BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION

Public Montessori Education Progression: A Richmond School District Case Study
by

Jessica P. Morrison

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

MASTER OF EDUCATION IN EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP

VANCOUVER ISLAND UNIVERSITY

We accept the Thesis as conforming to the required standard.

Dr. Marian Riedel, Faculty Supervisor
Faculty of Education

Vancouver Island University

Dr. Rachel Moll, Dean
Faculty of Education

Vancouver Island University

August 2025



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 2

Abstract
This study, the first of its kind, examined the historic progression of the public Montessori education
movement in British Columbia (BC). To do so, a case study was created highlighting the growth of public
Montessori education in the Richmond School District No. 38 [SD 38]. Using historic sources, school
board minutes and local newspapers sourced within the City of Richmond archives and SD 38, a broad
overview of the progression of the public Montessori movement in SD 38 was pieced together to create
a high level understanding of the evolution of the program. Pinpointing recurrent themes that ran
through the historic progression of the public Montessori program in SD 38 allowed for suggestions for
the program’s future viability and continued growth to occur. These recommendations, although
specific to the Montessori program in SD 38, were made with the intention of supporting public
Montessori programs collectively in BC.

Keywords: public Montessori, BC public Montessori, programs of choice, BC public school system
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Chapter 1 — Introduction
Introduction

The educational system known as Montessori, was developed by Dr. Maria Montessori through
careful observation and experimentation at her first school the Casa dei Bambini, in the San Lorenzo
ward of Rome in 1907. Originally opened in a building tenement to help revitalize the San Lorenzo area,
the Casa dei Bambini, or House for Children, was established to serve the children of the working poor
(Association Montessori Internationale [AMI], 2020). While working with the children from the San
Lorenzo ward Dr. Montessori soon discovered that if children were given an environment with materials
that supported their developmental stage and curiosity, they could be successful in educating
themselves (AMI, 2020). From the modest origins in Rome’s urban slums, Dr. Montessori was able to
create a comprehensive, child centered, developmentalist educational philosophy with a concrete,
pedological method (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2008, p. 2574). With the early success of the Casa dei
Bambini it was not long before people began to take notice of Dr. Montessori’s work and her alternative
educational framework. Within a year of Dr. Montessori opening the House for Children in San Lorenzo,
five Casa dei Bambini schools went in operation, four in Rome and one in Milan (AMI, 2020).

From the early part of the twentieth century the Montessori educational pedagogy entered a
period of great expansion. Following the success of the students at Casa dei Bambini where Dr.
Montessori used her methodology to teach 5-year-old children from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds to read and write; interest in her pedagogy exploded worldwide. Although there was great
interest in the philosophy, global growth of the Montessori pedagogy was initially restrained. Dr.
Montessori’'s commitment to preserving the integrity of her method limited its early growth, as she
insisted that only she or teachers she had personally trained could serve as Montessori guides (Gutek &
Gutek, 2016). Nonetheless, with the passing years and Dr. Montessori’s death in 1952, the movement

began to gather more global support, particularly in North America.
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Author Context

My curiosity surrounding the history of the Montessori movement in British Columbia (BC) came
about through my involvement in the public Montessori community as a grade 1 to 3 public Montessori
teacher in Richmond, BC. Prior to becoming a Montessori teacher, | was a traditional teacher teaching in
a grade 4/5 public school classroom. As a traditional classroom teacher, | often found myself wrestling
with how to differentiate and better support my student’s learning which usually came about through
the creation of hands-on materials to support the curriculum. Reflecting on my first practicum during my
teacher training—a Montessori 1 to 3 class—I was reminded of how much | loved the Montessori
classroom environment: the strong sense of community, the hands-on materials, and the ability to meet
students where they were at academically, socially, and emotionally. The Montessori way of teaching fit
with who | was as a person; it inspired me and made me feel like | was making a difference in the lives of
my students. After a long break from my traditional teaching role to raise my own children, | went back
to school to get my American Montessori Society (AMS) Elementary | and Elementary Il designation and
became a fully certified Montessori teacher. Since receiving my designation, | have taught kindergarten
to grade 7 (k-7) Montessori in public schools throughout the greater Vancouver area. As a BC public
school Montessori teacher, | am personally interested in having a greater understanding of the history of
the Montessori movement, understanding its’ progression from the beginnings to where we find it is
now.

In addition, as an undergraduate student at Simon Fraser University, | studied Canadian history.
One aspect of my undergraduate history degree | enjoyed was accessing primary sources and using
these resources to weave together a picture of the past. | believe that by examining the past from an
appreciative inquiry lens, | can access a deeper understanding of the causes and consequences of
historical events, creating a more complete understanding of the past. It is through this lens of historical

understanding that | wanted to explore the history of BC public Montessori education.
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Project Purpose

The purpose of this project was to investigate the historical progression of the BC public
Montessori education movement and to identify the factors which led the pedagogy to becoming a
recognized program of choice in the public school system (Fleming et al., 2023). Additionally, this thesis
sought to investigate the historical roots of the public Montessori movement and envision the future
trajectory of public Montessori in BC, providing recommendations to promote continued growth and
sustainability as a program of choice.

Montessori is a long-standing educational model that gained acceptance in the North American
public school system in the 1980s as an alternate pedological paradigm (Murray et al., 2024). Parents
and school districts reacting to top-down and grass roots pressures gradually introduced choice
Montessori programs into the educational landscape (Murray, 2008). Public Montessori programs
offered an opportunity for students to have equal access to the child centered hands-on approach to
education (Murray, 2008). In Angeline Lillard’s (2019) study on Montessori school reform she purported
that the Montessori alterative pedagogy is well-aligned with the science of healthy development and
learning and has strong social emotional and academic outcomes making it an attractive choice program
for parents.

Despite the advantages of providing the Montessori pedagogy as an alternative educational
program within the public system, the implementation of the pedagogy is not without challenges.
Gerker’s (2023) study investigated the challenges experienced by Montessori teachers straddling two
opposing pedagogical worlds. Based on the American experience, her research revealed that localized
curricula and policies were at odds with the Montessori pedagogy and that public Montessori teachers
often felt they needed more support within the public school system (Gerker, 2023). As a result of
curriculum demands and a lack of support from the administration, implementing a public Montessori

program with fidelity proved to be a challenge (Fleming et al., 2023). This matters, as Lillard’s (2012)
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research demonstrated that Montessori programs delivered with high fidelity enhanced student
achievement. Underscoring the importance of public Montessori teachers having the necessary training
to deliver a program that strives to create a learning environment that supports the innovative
pedagogy of Dr. Montessori.

The current project attempted to trace the history of the BC public Montessori educational
movement uncovering overarching themes from the beginning of the movement to present day. Based
on these findings, the project made recommendations for continued sustainability and growth of the
public Montessori education in BC. Using a historical analysis situated in an appreciative inquiry
framework, the political, social and educational dynamics were revealed, demonstrating the path to the
legitimization of the Montessori pedagogy within the BC public educational system.

Project Justification

The history of the public Montessori movement in BC is an unexplored area in Canadian
educational research despite the increasing presence of Montessori programs within public schools.
Researching the origin and progression of the movement provided insights into how educational policy
and parental advocacy helped to set in motion the establishment of an alternative educational model in
the public school system. It is hoped that the research conducted would also contribute to the
conversation surrounding the shortage of trained Montessori teachers within the public school system
in BC and the challenge this creates for the future sustainability and health of the program.

