 1916, American Montessori mania
had died out. A few Montessori schools were in operation, but essentially
the movement was a nonentity in American education.
Patterns established during this first phase of American
Montessorianism, however, set the stage for future developments. Key
patterns revolve around (1) the manner in which Americans received
Montessori, (2) the strategies employed to promote the method, and (3)
the quality of relationships that developed between the European originators and the American interpreters of Montessori education. Taken
together, these patterns highlight the importance of context in the rise
(and fall) of educational movements.
The American tendency to tinker with educational innovation, a recurrent theme in the history of American educational reform, is prominent
in the Montessori story.22 Montessori’s method came to the United States
at a unique moment. The United States was emerging from a period of
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intense debate about how best to educate young children. An
Americanized version of kindergarten, one that Froebel would have only
partially recognized, had already found a place in the mainstream.23
Indeed, for some Americans, the notion of an alternative to the predominant kindergarten narrative was precisely the appeal of Montessori. Most
early childhood educators, on the other hand, sought to cherry-pick
ideas that could supplement the American kindergarten experience. The
1912 and 1913 meetings of the Kindergarten Department of the National
Education Association focused on Montessori education. In these sessions, preschool educators grappled with the ideas of Montessori and
contrasted them with their own views. One author wrote in the
Kindergarten-Primary Magazine, “Altogether it behooves us to be liberal,
not dogmatic, and to listen to the tale with interest.”24
In a tepid introduction to The Montessori Method, Harvard professor of
education Henry W. Holmes highlighted the belief in pragmatic cherrypicking:
Practically, it is highly probable that the system ultimately
adopted in our schools will combine elements of the Montessori
programme with elements of the kindergarten programme, both
“liberal” and “conservative. In its actual procedure school work
must always be thus eclectic. An all-or-nothing policy for a single
system inevitably courts defeat; for the public is not interested in
systems as systems, and refuses in the end to believe that any one
system contains every good thing.25
The call for an eclectic and liberal approach to school reform, so
clearly articulated here, recurs in later chapters of the history of
Montessori in America.
The Montessori story also highlights the importance of “match” in successful educational reform. A case can be made that the Montessori
method failed to take hold in this early period because of what the historian Patricia Albjerg Graham describes as “discontinuities in
Progressivism.”26 Prior to World War I, “progressive” schools were places
that brought to life the ideas of prominent Americans reacting to the
swell of immigrants and the working poor entering urban public schools.
These reformers were involved in creating curricula that would foster
American middle-class values about work, home, and civic responsibility
to the newcomers to American education. The reforms introduced
included vocational education, assimilation programs, and efforts to
keep children in school. The ideas of Montessori were examined by these
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reformers and found lacking in fostering their curricular and social
objectives.
Postwar progressive education leaders, by contrast, were more likely to
be academics or administrators. Many of their ideas were supportive of
the middle-class families and private schools. A progressive school in this
latter era was experimental and drew upon the theories of the emerging
social sciences.27 It is possible that this latter group, with their child-centered focus and concern for social reform, might have been more receptive to Montessori. By the time these progressive educators came upon
the scene, however, the Montessori method had been vilified and placed
aside.
The vilification of Montessori is itself a fascinating story, which helps
underscore discontinuities within the social and intellectual worlds of
prewar America. Almost immediately following the introduction of Maria
Montessori’s pedagogical ideas in the popular press, critics began to
emerge. The best known of these was William Heard Kilpatrick of
Teachers College. Kilpatrick began his study of Montessori education in
1912. After visiting several American Montessori schools, talking with
American proponents of the method, and traveling to Rome to visit the
Dottoressa herself, he pronounced his verdict. And the judgment was
negative.
In 1914, Kilpatrick published his critique. In a comprehensive denunciation, Kilpatrick accused Montessori of shoddy science, misunderstanding child development, thwarting children’s self-expression, developing
didactic materials that inhibit learning, failing to connect the curriculum
to larger societal concerns, supporting “outworn and castoff psychological theory,” and foisting books and reading and writing on children at too
early an age.28
Although subsequent work in cognitive learning theory and brain
research would validate Dr. Montessori’s approach, Kilpatrick’s dramatic
response was important for two reasons. First is the power of the academy. Even though he was at the beginning of his career, Kilpatrick held
an influential position at Teachers College, then the leading school of
education in the United States, and was, consequently, able to publicize
his critiques with ease. Professor Kilpatrick’s denunciations reached
other “teachers of teachers” in the newly created departments and
schools of education in the colleges and universities of the United States.
Already a bit unsure of their standing in the academic pecking order of
the university, professors of education were not about to wholeheartedly
support the “unscientific” claims, at least in their view, of a female from
another country. Other academic progressives joined Kilpatrick’s attack.
