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PARENTING FOR A NEW WORLD

Parents and Us

A few weeks ago I received an email from a mother 
entitled: “Looking for ways to connect to teachers/
classroom”. In it she wrote:

I’ve been listening to your podcast for several months and 
enjoy the perspectives presented. I have two kids enrolled at a 
Montessori school in ___________, and we’ve been at this school 
for about 4 years. … My question is how does a parent get to know 
a teacher and a classroom, so as to improve a working relationship, 
and feel more connected to the learning process?

She continued by saying that because pick-up and 
drop-off are done outside of the classroom, during 
the week parents might “never even see a child’s lead 
teacher.” Although the mother happily noted that this 
arrangement encourages children’s independence, 
she (and other parents) feel “there is a need for more 
[interaction].”

The mother concluded her email with this question: 
“What do Montessori teachers and administrators 
recommend as good things for parents to do to feel 
connected? I appreciate your thoughts!”

I’m curious, if she were a parent at your school, how 
would you respond?

Later in this article I’ll share my response, but before 
that I want to raise a red flag here: this parent feels more 
comfortable contacting a virtual stranger (me) with 
her concern than the teachers and administrators at 
her children’s own school. This is a real problem — and 
not one limited to just this mother. Her email, along 
with similar others, have made me ask myself a pretty 
significant question: In our noble pursuit to serve the 
child, have we potentially lost sight of his parents?

In my work over the years with thousands of teachers, 
parents and children in Montessori schools, I’m pretty 
confident the answer is closer to yes than no. And in my 
own case years ago as an early educator, I’m certain of 
that.

I used to see moms and dads as basically trouble to avoid, 
definitely not as people to “feel connected” to. And in a 

way my old thinking kind of makes sense, for don’t some 
parents do things to really turn us off as Montessori 
educators?

For instance, take a look at this photo of a child in 
her playroom that I saw posted earlier this month on 
Facebook by the girl’s mom: 

Oh boy.

Or how about the story I recently heard of a 4-year-old 
coming to class with a packed lunch consisting of just a 
few tangerines and blueberries, nothing else. When later 
asked about it, the boy’s mom said: “I give my son the 
freedom to choose his own foods for lunch.” (?!)

Or maybe you’ve had a run-in with that one father who, 
when picking up his daughter from school, likes to shout 
across the parking lot for her to, “Hurry up!”
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Parents themselves can be a problem, to put it lightly. 
So it’s not all that surprising that many of us tend to stay 
away from having too many interactions with them.

But at what cost, particularly to children?

Although the child is truly the “maker of man”, he also 
comes from a mold of the makers before him: i.e. his 
parents. And when they struggle to do what’s best for 
him, like in the situations above, we know the most 
likely result — for instance, there’s the infant in our Nido 
environments who has trouble focusing on any one 
thing because she’s been overly stimulated with toys at 
home; or the boy who can’t follow directions in Children’s 
House because outside of school he has the “freedom” to 
do whatever he likes; or the girl who shouts across the 
classroom when she needs something from you because 
“that’s how my dad does it.”

When we avoid parents we also often avoid the root 
of problems their children present.

Now there’s no doubt that we do a TREMENDOUS service 
by helping to normalize children in our classrooms. 
But without an improvement of home life can we be 
confident they will eventually normalize themselves in 
the world? (As a quick example, think about the children 
we’re told are “maniacs” outside of school yet we know 
them as basically angels while in it.)

Overall, problems that begin at home don’t just disappear 
on their own, even if children have years with us in 
wonderfully prepared classrooms. Maria Montessori 
forebodingly warned about this when she spoke of 
how a child’s natural development can be “hindered” 
and “thwarted” by parents1 , leading to a later “terrible 
revenge of the psychological unconscious” — or in 
simple language, real trouble down the road. Montessori 
elaborated: “This is the great danger of mankind. The 
child who is not protected with a view to his normal 
formation will later avenge himself on society by means 
of the adult who is formed by him.”2

Pretty heavy stuff, but my point is much lighter: if we 
want to be an aid to the child’s life — and that means his 
whole life — then we must be more attentive to those 
who can have an enduring impact on it: his parents.