By recounting the pathway to the adoption of public Montessori in BC, the challenges and
successes of the movement were exposed providing valuable information to school administrators,
teachers and parents as the demand for public Montessori programs continues. As described in the
Richmond School District No. 38 (SD 38) Long Range Facilities Plan (2025) the Montessori program of
choice is popular, with enrolment intentionally kept low due to teacher shortage and the lack of physical

space to accommodate the program. These constraints highlight the systemic issues the Montessori
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program has historically encountered. By examining how school districts like SD 38 have managed these
challenges, this research offered insights into how to effectively support public Montessori in the future,
while attempting to preserve the integrity of the Montessori pedagogy.

Inquiry Guiding Question

The objective of the study is to understand: How the Montessori pedagogy evolved to become a
recognized program of choice within British Columbia public schools, and how can insights drawn from
this historical analysis guide the development and sustainability of public Montessori education? The
research aimed to provide a historical account of the evolution of the growth and acceptance of the
Montessori pedagogy in BC public schools and offered recommendations for continued viability and
growth.

Definition of Terms
Montessori Education:

In the early 1900s Dr. Maria Montessori, a young Italian physician and scientist recognized
through systematic observations and her knowledge of human development the way in which children
interacted with their environment (Association Montessori Internationale Canada [AMIC], n.d.-a, para.
2). Through her scientific observations, Dr. Montessori determined that learning was a natural, intrinsic
process for normalized children, occurring through experiencing one’s environment not through the
passive reception of information (Montessori, 1947). Dr. Montessori identified a set of distinctive
developmental stages the child would progress through from birth until maturity. At each
developmental stage the child would be ready to learn vital skills. Dr. Montessori coined this cognitive
readiness as the child’s sensitive periods (Montessori, 1966). These sensitive periods are illustrated as
transitory and confined to the acquisition of a determined characteristic (Montessori, 1966, p. 38).
Another discovery determined by Dr. Montessori was the importance of the hands and physical

movement to a child’s cognitive development. Dr. Montessori asserted that the” hands are the
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instruments of [the human’s] intelligence” (Montessori, 1995, p. 27) necessary for intellectual growth
and maturation brought about through the transition to abstract thinking.
In the contemporary Montessori educational context, the AMS has outlined five necessary
principles for public and private schools to observe in order to provide high fidelity Montessori
education (American Montessori Society [AMS], n.d., para. 5):
1. Properly trained teachers Montessori teachers.
2. Multi-age classrooms spanning three age years.
3. Specially designed Montessori learning materials.
4. Child directed work.
5. Uninterrupted work periods.

Public Montessori:

For the purpose of this thesis, public Montessori refers to the Montessori pedagogy being
delivered in publicly funded schools.
Public School Choice Program:

There is a wide variety of language used by different public school districts to describe the
parent's ability to exercise choice in their child’s educational program. On the Vancouver School Board
No. 39’s (SD 39) district website the choice between differing pedagogical streams is identified as choice
programs (Vancouver School Board [VSB], 2025). The Coquitlam School District No. 43’s (SD 43) website
lists program of choice referring to alternative educational programs (Coquitlam School District No. 43
[SD 43], n.d. -b). Program option is the terminology used by the Richmond School District to describe the
program offerings available to Richmond parents regarding their child’s education (SD 38, n.d. -d).

Although there is a great deal of diversity in the language being used around educational choice
in the public school system, the implied meaning of the above terms is consistent and best summarized

by the SD 43:



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 13

Programs of choice are specialized educational programs such as French Immersion, Montessori
or Mandarin Bilingual available to students through an application process, rather than through
standard neighborhood school assignments. The programs are designed to cater to diverse
learning interests and needs, providing families with options beyond the traditional curriculum.
(SD 43, n.d.- a)

Given the variety in terminology to describe choice in pedagogical programming, for the
purpose of this thesis | will use the phrase program of choice when referring to such initiatives.
BC Education System:

The BC education system encompasses kindergarten to grade 12 (k-12) publicly funded schools,
independent schools and distributed learning or online schooling within the province. During the 2024-
2025 school year over 600,000 students from kindergarten to grade 12 were enrolled in the BC
education system (British Columbia Ministry of Education and Child Care [BCMECC], 2025). In the
province of BC publicly funded schools can be defined as a body of students organized as a unit for
educational purposes under the supervision of a principal, vice principal or director of instruction and
instructed by the teachers and other staff members associated with the unit (BCMECC, 2024, School Act
p. C-17). Public schools within BC are mandated to follow the learning standards set about by the
Ministry of Education and Child Care. The learning standards outline the components of the curriculum
that the students are expected to know and do at each grade level (Government of British Columbia,
2024).

Project Overview

Through a historical analysis using archival sources, | endeavored to provide a survey of the
historic progression of Dr. Maria Montessori’s hands on educational method in the public school setting
in the province of BC, with a focus on SD 38. Public Montessori education has over the years become a

mainstay within many public school districts in BC. Driven by provincial educational policy, increased
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parental involvement, a growth in familiarity of the Montessori pedagogy from early childhood settings
and school districts attempting to mitigate decreasing enroliment, the pedagogy has become a popular
program of choice in public education settings.

My hope is that by examining the historic progression of the public Montessori movement
through the creation of an in depth case study on SD 38, | will be able to provide valuable insights into
the BC educational policy, the role of parental advocacy, and administrative and educators’ involvement
in evolution of public Montessori education. Valuable insights will be exposed, revealing what propelled
and hindered the public Montessori education movement in BC. Drawing on these insights and looking
to the future of public Montessori education, | hope to identify recommendations that will ensure the

health and sustainable of the pedagogy going forward.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review
Introduction

The Montessori pedagogy, a progressive, alternative model of learning based on Dr. Maria
Montessori’s observations of children and her scientific background, helped spur an educational
revolution that spanned the globe. With her original work published in 1909 (Montessori, 1912), over
the course of one hundred years, the Montessori method, a child-centered philosophy that emphasized
the use of didactic materials, spread to 154 countries worldwide (Debs et al., 2022). With the present
day global diffusion of the Montessori method, the pedagogy has become common place in preschool
settings, elementary schools, and, to a lesser extent, high schools. Although the Montessori method has
generally been situated within private or independent school settings, over the past two decades, the
hands-on pedagogy had become more prevalent in the public school systems (Fleming et al., 2023).

The rise of Dr. Montessori’'s method in North American public school settings resulted from
several overarching factors that made it possible for the pedagogy to take root. As the literature will
highlight, global influences, shifts in public education policy, the growing legitimacy of the Montessori
pedagogy, and evolving parental expectations created a context in which the Montessori method could
gain a foothold within the public school system. Specific to the British Columbia (BC) public school
system, the adoption of the Montessori philosophy mirrored the expansion of the pedagogy within
public school settings across North America (Murray et al., 2023). However, elements existed within the
BC educational context that made embracing the Montessori pedagogy in public schools unique.