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A professor at the University of Omaha called the method a “fad promoted and advertised by a shrewd commercial spirit” that made dupes of
the “novelty loving American public.”29
Second, Kilpatrick’s critique persisted among mainstream academics
and educational policy makers for decades. Montessori has never been
considered a scientist by anyone other than her followers,30 in part
because she seems to have deliberately shunned the scientific/academic
community in favor of a more direct, mission-oriented approach to developing and diffusing the method. Despite her own rigorous scientific
training as a medical doctor, Montessori’s style of talking and writing
about the method also tended toward the florid and romantic, further
distancing her from the university world that legitimated contemporaries
such as Piaget. The perception of Montessori as a “priestess” leading a
cult has hovered over the movement since this moment, and a significant
part of the story of Americanization revolves around efforts to lift that
shadow.31
Finally, and perhaps most important, competing conceptions of the
meaning of educational reform led to the scanty success of Montessori in
this period. One view—what might be called the European view—held
that the value of the Montessori method lay in its radical vision of the
child, a vision that could only be preserved if the integrity of the method
was carefully guarded. Until her death in 1952, Maria Montessori made it
her personal mission to safeguard the purity of the method by controlling its diffusion and insisting that its practice be monitored by a small
group of hand-picked individuals whom she had personally trained. By
contrast, what we identify as an American view called for rapid and widespread diffusion and an inclusive approach toward other educational
approaches.
The tension between preserving the purity of the method and promoting widespread dispersion caused considerable conflicts between
Montessori and her American supporters. The list of early American followers who came to disfavor with the Dottoressa over this issue constitutes
a who’s who of progressivism: Alexander Graham Bell, Mabel Bell,
Margaret Wilson, Helen Parkhust, and S. S. McClure. Surely some of the
conflict was attributable to the clash of strong personalities, which was
compounded by communication barriers caused by language and geography. More significant, however, were the tensions that arose out of competing conceptions of reform.
While the first phase of Montessori education in America concluded
with Montessori’s abrupt departure from U.S. shores, it is important to
note that the seeds of the movement had taken root. As the American
Montessori movement lay dormant for nearly forty years, a global
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Montessori movement continued to grow, and Americans continued to
travel to Europe to study with Dr. Montessori. Moreover, the difficulties
that appeared during this period remained alive and set the stage for the
development of Montessori as an educational movement that lived, and
continues to live, in a state of tension.
PHASE 2: MONTESSORI RETURNS AND REMAINS
By 1952, the year that the 81-year-old Maria Montessori died while sitting
in a garden in the Netherlands, Montessori education had virtually disappeared from the United States. At that decade’s end, however, a distinctly
American version of the system would begin to take shape. The leader of
the American revival was yet another well-educated, charismatic Catholic
woman, Nancy McCormick Rambusch. The young Nancy McCormick
became aware of the writings of Maria Montessori while a student at the
University of Toronto in the late 1940s. Later, as a postgraduate studying
in Paris, she saw firsthand Montessori schooling in action. It was not until
after marriage, a return to the United States, and the birth of her first
child in 1952, however, that the now Mrs. Rambusch began to seek an
alternative to traditional schooling for her own child—thus causing her
to reexamine Montessori’s pedagogy. In 1953, she traveled to Paris to
attend the Tenth International Montessori Congress, where she met the
new face of Montessori, Maria Montessori’s son Mario,32 the newly
installed leader of Association Montessori Internationale (AMI).33
Based in Amsterdam, AMI was the sole official outlet for Montessori
support, materials, and teachers. Authorization to start national societies,
orders for Montessori didactic materials, and appeals for teacher trainers
all flowed through AMI and, ultimately, through its head, Mario
Montessori. At this conference, Mrs. Rambusch discussed with Mario the
possibility of starting a Montessori-type school in the United States.
Foreshadowing the future tension between the two, Mario famously
replied, “Madame, there is no such thing as a Montessori type school;
there is only a Montessori school.”34
Over the course of the next several years, Rambusch, at the prompting
of Mario, took Montessori training in London, an experience that she
subsequently dismissed as uninspired and without academic rigor. She
remained, however, in touch with Mario, who was supportive of attempts
to return Montessori to the United States. In 1958, in collaboration with
a group of prominent Greenwich, Connecticut, families, Rambusch was
instrumental in opening the Whitby School. Also in 1958, pleased with
the work and energy of Nancy Rambusch, Mario named her his personal
emissary to the United States and strongly supported the creation of the
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American Montessori Society (AMS) with Rambusch at the helm.35
In the hands of Rambusch, Montessori achieved a degree a stability
that was elusive to American Montessori promoters in earlier decades.