Related to this, it’s worth asking if we’re actually helping 
anyone (child, parent, ourselves) if we are overly critical 
of parents, whether privately in teacher lounges, publicly 
on social forums, etc. The overwhelming majority of 
moms and dads actually mean good; it’s just that they 
tend to have more love for their child than they do an 

understanding of his needs, let alone of how to satisfy 
them. As the late psychologist Dr. Haim Ginott once said:

No parent wakes up in the morning planning to make a child’s 
life miserable. No mother or father says, “Today I’ll yell, nag, and 
humiliate my child whenever possible.” On the contrary, in the 
morning many parents resolve, “This is going to be a peaceful 
day. No yelling, no arguing, and no fighting.” Yet, in spite of good 
intentions, the unwanted war breaks out again.3 

Most parents want to do better, to be better. And 
interestingly, when they’re approached with empathy 
and encouragement from us they tend to be more open 
to our aid — and even seek it, like the mother who 
emailed me. (She found me through The Montessori 
Education Podcast, which I specifically created as an 
encouraging outlet for parents.) Believe it or not, the 
other mom I mentioned — the one who shared that 
picture on Facebook of her daughter with all those 
stuffed animals — she actually did that in an effort to 
gain insight from Montessorians about what she might 
be doing wrong! Here’s her post in full:

For me, this post is a great reminder that even the moms 
and dads who might seem like “bad parents” are usually 
not so bad; actually, they’re often not so different from 
us: they just want to do what’s best for their child. And for 
the brave ones like this mom, if that means learning new 
ways and possibly having to rethink and change old ones 
then they’re open to that, too.

Which brings me to my last point: Building better 
relationships with parents helps us to better 
ourselves.

At least this has been true in my work over the years 
with countless teachers and administrators, including 
myself. Even though I’ve been in education for well over a 
decade — as a teacher, as a head of school, as the leader 
of an educational organization — I still find that it can be 
the most inexperienced parents who help me become 
a better person. Such as this Facebook mom did when I 
read her post and thought to myself: “Wow, I'm not sure I 
would have had the guts to put myself out there like that.” 
She made me do some real introspection.
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•

Jesse will be presenting two workshops at the upcoming 
2019 AMI/USA Refresher Course in New Orleans. On 
Saturday, February 16, he will present "Is Montessori 
Worth the Money?" as part of the new Montessori for 
Everyone track. On Monday, February 18, he will present 
"Parent Communications." Both workshops are open to 
everyone. 

One of the “parents” who has contributed to my growth 
the most is a bit more experienced: Maria Montessori. 
Although at times some of her writing can read as if she’d 
given up on us grownups (for example, “The hope of 
altering adults is therefore vain”4 ), Montessori ultimately 
presented an uplifted view of man — and of life itself, if 
we choose to view it a process of continual growth and 
betterment as individuals:

... everyone makes mistakes. This is one of life’s realities, and 
to admit it is already to have taken a great step forward. If we 
are to tread the narrow path of truth and keep our hold upon 
reality, we have to agree that all of us can err … So it is well to 
cultivate a friendly feeling towards error, to treat it as a companion 
inseparable from our lives ...

Whichever way we look, a certain ‘Mr. Error’ is always to be seen! If 
we seek perfection, we must pay attention to our defects, for it is 
only by correcting these that we can improve ourselves. We have 
to face them in the full light of day and realize their existence as 
something unavoidable throughout life.5 

I’m sharing Montessori’s words on self- improvement in 
concluding here because although our daily work with 
actual moms and dads is not always easy, the better we 
can get at it — and the greater we develop that “friendly 
feeling towards error” — then the more we’ll all grow as 
human beings: parent, child, and us alike.

•

P.S. In response to the mother who emailed me about 
what she could do to “feel connected” at school, I told 
her my first recommendation is always the same in such 
situations: reach out to the person who can truly make it 
happen — her child’s teacher.

•
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