The purpose of this literature review is to provide context for the growth of Dr. Maria
Montessori’s pedagogy within the BC public school setting. The overview of the current research and
literature attempts to contribute to the limited body of research on the public school Montessori
movement and how global trends, public policy, and increased parental involvement have influenced

the adoption of the Montessori method in BC public schools. Examining the historical development of
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the Montessori philosophy within BC’s public schools provides an essential backdrop for understanding
the program's current condition and helps to inform key recommendations for strong public Montessori
based education in the province of BC. The literature review highlights challenges facing BC public
Montessori education, while also revealing common themes related to the motivations behind its
adoption and evolution over time. It will also guide the creation of the case study on the history of the
Montessori movement in SD 38, a critical element in understanding the factors which facilitated the
Montessori pedagogy becoming a program of choice in the public school system. The case study will
allow for an in depth contextual analysis of an educational movement from which themes can be
uncovered resulting in a greater understanding of the larger context (Gagnon, 2010).
Montessori Pedagogy & Education

Dr. Maria Montessori was a pioneer of her time. She was the first female medical doctor in Italy,
and later an educator who spearheaded a robust and enduring educational movement in the early
1900s. Born in Italy in 1870 during a time of political and social unrest, Dr. Montessori, in reaction to
school systems built upon convenience and misunderstanding, developed a child-centered educational
pedagogy entrenched in science and observation (Lillard, 2017). The central elements in a Montessori
classroom are the prepared environment, which acts as a mentor and teacher to the child, didactic
materials as children learn with their hands first, and a trained Montessori teacher who serves as an
observant guide, following and gently directing the child on their educational journey (Holter, 2023). As
summarized by Zoll et al. (2023), Dr. Montessori designed simple, didactic materials that isolate specific
skills and included a self-correcting feature, allowing children to work independently. The materials are
intentionally arranged systematically on the shelves, from the concrete to abstract concepts. In a
Montessori classroom, individual or small group lessons are taught by the teacher or students in an

explicit and organized manner, systematically building upon the previous lessons. Children in a
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Montessori class are free to self-select work and are encouraged to remain engaged in their activities for
extended periods of time (Zoll et al., 2023).

Specific to Montessori education, there are explicit terms that are used to describe the child
centered paradigm. Throughout the extent of this thesis, the phrases philosophy, methodology and
pedagogy may be used to describe the educational framework developed by Dr. Maria Montessori. To
explain the variances of these terms when describing Montessori education, evidence from Dr.
Montessori’s original manuscripts, quotes from her personal biographer E.M. Standing and various other
academic sources have been extracted.

Dr. Montessori’s educational framework can be described as philosophical in nature, as
reflected in her book The Absorbent Mind (1957), where she explores the importance and overarching
purpose of education and the role the child plays in the future of humanity. In the following quote from
the book, Dr. Montessori reflects her philosophical viewpoint on the temperament of the child and the
role of the teacher:

We, the human teachers, can only help the great work that is being done, as servants

help the master. If we do so, we shall be witnesses to the unfolding of the human soul,

to the rising of a New Man who will not be the victim of events, but who will have the

clarity of vision to direct and shape the future of human society. (p. 9)

The quote, from The Absorbent Mind originally published in Italian in 1949 illustrates the norms
surrounding gendered language of the day nevertheless this excerpt illustrates a worldview held by Dr.
Montessori about the purpose of education, the nature of the role of the teacher and the potential of
the child to influence the future. Further to this, Dr. Montessori’s biographer E.M. Standing’s book,
Maria Montessori: Her Life and Times (1957), notes that when “one penetrates into her [Montessori’s]
ideas, the more surely does one find oneself in the presence of the mysterious, hidden, creative forces

of life itself” (Standing, 1957, p. xix). Standing’s quote captured the existential nature of Dr. Montessori’s
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educational framework, extending beyond the purpose of education but to life itself. Based on the
above example, the term philosophy will be used to describe the underpinnings of Dr. Montessori’s
educational framework particularly when describing the role of the teacher, the child’s natural intrinsic
drives and the development of the whole child, leading the child to have unlimited possibilities to
transform humanity (Association Montessori Internationale Canada, n.d.-b).

Montessori education can also be described as a method or a system of teaching. Dr.
Montessori’s historic writings described systematic procedures for teachers to follow when presenting
materials or concepts to help the child realize their potential. In The Montessori Method, (1912) Dr.
Montessori offers many clear examples of systematic teaching. One such example demonstrates the
method to teach children the difference between two colours:

Let us suppose, for example, that the teacher wishes to teach to a child the two colours, red and

blue. She desires to attract the attention of the child to the object. She says, therefore, "Look at

this." Then, in order to teach the colours, she says, showing him the red, "This is red," raising her
voice a little and pronouncing the word "red" slowly and clearly; then showing him the other
colour, "This is blue." In order to make sure that the child has understood, she says to him, "Give

me the red,"-"Give me the blue. (p. 118)

This example demonstrates a foundational component of the Montessori method: the three
period lesson. The three-period lesson is used across the Montessori curriculum, and it follows the same
logical format: introducing the concept and naming, reinforcing the concept and finally recalling or
checking for mastery (Jacobs, n.d.). Drawing on this explanation, the term methodology will be used
when describing the didactic materials, sequencing and presentation of lessons to the children within
the Montessori classroom environment.

Pedagogy as defined in the Oxford dictionary (2005) is the “art, occupation, or practice of

teaching. Also: the theory or principles of educations; a method of teaching based on such a theory”



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 19

(Oxford University Press, 2005). Montessori education fits this definition as a pedagogy, integrating the
theory of child development with a structured approach to teaching, a prepared environment, and a
defined role of the teacher all grounded in the principles outlined in Dr. Montessori’s original writing
(Montessori, 1912). Given this definition and the evidence from Dr. Montessori’s own writing the term
pedagogy will be used to describe the overarching approach to teaching and learning that takes place
within a Montessori classroom.

Montessori Education in North America

The Montessori approach spread rapidly across the world after the early success and acclaim of
Dr. Montessori’s first Casa dei Bambini in Rome in 1907 (Murray et al., 2023). Excited about this
revolutionary educational model of learning, future Montessori guides [teachers] descended upon Rome
in the early 1900s to learn about the philosophy from its’ founder Dr. Montessori. As a result,
Montessori schools began to emerge around the globe from Europe and Russia and to places further
away places from the epicenter of Montessori learning such as Brazil, India, Australia and North America
(Murray et al.).

The initial arrival of the Montessori pedagogy in North America was to great enthusiasm and
widespread acclaim. However, it soon faced sharp criticism from prominent, progressive educators such
as John Dewey and Donald L. Kirkpatrick (Whitscarver & Cossentino, 2008). It was the opinion of these
progressive American pedagogues that Montessori’s philosophy began the process of educating the
child at an age that far too young and that her method lacked intentional socialization for the child
(Coleman, 2011). Dewey and Kirkpatrick also disagreed with the passive role of the teacher in the
Montessori classroom, the focus on sensory training and that Montessori environments did not promote
the child’s use of their imagination (Coleman, 2011).

In their work in surveying the migration of Montessori’s hands-on, child-centered pedagogy

from its birthplace in Italy to the continent of North America, Whitscarver and Cossentino (2008)
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highlighted Dr. Montessori’s unwavering commitment to preserving the integrity of her methodology
which contributed to the slow expansion of Montessori education; a stagnation that persisted until her
death in 1952 (DeBakcsy, 2024). However, following Dr. Montessori’s death, and with her son Mario
Montessori at the head of the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI), interest in bringing
Montessori to North America was once again reignited (AMI Canada, n.d.- b). This renewed interest
eventually brought about an American association, the AMS, that was responsible for promoting and
supporting Montessori throughout North America. Headed by Dr. Nancy Rambusch the AMS, from its
inception, had a tense relationship with Mario Montessori and the AMI (Whitscarver & Cossentino,
2008) as Mario and his mother had established the AMI to preserve the sanctity of Maria’s
methodology. In opposition to AMI and its rigidity, the AMS strove to be a more progressive
representative of Dr. Montessori’s pedagogy in North America, particularly in the USA. With Dr. Nancy
Rambusch correspondence with Mario and the AMI in 1963, she wrote (as cited in Whitscarver &
Cossentino, p. 2586):

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

unqguestioned as is their innocence of the complexity of American culture.