Rambusch herself attributed this achievement to her persistent focus on
promoting Montessori as a “social movement” rather than a method.
Rambusch constantly maintained that “American Montessori” was not
the same thing as “Montessori in America.” For her, the goal was “the creation of a viable American Montessori educational experience for as
many children as possible.”36
When Nancy Rambusch assumed the mantle of Montessori leadership
in the United States, she did so within a culture that, unlike that of the
turn of the century, was uniquely matched to the social, spiritual, and
intellectual thrust of the Montessori system. It was also a country that was
on the brink of electing a young, charismatic liberal Catholic—John F.
Kennedy—to its highest office. Both Kennedy and Rambusch lived in an
America of seemingly unbridled promise. Given the economic, military,
and intellectual might of their land, all things seemed perfectible if the
proper amount of expertise and ingenuity were employed. Kennedy’s
reliance on an establishment elite of the “best and the brightest” has
been masterfully told by David Halberstam, and Rambusch’s orientation
toward the diffusion of Montessori generally, and teacher education
specifically, serves as a vivid case study of this theme.37
Both Kennedy and Rambusch looked to an educated elite for nurture
and support. Kennedy acquired advisors from universities and leading
American corporations. Rambusch wanted the approval and support of
the American educational establishment—college professors in schools
of education and state and federal education leaders. She surmised that
she could only garner their support if Montessori training became scientific, at least as defined by the prevailing research establishment, following the most up-to-date precepts.
Furthermore, the early sixties were a time when liberal American
Catholics might challenge tradition in seeking to better the human condition. In the United States, a liberal Catholic president articulated the
need for a New Frontier to “deal with unsolved problems of peace and
war, unconquered pockets of ignorance and prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus.”38 In Rome, a new leader, Pope John XXIII,
was about to convene the Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, better known as Vatican II, to remake centuries-old Catholic traditions seeking to bring the message of Jesus to the world in light of the modern
world’s ever-changing trends.39
Beyond larger social and historical events, Rambusch herself attributed
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the appeal of Montessori to an additional anxiety: that of educated m
others in search of “the best for their children”:
I would say that parents, understandably, are anxious to do the
best for their children. They are extremely upset at the notion of
leaving their children in the vestibule of life until the age of six.
Now, whether or not the Montessori approach might be construed as a valid alternative to existing nursery school, kindergarten approaches, is really not the question. The fact is that the
college-educated parents, many of whom are better educated
than the people teaching their children, are like natives in an
underdeveloped country, and are restless. They want something.40
While her reference in this publication is to “educated parents,”
Rambusch was really talking about educated mothers, those primarily
responsible for the rearing of their children in suburban middle-class
America: her target audience.
Just as important was the religious identity of her most immediate audience. Though not overtly identified as such, The Whitby School was
under the jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic diocese of Connecticut.
Indeed, the initial appeal to the citizens of Greenwich was made by a
group of prominent Catholic women (including the sister of Ethel
Kennedy) who were dissatisfied with parochial schools and refused to
send their children to public schools. From a practical standpoint, these
parents were accustomed to the notion of paying tuition for parochial
schools, and from an ideological standpoint, they were particularly receptive to the Catholic worldview41 that permeated Montessori philosophy.
As Rambusch’s small band of Roman Catholic mothers grew into larger
band of Roman Catholic men and women, the appeal of the social and
spiritual dimension of Montessori’s worldview grew as well. One of the
first published accounts of Whitby, in the liberal Catholic magazine,
Jubilee, featured a full-page image of Nancy Rambusch teaching the meaning of Holy Communion to children in the school. A large cross hanging
over a communion alter in the classroom completed the visual.42 Unlike
the earlier attempt to frame Montessori as a transplanted pedagogical
method, Rambusch seized on the notion of Montessori as a social movement concentrated on elevating the status of early childhood development that focused equally on intellectual and spiritual growth. Writing
previously in the same magazine, Rambusch commented, “Dr.
Montessori devoted much thought to the most effective method of
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teaching religion to small children. She emphasized the presence in the
small child of an acute sensitivity to religious matters, but she knew that
religion must be taught in relation to what the child already knows of
life.”43 Here she explicitly links the natural spiritual sensitivity of the child
to an equally natural drive to learn. Within the Montessori worldview, as
described by Rambusch, spiritual and intellectual development was a reciprocal process, the recognition of which prompted a profound reverence for the child. It is important to note that this overt emphasis on spirituality marked a contrast to the earlier introduction of Montessori to
American audiences.