The tension between the two Montessori organizations, AMI and AMS continued to persist in
the educational landscape in North America. This ongoing conflict between AMI and AMS presented
both challenges and opportunities for the Montessori movement in North America.

In Canada, the historical growth of Montessori education is captured by Margaret Whitley
(2023), in her chapter Montessori Education in Canada in the Bloomsbury Handbook of Montessori
Education (Murray et al., 2023). She details the history of the Montessori movement in Canada from its

founding to the then-present educational landscape. Unexpectedly, it was Alexander Bell, the inventor
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of the telephone, and his wife Mabel Bell who were responsible for initially bringing Montessori to
Canada (Whitley, 2023). The Bells were influenced by the progressive educational movement of the
early 20th century in the United States (Whitley, 2023). Interested in educating their children in a more
child-centered approach, the Bells brought Montessori pedagogy to their summer home in Nova Scotia
in 1912 (Whitley, p. 393). However, its growth in Canada was largely stalled for decades following its
initial adoption. After Dr. Montessori’s death, interest in her pedagogy began to resurge, which
coincided with the rise of feminism in the 1960s, and mothers who desired a different school experience
for their children (Whitley, 2023).

Generally, the story of the progression of the Montessori pedagogy in Canda roughly followed
the same course as in the United States but with a few distinctions. Due to Canada’s relatively small
population and vast geography, the expansion of the Montessori pedagogy had more of a regional
element to it than in the United States (Whitley, 2023). Whitley (2023) identified another factor that
contributed to regional differences in the adoption of the Montessori method in Canada: “the absence
of a national Ministry of Education” (p. 393). With kindergarten to grade 12 (k-12) schooling falling
under various provincial and territorial jurisdictions, Montessori education in Canada resulted in varying
policies, initiatives, and rates of advancement across the country, a context that is evident to this day
(Whitley, 2023).

Montessori in Public Schools

Over the past fifty years, publicly funded Montessori schools worldwide have experienced
exponential growth and acceptance as an alternative educational model within the public sector (Debs,
2019). Although Dr. Montessori’s progressive pedagogy differs significantly from the traditional public
school educational model, Fleming et al. (2023) argues that the Montessori framework is commonly
understood to be a good fit within the public sector due to its long, strong track record in the private

sector (p. 3). Mira Debs (2017) notes that Montessori is a unique progressive educational model because
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of its relatively large presence in the public sector. Brown and Ungerer (2023) state there are over “560
American public schools offering a Montessori program... constitute[ing] the largest public Montessori
program in the world” (p. 401). Canada has far fewer public Montessori programs inconsistently dotted
across the country, with the province of BC and its progressive educational landscape offering the most
public funding, supporting thirty-one public Montessori programs of varying sizes and age levels
(Whitley, 2023, p. 395). The proliferation of public Montessori signals its general acceptance within
mainstream education however the pedagogy still struggles within the margins of the educational
system.

Literature on Montessori education in public schools (Gerker, 2023; Fleming et al., 2023; Block,
2015) is primarily American in focus with exception to the research of Whitley’s (2023), which consists of
a short chapter within an anthology that outlines the historic and contemporary Montessori movement
in Canada. The general theme amongst these studies (Gerker, 2023; Fleming et al. 2023; Block, 2015) is
one of tension that routinely arises when implementing the alternative Montessori framework into
practice within the public school system. Montessori public school teachers are confronted daily with
the challenge of upholding the integrity of the Montessori philosophy while also navigating an
educational system that diverges from the alternative pedagogy. Teachers are often called upon to
modifying their practices and learning outcomes in an attempt to seek a balance.

Navigating the Montessori approach within the public school context presents a distinct set of
challenges. Studies exploring the implementation of the Montessori pedagogy within the public school
setting predominantly originate from an American perspective, overlooking the distinct Canadian
context. Though the settings differ, parallels can be drawn from the American public educational context
with exception to the implementation of nation-wide standardized testing, a practice not adopted by

Canada.
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Research in Montessori education (Gerker, 2023; Fleming et al., 2023; Block, 2015) within the
public school system highlight the tensions experienced by educators attempting to balance the fidelity
of Montessori’s pedagogy within a publicly funded school system which is systemically at odds with
Montessori’s educational framework. Gerker (2023) acknowledged that Montessori public school
teachers found themselves in a challenging position as they taught in a system that was radically
different from Dr. Montessori’s original intended pedagogy. For example, Fleming’s et al. (2023)
research noted the challenges of implementing Montessori education with fidelity within the public
school system in South Carolina. Citing evidence from various academic authors, Fleming argued that
students perform more favourably when a Montessori program is conducted with a high level of fidelity
to the original framework established by Dr. Montessori (2023). Fleming in his analysis acknowledged
that public Montessori programs could coexist within the public education landscape, but the fidelity of
the program is generally compromised because educators need to adapt the Montessori pedagogy to
conform with the state mandated curriculum (2023).

Block (2015) in his study also noted that the mandated state assessments necessitated that
Montessori educators make significant changes to the Montessori pedagogy which ultimately influenced
the overall school culture and impacted both staff and students. As Block (2015) notes, the focus on
testing and adhering to state directed curriculum often came at the expense of a positive school
environment, the well-being of teachers and administrators, and the motivation and creativity of
students. While Canada does not implement national standardized testing as education falls under
provincial and territorial jurisdictions, there are parallels between the pressures of teaching to a
standardized test and the expectations imposed by provincial curricula.

Montessori Education & Pedagogy in BC
Throughout my research, it became apparent that there was limited academic literature or

resources on the history of the public Montessori and educational movement in BC. As a result, data was
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collected primarily from various Montessori school websites, associations, and primary sources, such as
school board minutes and newspaper articles, to help construct a picture of the development of the
movement.

Initially Montessori education in BC was based in independent schools with the first school
opening in the late 1940s when Mrs. Miriam Thomas started a “Montessori style school” in Metchosin,
BC (Duane, n.d.). In 1969 another Montessori school was opened and run by the Sisters of Saint Anne at
Queenswood in Victoria (Dunae, n.d.). This Montessori preschool, which served children aged 3-5, was
operated by Sister Sylvia Scott and Sister Philomena Morrissey (Dunae, n.d.). Following this, the
independent Vancouver Montessori School was established in 1972 in south Vancouver (Dunae, n.d.).
The first BC public Montessori class was launched in 1979 by a dedicated group of parents in the
Coquitlam School District No. 43 (SD 43), (Coquitlam School District, n.d.-a). By the early 1980s, many
other school districts across the province become more receptive to the idea of implementing
Montessori programs in public schools. According to the BC Montessori Teachers Public School
Association (PSA), an organization funded by the BC Teachers’ Federation which supports and
represents public Montessori educators across the province, there are currently 31 schools offering
Montessori programs, representing 14 school districts (BC Montessori Teachers PSA, n.d.).

Public Montessori Education in BC

Prior to the 1970s, the BC school system was standardized and highly centralized with the major
decision-making concentrated in the province’s education bureau in Victoria (Fleming, 2003). Fleming
(2003) described the period prior to 1972 as one of stability, with educational governance largely
unchallenged. It was not until a series of reforms beginning in the early 1970s that decentralization
began within the BC education system resulting in the movement away from a “school governance
system [which] was colonial in manner and imperial in character” (Fleming, 2003, p. 211). The

introduction of these new educational policies and global trends helped open the door for alternative
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pedagogical models, such as Montessori, to take root in public schools (Fleming, 2003). This
transformation was part of a broader trend toward greater parental participation and choice, increased
school board autonomy, and a focus on student-centered learning, all of which paved the way for the
integration of Montessori programs in BC public schools.

The implementation of public Montessori programs in BC cannot be fully understood without
considering the context that shaped its trajectory. Worldwide the late 1970s and early 1980s was
dominated by a debilitating global economic recession along with “new international trade agreements
aimed at reducing economic protectionism” (Bosetti & Gereluk, 2016, p. 76). This new world order
ignited anxiety and fear amongst middle-class parents as they revaluated the current standardized
educational model which was seemingly inadequate in the face of a rapidly changing world (Bosetti &
Gereluk, 2016). Parents wanted to provide their children with an educational advantage to ensure they
were able to successfully compete in a burgeoning knowledge-based economy. The education of their
children would not be left to a “monolithic, one-size fits all education system that played to the lowest
common denominator” (Bosetti & Gereluk, p. 76).

In BC, this period coincided with the conservative Social Credit party occupying the provincial
seat of power. Premier W.R.(Bill) Bennett (1975-1986) and Premier Bill Vander Zalm (1986-1991) held
office throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s. The now defunct Social Credit party was a right-
wing political party focused on neoliberal market principles “typified by centralized power and financial
and regulatory control” (Whiteley, 2017, p. 15). In a Social Credit political party platform leaflet from
1986 (British Columbia Social Credit Party, 1986), the party outlined their past achievements and goals
for the education system in BC.

To ensure that students continue to adapt and thrive in our rapidly changing society and

economy, Government, educators, and parents must communicate and cooperate to

the fullest, as they seek to implement the creative ideas necessary to meet the
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educational challenges of a rapidly changing world. Our Social Credit Government

sought to constructively re-organize education financing. Moderate measures were

brought to the Legislature, designed to bring costs, Government assistance, and

property taxes into a fair balance across the province. (pp. 17-18)

In response to the increasing demands of parents and the changing global economic
climate, the Social Credit party tasked themselves with modernizing the education system
ensuring it was more responsive and relevant to the increasingly complex world. Premier Bill
Vander Zalm enlisted Commissioner Barry Sullivan to partake in a fact-finding mission across the
province. The Sullivan Commission was asked to address “educational issues to do with
enhancing the quality of the system, its mechanisms for accountability, its teaching methods
and curricula, its structures for governance and administration, as well as the means available
for public, parental and teacher input” (Chan, et al., n.d.).

In 1987, Sullivan travelled throughout the province holding “66 public hearings, 54 meetings
with teachers, and taking part in 23 student assemblies. His Commission received almost 2,350 written
and oral submissions, from individuals and groups all over the province” (Brown, 2011, para. 4). The
results of Sullivan’s exhaustive efforts became a blueprint for the future of education in the province of
BC and were captured in a report entitled A Legacy for Learners (1988). The report contained 85
recommendations, spanning six main areas which were represented by tasks forces on “1) schools and
society, 2) learners, 3) curriculum, 4) teachers, 5) finance and 6) governance and administration”
(Goldman, 1990, p. 4). BC’s School Act of 1989 passed through legislation on July 7, 1988 which legally
empowered the Ministry of Education to enact the school reforms outlined in A Legacy of Learners
(Goldman, p. 5). The Ministry of Education (now the Ministry of Education and Child Care [MECC]) was
given carte blanche to determine the nature of educational programs, requiring schools to participate in

assessments and establishing graduation requirements (Goldman, p. 5). With the implementation of
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BC’s School Act and the sweeping power it provided the government, the Sullivan Commission's
recommendations were either modified or elaborated upon, but the “spirit and essential content of A
Legacy for Learners were adopted as a whole” (Goldman, p. 5).

Following the Sullivan Commission and the passing BC's School Act in the summer of 1988 the
Ministry of Education produced a report in response to the findings from the Commission which
essentially created a framework for education in BC for the duration of the twentieth century (Chan, et
al., 2007). The report entitled Policy Directions: A response to the Sullivan Royal Commission on
Education by the Government of British Columbia, outlined the general mandate of the BC school system
“to enable learners to develop their individual potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy society and a prosperous and sustainable economy”
(Goldman, 1990, p. 5). This mission statement created by the Ministry of Education clearly illustrated the
government’s neoliberal desires to link education to the economic prosperity of the province. The rapid
and far-reaching educational reforms the Social Credit government mirrored the market-driven mandate
their party ascribed to.

Coming out of the Sullivan Commission’s report and of significance to the implementation of the
public Montessori program in BC came the desire from the government for parents to become more
involved in the education of their children. Barry Sullivan, noted in his finally summary of findings that:

Parents generally believe — a belief to which this Commission subscribes — that parent-

teacher cooperation and mutual understanding between a child’s home and school, will

result in a superior learning environment for that child. Moreover, parents rightfully feel

they are entitled to full and accurate information about not only their own child’s

progress, but also about the goals and policies of their school and school district —as well

as to an advocacy role or voice when they so desire. Theirs is a natural interest and a

natural wish to be involved, not necessarily in active governance positions, but in
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advisory capacities to school authorities and school districts. (BC Confederation of

Parent Advisory Councils, 2006)

By increasing parental participation in the education system, it would result in more community
involvement and investment. Involving parents was a strategy by the Commission to accommodate
more engaged decision making, direction setting, and accountability at the local level (Chan, et al.,
2007).

Prior to 1977, the Ministry of Education did not oversee the few independent schools in the
province. Instead, it focused solely on the publicly funded school system, which most students in the
province attended (Barman, 1991). In 1977, members from various independent schools formed a joint
lobby called the Federation of Independent Schools Association or FISA (Barman, 1991). FISA petitioned
the government in the early 1970s to partially fund independent schools (Barman, 1991, p. 3). In 1977,
the government passed the Independent School Act, which granted independent schools up to 30% of
the annual per-student funding allocated to public schools, provided they met public school curricular
requirements (Barman, 1991, p. 4). In 1989, FISA again lobbied successfully for an increase in funding,
raising the per-student amount to up to 50% if the independent school met a set of strict criteria
(Barman, 1991).