Just as important, it was a social movement that, at least in Rambusch’s
hands, fit the social context of a post-Brown United States. That is,
Montessori’s utopian vision of social harmony, exemplified by the intentional and peaceful manner in which children, properly taken care of, go
about “constructing their personalities,”44 fit with the tenor of middleclass suburban culture. Rambusch made a point of speaking to any available audience, emphasizing the social and spiritual goals of the
approach. Some observers argue that the still-nascent feminist movement
also played a role—both in Rambusch’s fervor and in the groundswell of
support that grew among middle-class mothers in search of a better way
to school their young children.45
At this point, we argue, the story of Montessori in America becomes,
largely, an institutional history. The key events in this 1960s revival all
revolve around the formation of the American Montessori Society and its
evolution from the sole representative of the International Montessori
movement in the United States to a uniquely American instantiation of
Montessori philosophy and technique. That evolution, recorded chiefly
in the correspondence between Rambusch and Mario Montessori, is
wrought with political, ideological, and cultural tensions.
Mario Montessori—an exile from the Italy of Mussolini, a refugee from
civil war-torn Spain, a resident of war-ravaged Amsterdam since 1946—
acted as a counterweight to Rambusch. For the younger Montessori, a
Montessori method that was pure and untainted offered a sanctuary
from the horrors of nihilism and modernism. While America might see
endless possibility in social change, this war refugee saw a modern world
fraught with danger. When Mario heard Nancy Rambusch ask for permission to change Montessori training to better suit a modern, progressive
America, the prospect startled him. He wrote in reply,
Speaking about the necessity of helping children to adapt to the
culture of their country: A proposal was made to Dr Montessori
to start a “Montessori Hitler Jugend.” She refused, after which
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Montessori was banned both in Germany and Italy, and Dr.
Montessori’s effigy and books were publicly burned in Vienna.46
In the face of the horror that was Europe in the 1930s and 1940s, the
revolutionary vision of Dr. Montessori—now institutionalized in the
Association Montessori Internationale (AMI), preserved in her writings,
and guarded by a generation of followers—was much more than an educational philosophy. It was a lifeline imbued with hope, tradition, and the
promise of redemptive peace. In the context of a world in turmoil, preserving the integrity of the vision, itself under assault, seems a logical mission indeed.
The political tensions inherent in the rise of AMS were played out on
two levels. The first, and most obvious, was as a clash of personalities. The
correspondence between Rambusch and Montessori reveals two strong,
charismatic figures, both deeply committed to Maria Montessori’s ideals,
and both more than a little contemptuous of the other’s interpretation
of those ideals and their proper enactment in American culture. Their
correspondence began in the early 1950s and accelerated around 1956 as
Rambusch sought to institutionalize an American version of Montessori.
In June of 1959 (one year following the founding of Whitby), Nancy
Rambusch was appointed by Mario Montessori as the “representative of
the Association Montessori Internationale for the USA with the special
tasks of starting Montessori schools in the country, taking steps necessary
to start a Montessori society affiliation to the Association Montessori
Internationale, and an institution for training teachers in the Montessori
method.”47 Six months later, the American Montessori Society was established. Later that same year, Mario Montessori appointed AMS as the sole
representative of AMI in the United States, with exclusive authority to set
up and administer teacher training programs. However, by 1963, relations had broken down to such a point that AMS voted to sever its relationship with AMI, and Montessori, in turn, resigned his position on the
AMS board of directors.
On an institutional level, Rambusch and Mario Montessori held contrasting views on how best to bring Montessori to the American public.
Where Montessori insisted (as had his mother) on the absolute authority
of the Association Montessori Internationale, Rambusch believed that
the only feasible way to bring Montessori education to large numbers of
Americans was through diffusion. In a series of letters and in public
appearances, both repeated their arguments. Mario Montessori
rehearsed his central goal of preserving the “integrity” of the method
through tight control of standards of practice and teacher training in
statements such as these:
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On standards: It is very necessary for people who do not know the
Montessori method. They go to one school and see the
Montessori method taught one way, and in another school
another way, and then they say in the Montessori method you
can do anything you want.
On authority: I am at the head of the Pedagogical committee of
the whole world, automatically just because I am I. Any change
in any proposed procedure must come back to us. . . . Even for
the Greek, the Pedagogical Committee of Greece has to send to
AMI what they have done and explain the reason for us to determine whether or not it breaks the Montessori method or does
not affect the integrity.
On teacher training: The original function of the Montessori society was to protect Dr. Montessori’s work so the only valid course
was Dr. Montessori’s and mine. . . . Now we started after Dr.
Montessori’s death to institute certain courses to certain people
who had worked with Dr. Montessori or us and under our guidance.48
The example of teacher training, in fact, became the central axis
around which tensions were enacted. Rambusch responded to Mario
Montessori’s attempts to concentrate both practical and governmental
authority in the institution of AMI by declaring the need for a uniquely
American version of the movement. Rambusch wrote in 1963,
There is a good reason to believe that the American Montessori
movement will be destroyed as intellectually and pedagogically
substantive if it is representative of the fossilized outlook of those
Europeans whose fidelity to Dr. Montessori’s memory is as
unquestioned as is their innocence of the complexity of
American culture.49
Like both Maria and Mario Montessori, Rambusch believed that
teacher training would serve as a primary (though not exclusive) avenue
for institutionalizing Montessori in the United States. Unlike Mario, however, she sought to design a version of Montessori teacher training that
would conform to American professional standards. To that end, she initiated a relationship with John McDermott, then a professor of philosophy at City University of New York, and over the course of a decade, he
assumed the role of legitimating voice within the academy. Advocating
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the introduction of Montessori education through teachers colleges, he
argued for an inclusive approach to the method and an acceptance of the
“ideology of pluralities” as a key element of American Montessorianism.50
In contrast to the European strategy of “transplanting” a pure version
of Montessori education and controlling the growth of the seedling,
Rambusch argued that the movement would more likely take root if the
governing metaphor was “transmutation.”51 She exhibited this concept in
action most ardently in her reaction to efforts by Mario Montessori to
install Margaret Elizabeth (“Betty”) Stephenson as his hand-picked
“expert” to serve as the primary transmitter of Montessori pedagogy and
philosophy. Rambusch characterized the approach of Miss Stephenson
(as she was known) and her like-minded supporters as mistakenly “oriented almost exclusively in the direction of Montessori training as ‘mystical initiation,’ and not professional formation.”52
The rejection of Montessori “dogma” became a consistent theme in
communications originating from the American Montessori Society. For
nearly two years, AMS struggled with Mario Montessori’s staffing training
courses, first in Greenwich and Oklahoma City, and later in Washington,
D.C. The Washington course ultimately became the final impetus for rupture as Rambusch claimed difficulty in attracting students, while
Montessori reported dismay with efforts to “dismiss” Stephenson. At the
same time, Rambusch and Stephenson grew increasingly contemptuous
of one another. In August 1962, AMS finally concluded that they could
not support the course and informed Stephenson by letter of their decision. Mario Montessori’s incensed telegram response to the rejection of
Miss Stephenson followed a week later: “IF MISS STEPHENSON NOT
REASSUMED AS COURSE TRAINER, PROVISIONAL AGREEMENT
AMS AND AMI BECOMES VOID AND AMI WILL FEEL FREE TO RECOGNIZE COURSES NOT RUN BY AMS.” In other words, if AMS continued in its rejection of Betty Stephenson as a teacher trainer, then Mario
Montessori would recognize others as the official arm of Montessori in
America.53
Thus, what was ostensibly a squabble over how and under what conditions to run a single training course became the event that prompted
AMS and AMI to sever their relationship. Of course, the battle over
Stephenson’s course was only the most concrete manifestation of deeper
ideological, cultural, and practical tensions between the American and
European approaches to Montessori education. Even as the ostensible
cause for thwarting the Washington course appears to have been procedural, by 1963, there were reports of AMI and AMS trainers “screaming”
at one another in the midst of training sessions and of a walkout by one
AMI trainer.54
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In the end, Stephenson went on to run the course at Washington
Montessori Institute (WMI) for the next 30 years. In the process, she personally trained a generation of Montessori educators. Other AMI trainers
ran additional courses in other cities as well, fulfilling Mario Montessori’s
desire to preserve a “pure” version of the method in the United States.55
In the meantime, AMS went on to authorize a variety of training
courses all over the country, though very few managed to penetrate the
universe of mainstream teacher education.56 Where Rambusch sought to
find inroads into mainstream education by running Montessori training
courses through traditional university-based teacher preparation programs, Mario Montessori preferred the master class structure formulated
by his mother. These competing approaches to furthering Montessori
point to ideological and cultural factors that undergird practice.