The Independent School Act of 1989, an act established to oversee private school and
homeschool education in BC was revised to come into greater alignment with the public school system.
Responding to the recommendations made in the Sullivan Commission, a “new Independent School Act
of BC was passed in 1989” (Barman, 1991, p. 16). Previously, the Independent School Act of 1977, a
rudimentary piece of legislation secured by a small interest group, had limited oversight and
governmental funding options for private schools in BC (Barman, 1991). For the first time in BC, the

Independent School Act of 1989 created a multifaceted funding framework, and an expanded regulatory
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arm of the Ministry of Education was established to provide oversight of education outside of the public

system. The funding model under the new Independent School Act, as specified by Barman (1991):

That the funding level was raised to 50 percent for [private] schools whose per-pupil
operating expenses did not exceed those of public institutions in the same school
district and which, as summed up by Minister of Education during debate on the
legislation, "meet all the requirements or parallel requirements of the public school
system in term educational programs."” For schools whose per-pupil costs were higher in
public schools in the same district, the same regulations held but fund remained at 35
percent. The lower rate continued at 10 percent. (p. 16)
Independent school funding accelerated the trend towards students enrolling in schools
outside of the public system. The number of non-public educational institutions grew from 167
in 1977 to 279 in 1989, due in large part to the increased funding available (Barman, 1991). This
uptick in funding resulted in expanded educational choices for parents, which highlighted
alternative educational models like the Montessori pedagogy, albeit in the independent school
setting. As a result of the increased funding from the government, enrollment in independent
schools around the province grew substantially. Barman (1991) noted that registrations at
independent schools increased by 3.2% in the first two years after the provincial funding model
was expanded (p. 17). In previous years before the Independent School Act of 1989 student
enrollment at independent schools was stable or incrementally grew (Barman, 1991). When
using the search function on the FISA website to find current Montessori independent schools in
2025, there are twenty-three elementary schools operating in the province (Federation of

Independent School Associations in British Columbia, n.d.).

On May 11, 1990, the government of BC moved the education system one step closer to a free

market economy with radical changes to how schools were funded by introducing the School
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Amendment Act of 1990 (School Amendment Act, 1990, pt. 8). Previously, schools were funded
primarily through property taxes levied by school boards however this created significant inequities due
to wealthier school districts having access to more funding based on higher valuation of properties than
areas with lower assessed property values. The School Amendment Act of 1990 reinstituted the concept
of block funding to school boards which saw the Minister of Education according to the provision:

Establish a block of funds to be paid to boards to be used for the provision of

educational programs. (2) The Provincial block of funds shall be comprised of the

product of (a) an average per student amount, as determined by the minister, multiplied

by (b) the number of full-time students or the equivalent of full-time students, as

determined by the minister. (3) The minister shall announce by February 1 of a fiscal

year, the average. (pt. 8)

The result of this amendment was that local school boards lost their financial autonomy
due to the inability to raise property taxes to meet educational needs. The government
garnered control back and instituted tighter budgetary regulations on boards. Local school
boards were put in a position of competing for students, more students equaled more money.

The Social Credit government through educational policy, had successfully created a funding
model that was based on neoliberal market forces. It was now, more important than ever for
school boards to create attractive programs to entice parents and therefore students to their
schools.

The Sullivan Commission’s recommendation of increased parental involvement in the
education system, the restructuring of the funding model for private schools as a result of the
Independent School Act of 1989 and the School Amendment Act of 1990 which reformed how
school boards were funded helped to establish an open market within the education system.

Parents became customers within an educational landscape of increasing choices. This
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neoliberal educational environment in BC helped to produce the conditions for the acceptance
of the implementation of public Montessori programs to become a program of choice for school
boards. Montessori parents created a demand for programs of choice in BC public schools,
supported by the Sullivan Commission’s findings.

Gerald Fallon and Jerald Paquette’s (2008) study critically analyzed subsequent policy issues that
ultimately became the School Amendment Act of 2002 (Bill 34, 2002). Their study provided context for
the Liberal provincial government's implementation of Bill 34 (2002), which the authors attributed to
the education system's lack of responsiveness, effectiveness, and efficiency. Not unlike other
jurisdictions around the world, the BC Liberal Government, with Bill 34 (2002), attempted to further
reform the education system by providing public choice, accountability, institutional devolution,
autonomy, functional flexibility, and competitiveness (Fallon & Paquette, 2008). The authors asserted
that the central objective of Bill 34 (2002) was to keep the schools in BC publicly owned but open to
market forces, creating greater learning possibilities and opportunities for students. Parents would
become consumers in an open system under Bill 34 (2002), giving them a choice in the programming
and location of the school in which the child(ren) would attend (Fallon & Paquette, 2008). Bill 34 marked
another key step toward allowing for the integration of the Montessori method into the traditional
education system, expanding choices for parents and students regarding schools and programs and
involving parents more deeply in their children's education.

Programs of Choice

School choice, or programs of choice as defined by Davies and Aurini (2011) are the
“educational options beyond standard public school” (p. 459). In Canada prior to the 1980s, the majority
of parents sent their children to publicly funded neighbourhood schools (Davis & Aurini, p. 460). From
the mid-1980s, for various reasons which will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 4, parents wanted

more choices within the educational landscape. Boseti et al. (2017) described this phenomenon as
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families wanting “options beyond their neighbourhood school, [they were] reimagining
educational/school communities on the basis of curriculum, identity and individual interests rather than
locality” (p. 2). Coinciding with parental demand for more educational choice, many school boards
across Canada adopted open enrolment policies which enabled parents to send their children to
specialized educational programs outside of their catchment (Bosetti et al., 2017). In a 2003 to 2006
study of a catchment within the Vancouver school district, researchers found that kindergarten and
grade 4 students went to schools outside of their neighbourhood school by 5.5 and 4.4 percentage
points respectively (Bosetti et al., 2017, p. 13). The study highlighted the willingness of parents to make
an extra effort to find schools or programs that aligned with the educational goals they had for their
children.

While having increased choices in the educational landscape might seem to be beneficial, not all
stakeholders agree with this sentiment. Bosetti and Gereluk (2016) argue that by providing educational
choice it exacerbates inequities, providing specialized programs or schooling for students who already
hold a privileged position in society. Davies and Aurini (2011) clearly articulate the arguments for and
against programs of choice. In support of choice programs, they explained that “students’ needs are
unmet by these ‘one size fits all’ schools, that there is substantial but untapped demand for school
alternatives, and that policies should facilitate choice from an expanded menu of alternatives” (Davies
and Aurini, 2011, p. 460). Against choice programs, Davies and Aurini (2011) argue that “choice
programs or programs of choice threaten the equitable position of school, whether by redirecting taxes
to the private sector or by encouraging segregation of students” (p. 460). When discussing school choice
or programs of choice inevitably arguments surrounding equity arise. In Chapter 4, a deeper analysis
and perspective taking will be explored in the context of the Richmond School District No. 38 (SD 38)

case study.
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Montessori programs in a BC public school are deemed as a program of choice. As programs of
choice are typically in high demand and therefore oversubscribed, they require parents to apply for a
spot within the specialized program and students receive entry if they are successful in a yearly lottery
system which usually takes place in the late winter (SD 38, n.d. - b). Students who are successful in the
lottery will be placed in a school, with the SD 38 having three schools that have dual track Montessori
programs and traditional educational programs (SD 38, n.d. - c). All public-school programs of choice do
not have a catchment therefore students come from a variety of locations within the boundary of the
school district and although less frequent, students can come from outside of the school district too. The
lottery system and district open catchment policy allows students from across SD 38 to access public
Montessori from Kindergarten to grade 7.
Conclusion

In summary, this chapter set about to review the academic sources related to the growth of
public Montessori education within the BC school system. By examining the historical roots of the
Montessori pedagogy, and the progression of Dr. Montessori’s child centered framework from the early
twentieth century in Rome to contemporary public schools within BC, the complex interplay of
provincial educational policy and parental advocacy collectively helped to bring about public Montessori
programs in schools in BC. In the following methodology chapter, | outline the research framework and
processes used to access publicly available school board minutes and local newspapers from the City of
Richmond to gain a deeper understanding of this progression of public Montessori. Through historical
gualitative methodological processes and archival sources, this study explored the progression of the
adoption of the Montessori program within the public school system as a focused on a case study of SD

38.
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Chapter 3 — Methodology and Procedures

Methodology

This chapter outlines the research methods used to comprehensively explore the historical
progression of public Montessori education in the province of BC. The research undertaken in this study
is the first of its kind, with no established research framework to guide or execute the process.
Therefore, the model employed to undertake the research was informed directly from the research
problem (Cobb, 2023). | adopted a qualitative historical archival approach and data triangulation
methods using primary and secondary sources to construct a case study focusing on the Richmond
School District No. 38 (SD 38) and revealing the underlying drivers and barriers to the implementation of
the Montessori pedagogy in BC public schools. This methodological approach was selected because it
enabled an insightful understanding of the historic progression of the Montessori pedagogy in BC public
schools; an area that has not been researched before.
Research Methods

Conducting academic research using a historical archival perspective involved the integration of
the principles of archival research and the historical method of analysis. On the surface these
frameworks may appear analogous, as they both are concerned with the past however, they serve
specific purposes. Using the distinctive research methodologies of a qualitative historical archival
approach, | was able to construct a case study that provided a contextual snapshot of the progression of
the Montessori movement in BC. In the following sections, the methodology frameworks and strategy
employed in this thesis will be elaborated upon.
Archival Research Method

Archival research emphasizes the organization and arrangement of a collection of resources,
which artifacts are to be included, excluded or emphasized within the archive. Archival collections are a

social construct; a product of the archivist’s interpretation of the dynamic cultural context in which they
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occupy (Clifford et al., 2016). This means that archival research, though considered non-evaluative in
nature, is not untouched by issues of truth, ethics, and value (Blouin and Rosenberg, 2011). As Blouin
and Rosenberg explain, “archivists themselves, like historians and other scholars, are constantly involved
in processes that input the ‘stuff’ from which history is made” (2011, p. 142). As summarized by Lewis-
Beck et al. (2004), “archival research can be defined as the locating, evaluating, and systematic
interpretation and analysis of sources found in archives” (para. 2).

In utilizing archival resources, a picture of the past is reconstructed. Researchers employing
archival methodologies need to be cognoscente of archival practices when conducting research. An
archival methodology is not simply looking at items from the past, it is an understanding that a
collection is intentionally and unintentionally curated. Archival collections can be fragmented, either
due to natural reasons such as damage or due to manmade causes such as the depositor or archivist not
deeming the resource to be of value and therefore omitting it from the collection (Lewis-Beck et al.,
2004). Storage space can also be a factor in archival research; how resources are stored within a
collection can become a determinate in what can be accessed (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004). The recreated
account of the past using archival sources is not as straightforward as it may seem, as detailed there are
many considerations that factor in what information can be retrieved.

Historical Analysis Research Method

Bosi and Reiter (2014) concisely explain the intersection of historical research and archival
methodology and the importance of historical methods in the analysis of archival resources. Specifically,
they note:

Historical approaches are in their essence critical approaches to systematically examine

the credibility, representativeness, and meaning of primary sources—that is,

documents, images, or artifacts that provide evidence about the past and have been

created contemporaneously with the event(s) under discussion (p. 117).
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Historically methodologies, Bosi and Reiter (2014) maintain, “assess the authenticity and validity
of the sources they use, which are not objective, but shaped by the politics, practices, and events that
selectively document protest” (p. 117). After an archival source is deemed authentic, valid and
contextually understood, a substantive historical analysis can then unfold.

Historical research in the field of education is not typically done, instead researchers in the field
of education tend to focus on quantitative experimental research methodologies (Albulescu, 2018).
However, historical analysis as a research framework in education is essential to critically analyzing the
past with the goal of reconstructing history with accuracy (Albulescu, 2018). The author lon Albulescu
(2018) noted that historical research methodologies should not be discounted in the field of education
as it:

Help[s] our contemporaries grasp the events that happened in the past, their impact,

but also the causes of failures and successes of past times, as useful knowledge for

solving current problems, making predictions, testing hypotheses about relations,

correlations or trends, but also for a better understanding of current educational

practices and policies, etc. (p. 1186).

Investigating the progression of public Montessori education in BC through historical analysis
allowed a review and critical examination of the past using archival resources with the intent of making
recommendations for the support and health of the contemporary public Montessori context in BC.
Case Study Research Method

Case studies in academic research as succinctly described by Cassell and Symon (2004) are a
“detailed investigation of a time or phenomenon within context” (p. 323). In using a case study to
investigate a phenomenon, the researcher is able to gain a greater understanding of the context in
which the occurrence happened, therefore providing valuable information about the behaviour of the

organization as it relates to the context (Cassell & Symon, 2004). Further noted by Cassell and Symon
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(2004), case studies are generally used in combination with other research methods due to the
complexity of the data which necessitates the triangulation of the information to increase the validity.

Choosing to build a case study for the purpose of this research was predicated on the strategy
allowing for close observation and analysis of a single phenomenon within an integrated whole (Gagnon,
2010, p. 1). The case study provided depth of understanding through “a description and analysis,
identifying variables, structures, forms and orders of interaction between the participants in the
situation to assess the progress in a development” (Starman, 2013, p. 31). In constructing the case
study, the framework allowed for a deep insight within a localized context from which to
comprehensively examine the progression of the Montessori paradigm within the larger BC public
school system. Using multiple sources to triangulate data as | constructed the case study, | was able to
gain an exhaustive understanding of the progression of Montessori education in SD 38. Triangulation
allowed me to approach the case study from varying standpoints and enabled me to test the validity of
multiple sources (Carter et al., 2014).

This study adopted an integrated qualitative approach combining archival methodologies with
historical analysis resulting in the construction of a case study. An archival historical analysis was utilized
to critically investigate primary sources helping to map out the progression of public Montessori in the
SD 38. By building a case study, | was able to highlight the growth of public Montessori education within
SD 38 using a specific example to comprehensively demonstrate the development of the Montessori
pedagogy in a public education context. Together, these methodologies allowed for a thorough
understanding of the development of public Montessori education, pinpointing reoccurring themes
within the evolution.

The decision to use SD 38 to construct a case study arose from several practical and strategic
reasons. First, the City of Richmond archives which holds many of the school district’s historic

documents is geographical proximate to my home, thereby reducing travel time to conduct my research.
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Second, | work as a public Montessori teacher in SD 38, which motivated me to explore how the
Montessori pedagogy has evolved from its onset to its current state within the Richmond schools where
| work.
Study Overview

To answer my guiding question: How did the Montessori pedagogy evolve to become a
recognized choice program within British Columbia public schools, and how can insights drawn from this
historical analysis guide the continued development and sustainability of public Montessori education? |
used the research methodology of a qualitative historical archival approach using case study and data
triangulation methods. The lack of historical research on public Montessori programs in BC prompted
my return to my undergraduate history degree beginnings where | enjoyed many hours in the university
library stacks. This time, however, | was embedded in the City of Richmond archives trying to piece
together a picture of the evolution of the public Montessori programming in the Richmond School
District (SD 38).
Data Sources and Collection Procedures

Accessing archival resources, in this case publicly held school board minutes from a school
district, was not an easy task. Initially | wanted to construct a case study on the historical progression of
public Montessori programs in the Vancouver School Board (SD 39) however when petitioning the
school board office for public record documents the processes did not appear to be straight forward or
timely. After learning this and searching for other sources online, | discovered that the City of Richmond
archives had SD 38 school board minutes from 1878-1996. This then became the starting point of the
historical archival research.