As a practical matter, differences between “purist” and “pragmatic”
approaches to classroom life are not easy to describe. Both AMI and AMS
now publish a set of “standards,” which, in the main, highlight more of
their similarities than differences. Both, for instance, call for “large
blocks of uninterrupted time” for work and “appropriate three-year
groupings of students.” In practice, however, trained observers report significant differences with regard to the length of work periods (AMI periods tend to be longer), grouping of students (AMS practice is more favorable to, for instance, setting up freestanding programs for five-year-olds),
classroom apparatus (AMI stipulates the need for a “complete set” of
“AMI approved” materials, while AMS encourages teachers to expand
beyond Montessori materials) and student-teacher ratios (AMI classrooms are more likely to have larger student-teacher ratios).57
Even more than pedagogical dissimilarities, contrasting approaches to
institutional authority remain a prominent theme in the two organizations’ standards. In contrast to AMI’s brief listing of standards, all of
which are pedagogical in nature, AMS accreditation is determined by a
twenty-six-page booklet of guidelines addressing all aspects of school
life—from personnel (“written job descriptions should be prepared for
all positions”) to facilities (“classroom has appropriate storage space for
classroom materials”). The AMS booklet, which was originally drafted by
Rambusch, reflects an abiding concern with mainstream notions of legitimacy, which are here instantiated in a set of procedural guidelines. By
contrast, the overriding source of authority for AMI pedagogy remains
AMI-approved training and materials.
From an ideological perspective, the struggle between Nancy
Rambusch, the American, and Mario Montessori and Betty Stephenson,
the Europeans, was a struggle between liberalism and radicalism. Mario
Montessori’s strong commitment to preserving a pure form of the
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method with a deep focus on correct practice as the only proper instantiation of the method left him willing to abandon the enterprise of
Americanization, at least on an institutional level. For Montessori, the
power of the method was located in the knowledge base held by “experienced”58 trainers. Without that expertise, there could be no movement.
Yet, in the middle-class suburban world in which American
Montessorianism developed, liberalism, not radicalism, held sway.
Americanization, it seemed, would necessitate adaptation, and adaptation would remain a threat to the radical vision of childhood and the
coherence of the method itself. As AMS promoted the liberal vision of
Montessori education, the Washington Montessori Institute became the
keeper of the radical vision. In 1979, AMI-USA was established, further
institutionalizing the tension.
While the American players had clearly changed, in Europe, the core
of the movement remained deeply attached to the founder and, at least
doctrinally, remained committed to preserving the purity of the method
as had been formulated by Dr. Montessori. In terms of sheer numbers,
the growth of the Montessori movement in the United States attests to
the success of Rambusch’s campaign to “get the word out.” Nonetheless,
we want to draw attention to both the limits of the movement and to
the importance of tension in forging a distinctive American Montessori
identity.
Despite their steady growth in number, Montessori schools have never
succeeded in breaking into the mainstream of education, early childhood or otherwise. Most Americans today remain uninformed about
Montessori education and, however fractured, the Montessori movement
retains distinctive cultural practices, which ensure its marginality. AMI
and AMS share more in common with one another than either does with
mainstream educational culture, and we maintain that the
Americanization of Montessori was a legacy not of a single leader but of
the tensions themselves.
PHASE 3: THE CURRENT REVIVAL
On January 6, 2007, more than 1,200 Montessorians from 55 countries
gathered in Rome to mark the opening of the first Casa dei Bambini with
fanfare, reverence, and a commitment to renew global attention to the
universal cause of the child.59 The Association Montessori Internationale
and the Opera Nazionale Montessori (Italy’s local Montessori society)
jointly sponsored the event. In addition to the AMI and ONM faithful,
numerous educational researchers from around the world and the president and executive director of the American Montessori Society were in
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attendance. Two months later, the AMS held its own celebration in New
York. Along with the thousands of AMS members, conference attendees
included a substantial number of American educational researchers and
the president of AMI. Both celebratory conferences, in other words,
prominently displayed two themes. First is an interest in understanding
the profusion of recent scientific research confirming the validity of
Montessori’s claims about children and education. Second is a belief that
now is the time for respect and unity within the Montessori movement
worldwide in order that Montessorians might reach larger numbers of
children.
The centenary marks a period when Montessori is experiencing what
we characterize as a “third wave” of intense interest in the United States.
Like previous phases, the current revival is the product of a convergence
of social, political, and cultural forces. Unlike previous revivals, the scope
and intensity of this one appears to be wider, leading potentially to
Montessori pedagogy becoming more thoroughly embraced by the mainstream.
Beginning in the mid-1990s, at roughly the time that charter schools
acquired currency as a viable approach to school reform, public
Montessori programs began to proliferate alongside other comprehensive reform models such as Accelerated Schools, Success for All, and,
more recently, KIPP. Using a combination of statistics available through
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and a survey of U.S.
school districts, we were able to identify approximately 240 public
Montessori programs in thirty-two states. Of those, more than half have
either opened or received charters in the past decade. The highest concentrations of public Montessori schools are found in the states of
Arizona, California, Florida, Michigan, Ohio, and Texas, each with more
than fifteen schools identified. The vast majority of these schools report
no affiliation with a Montessori professional association (AMI or AMS).60
Determining growth in the public sector is difficult. The NCES database is only able to identify schools with Montessori in the name.
Moreover, a fair number of programs may be unidentified as Montessori
because they operate as a school within a school, such as the program at
Watkins Elementary in the District of Columbia. Additionally, we know of
several schools that are in the process of converting from conventional
elementary education programs to Montessori programs, and these are
not represented in our database. As a result, our count likely underestimates the true number of Montessori programs currently operating in
the United States. What is clear from the available data, however, is that
public Montessori is a growth sector of the movement.
Increased attention to the public sector has been identified as a
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priority for both AMS and AMI. Both organizations view the extension of
Montessori education to larger numbers of children as a key, missionbased priority. “If we truly believe that Montessori education is effective,”
announced AMI president André Roberfroid on the occasion of the
Centenary Conference, “then we cannot be satisfied with serving small
numbers of privileged children.”61
In addition to growth in the public sector, private Montessori school
enrollment also has risen steadily in the past decade. From one school in
1959, to 355 schools in 1970, to roughly five thousand schools in 2007,
the growth has been considerable. The percentage increase in the number of students in attendance at Montessori schools is greater still. In
1980, the average American Montessori school served between twenty
and eighty children between the ages of three and six. Today, nearly half
of all schools registered with either AMI or AMS report an enrollment of
over one hundred. These programs also report serving children well
beyond the age of six, with elementary and/or adolescent programs constituting the greatest area of growth within the private sector.
Researchers, too, have started to notice Montessori and have begun to
study its contributions. While a rich collection of “insider” literature on
Montessori has existed since the start of the movement,62 the first century
of Montessori witnessed only a handful of studies conducted by scholars
within the mainstream educational establishment.63 In the years
2000–2005, there were thirty-two research studies of Montessori education completed in the United States alone.64 These studies were followed
up in 2006 by the publication in the prestigious mainstream journal
Science, with research findings indicating significant performance gains
for children educated in Montessori schools.65 The study, conducted by a
respected cognitive psychologist (though also a Montessori insider),
drew from a population of inner-city public Montessori school students
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In part because its subjects were not children
of privilege, and in part because the findings were so decisive in their validation of Montessori as an educational approach, the article drew international attention.
Just as Rambusch’s emphasis on the progressive, social aspect of
Montessori struck a chord among middle-class parents in the 1950s and
1960s, Lillard’s focus on scientific validity speaks directly to the concerns
of her generation. This focus on academic achievement has been
embraced by all sectors of the Montessori movement: Lillard was a
keynote speaker at both the AMI and AMS centennial celebrations. In a
policy environment obsessed with standards and accountability, evidence
demonstrating that Montessori children can in fact achieve—particularly
evidence strong enough to be published in the journal Science—has the
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potential to reframe the national conversation about educational reform.
Likewise, new research on motivation, embodied cognition, and brain
development provides striking confirmation of Maria Montessori’s early
claims regarding sensorial learning, attention, and intrinsic versus extrinsic rewards. Taken together, a new generation of research both dispels
the notion that Montessori is “quaint” or “unscientific” and answers the
increasingly desperate call for a reform solution that works.
Not only does Montessori appear poised to be embraced by the
American mainstream, but American Montessorianism also is now a
world leader in size and influence. According to the Secretariat of
Association Montessori Internationale, there are five thousand
Montessori schools in the United States. Only China, with six thousand
schools, has more. The countries next in number are Japan with four
thousand schools, Canada with one thousand, and the United Kingdom
with 750. Beyond the numbers, in many of the areas of the world where
Montessori teachers are needed, school founders are turning to the
United States for either teachers or trainers. At the International
Centenary Conference in Rome, thirty-five percent of the twelve hundred attendees were from the United States or Canada, more than from
any other region except for the host countries of Italy and the European
Union (forty-eight percent of attendees were from the E.U.). Americans,
in other words, have become the exporters of Montessori to the world.66
The final trend of the current era is the further splintering of the
American Montessori movement. Mario Montessori in 1959 worried that
a cleft in the movement would cause AMI to lose control of content and
of standards. Today in the United States, there are at least six organizations through which a school may be affiliated. Schools that wish to identify themselves as Montessori schools without any organizational affiliation are free to do so; the name Montessori is not protected by copyright
or patent. While many fundamental elements of Montessori remain in
most schools that call themselves Montessori, there is no unified governing body that regulates quality or checks to see if actual Montessori curriculum is being followed. Mario Montessori’s fears, in other words, have
come to pass. At the turn of the second century of Montessori education,
the competing demands of inclusion and integrity, pragmatism and
purity, liberalism and radicalism remain as poignant as they were at the
movement’s birth.67
CONCLUSION: TENSIONS, TRADE-OFFS, AND TENACITY: A CASE OF
ENDURING EDUCATIONAL REFORM
From the start, Americans have demonstrated deep regard for
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Montessori—the woman, the method, and the movement. And because
the Montessori story spans the course of an entire century, its development provides unique perspective on the dynamic interplay of culture,
politics, and personality that have influenced the shape of educational
practice—Montessori and otherwise—over the past hundred years. While
other movements and methods, rooted in similar notions of childhood
and development, have withered under the force of American political
and social pressures, Montessori alone continues to function as a distinctive educational approach. We attribute the endurance of the method to
a history lived in tension, which has allowed Montessori to evolve while at
the same time remaining stable. In this article, we have attempted the
show the role that Montessori has played in the American educational
scene—a role that has been both influential and, until quite recently,
largely invisible. Moreover, we argue, the story of Montessori in America
offers deeper insights into American attitudes toward education, social
reform, childhood, and progress. The story of Montessori in America
offers a window into the American character and the relationship of that
character to the rest of the world.
The dominant thread of our analysis has involved a tension between
what we characterize as European and American worldviews. The themes
of progressivism and assimilation run throughout a narrative that chronicles political, ideological, and cultural tensions as they have played themselves out over the past century. Viewed through a political or institutional lens, the story of Montessori in America might be seen as an
illustration of the tension between concentration and diffusion of power.
Viewed through an intellectual lens, the tension between radicalism and
liberalism runs through the heart of the story. Viewed through a cultural
lens, tensions between preservation and innovation come to the fore.
Taken together, these tensions have forged a unique identity for the
American version of this worldwide movement.
In highlighting these tensions, we are drawn back to questions we
posed at the start of this article: Was Montessori (the woman) a progressive? Is Montessori (the method) “scientific”? Can Montessori (movement) be assimilated into existing educational frameworks and capture a
viable constituency? The answers to these questions change depending
on the era in which they are posed.
The question of Montessori’s progressivism highlights the ubiquity of
the progressive narrative in American culture. For nearly a century,
American education has been nearly synonymous with progressive education, even as the parameters of progressivism have changed over time.68
For Kilpatrick, along with much of the academic establishment of the
early twentieth century, Maria Montessori’s educational practice did not
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resemble the brand of progressivism they promoted. It was, in part, their
failure to recognize themselves in her emphatically child-centered and
optimistic vision that prompted them to dismiss her and, by extension,
her method. Yet, thirty years later, Time magazine pronounced the nearly
“forgotten” Montessori “the founder of progressive education.” The
claim may have been overstated, but it certainly illustrates both her bona
fides as a progressive educator and the power of the progressive
message.69
Immediately upon its arrival in the United States, Montessori’s
method, which she named “scientific pedagogy,” was dismissed as
“shoddy science” by American academics working in schools of education. A century later, however, Montessori’s ideas about how children
learn are supported by a strong body of empirical evidence and championed by developmental psychologists, even though they may be unaware
that Dr. Montessori came up with the ideas initially. One developmental
psychologist has written a highly regarded book exploring the scientific
basis for Montessori education and concluded that none of the central
ideas of Montessori has been disproved. Maria Montessori was not a theorist, at least not in the conventional academic mold. She was a physician
and a careful observer of children who sought to create a practical system
of education that brought about optimal learning. Her observations and
her ideas have stood the test of time.70
Finally, for fifty years it seemed that Montessori education would not be
part of the larger American pattern of education. After an initial flurry
of excitement, Montessori schools largely ceased to exist in the United
States. The rebirth of the 1950s and 1960s, however, has been followed in
the past two decades by a resurgence that seems both more widespread
and more firmly grounded in the dominant educational culture than
ever before in the movement’s history. As the mainstream beckons, a new
wave of enthusiasm, this time bolstered by “science” and a century-long
track record of success, Montessori faces what may be its most significant
challenge—widespread acceptance into the mainstream of American
public education.
That acceptance and growth can be viewed as a challenge highlights
the irony of the Montessori experience in the United States. For one hundred years, promoters and advocates of Dr. Montessori’s ideas have
unsuccessfully sought recognition and approval from mainstream educational policy makers and academics. Being placed on the margins, however, allowed the small number of independent Montessori schools in
operation to follow the time-honored practices of the founder and, in the
process, avoid the fads and trends of conventional education. If the current trend of growth and diffusion into the public sector continues,
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Montessorians may find remaining pure to their tradition becoming
much more difficult.
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