Following this discovery, | made an appointment with the City of Richmond archivist and
explained that | was doing research for my Master of Education degree and required access to any

archival documents they had that would help with the research. The next week | met with the city
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archivists, who wheeled out a trolley of resources generally pertaining to my research topic including
various year books, school memorabilia, random administrative documents from a variety of Richmond
schools, letters from service providers to schools asking for access to school property and finally school
board minutes. It was school board minutes that were of the greatest interest to me and relevant to this
thesis. Based on the academic research | had already completed, | hypothesized that SD 38 likely
followed a similar trajectory of implementing the Montessori pedagogy as other public school districts
within the province. As a result, | began a deep archival dive into the early 1980s public record. Over the
course of a month, | manually flipped through hard copy school board minutes from 1982 to 1996
scanning for the word Montessori which would signal me to stop, read and make a copy of the board
proceedings. This manual process was a long and tedious job consisting of semi-weekly visits to the city
archives. Once | came to the end of the City of Richmond'’s records, | still needed to find the remaining
SD 38 school board minutes from 1996 to the present day which with the help of the archivists | was
able to locate.

The City of Richmond archivist suspected that the remaining school district board meeting
minutes may be located at the SD 38 offices. To track down the records, on February 11, 2025, | emailed
a general email (questions@sd38.bc.ca) off the SD 38 website and explained that | was doing research
and required access to publicly available school board minutes from 1996 to present. On February 21,
2025, | received an email from the secretary treasurer of SD 38 acknowledging the receipt of my email
and referring me to an attachment within the correspondence outlining the process for accessing the
records. To retrieve the records, the secretary treasured, on my behalf, submitted a request as per the
Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FIPPA) for the SD38 board minutes. According to
FIPPA, SD 38 had thirty days to retrieve the records, but as outlined in the request they may require

additional time and if so, this would be in communicated to me via email as to the exact timeline.
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On March 8, 2025, ahead of the thirty days outlined in the email, | received two separate
correspondences from SD 38 cumulatively containing over 5000 pages of school board minutes from
1997-2019. To access the minutes via the emails | was provided a password by SD 38. After entering the
password provided, | used the search function (command F) within the attached documents, entering
the word Montessori which cumulatively yielded 110 results. Using the electronic copies of the SD 38
board minutes to search the word Montessori was a quick and effective way to find information
pertaining to the Montessori program within the SD 38 minutes, more efficient than manually scanning
paper copies.

SD 38 board minutes from January 2020 to present are located on the school district’s website,
under the tab board of education, board minutes. These board minutes were easy to access and to
search electronically using the search function (command F). Starting at January 2020 and progressing
through the individual board minutes by downloading the documents and using the search function |
was unable to yield any results when | entered the word Montessori. After | combed through the online
board minutes, | moved to the SD 38 Long Range Facilities Plan (2025). The plan is a “document
approved by the school board that outlines facilities management strategies to support long term
accommodation of projected students and educational programs and priorities capital projects” (SD 38,
n.d.).

After identifying and recording the dates on which Montessori programming was mentioned
within the public forum of the SD 38 school board minutes and the Long Range Facilities Plan (SD 38,
2025), | ventured back to the City of Richmond archives to investigate additional primary sources. Using
the dates | had recorded from the SD 38 board meeting minutes; | made a request to the archivist for
the local Richmond newspapers. With the board minutes as my guide, | scanned the local newspaper
publications for articles pertaining to the public Montessori program in SD 38. By matching the SD 38

school board minutes with the local Richmond newspapers | was able to gain a greater depth of
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understanding about the motivation and decision-making process of the stakeholders involved in
Montessori programming in BC.

Historically there have been two local community newspapers serving the city of Richmond
covering community events, local sports and civic matters. The City of Richmond archives have archival
records for the Richmond News Week Ender, a short-lived community newspaper from 1986-1990 and
The Richmond Review a bi-weekly publication from 1932-2015 (British Columbia Archival Information
Network, n.d.). The archives have paper copies of the Richmond News Week Ender with weekly editions
of the newspapers being bound by calendar year. The Richmond Review is housed in a on microfilm from
1932 to 2002 and bi-weekly paper copies stored in banker boxes by calendar year from 2002 to 2015.
The process of triangulating the school board minutes and local newspapers was an easier task than
physically scanning the SD 38 board minutes for Montessori information, as | already had the dates from
the minutes and could cross reference these directly with the newspapers.

Accessing the publicly held school board minutes presented several challenges. As mentioned,
the collection at City of Richmond was incomplete and | had to access archival board minutes from the
city archives and the SD 38 board office. The minutes at the City of Richmond were paper copies which
meant | had to manually flip through thousands of pages, scanning for the word Montessori. This was a
physically and mentally exhausting task which took many weeks to complete. The potential that | missed
something while manually scanning the documents was high, making the triangulation of the
newspapers essential to the validity of the project.

As well, when | made my initial email request to SD 38 for the school board minutes, the
secretary treasurer of SD 38 made a FIPPA on my behalf for the archived minutes. Of interest regarding
this request according to the School Act 72 subsection 3 (R.S.B.C. 1996, s. 72(3):

A board must prepare a record containing a general statement as to the nature of the

matters discussed and the general nature of the decisions reached at a meeting from



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 42

which persons other than trustees or officers of the board, or both, were excluded, and

the record must be open for inspection at all reasonable times by any person, who may

make copies and extracts on payment of a fee set by the board.

| received the entirety of the minutes in a timely manner from SD 38 however accessing
these documents did not require FIPPA request as they are within the public domain. | suspect
that a FIPPA request was submitted due to the minutes not being readily accessible and
additional time was need by SD 38 to scan and retrieve them.

Most of the newspaper | used to triangulate the school board minutes were stored on microfilm.
Microfilm is an archival medium which although beneficial for storage purposes can have some
challenges when it comes to searching and viewing the records. Microfilm does not have a search
function, which meant that | had to use the board minute dates as a guidepost, scanning through the
microfilm to the matching newspaper date of publication and scan the newspaper for articles
mentioning Montessori. Sometimes | found newspaper articles pertaining to the board minutes citing
Montessori other times | came up with nothing. Having a search function would have made searching
the newspaper articles quicker and increased the accuracy. Another challenge with using microfilm was
that when viewing the articles | sometimes found that some of the images where overexposed and
difficult to read, making extracting the information challenging.

Data Analysis and Reliability

The data analysis method of triangulation was applied to the research in this study, increasing
the reliability and assisting in the comprehensive understanding of the process by which Montessori
became an accepted choice program in BC public schools (Carter et al., 2014). By chronologically
triangulating the SD 38 school board minutes, local newspaper articles and educational policy
documents specific to BC, a clear sequence of events emerged providing greater insight into the factors

which lead to the progression of the Montessori program in BC public schools. The convergence of
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multiple sources related to the same phenomenon, the progression of the Montessori movement in
Richmond, BC increased the creditability of the study and provided a depth of understanding that would
not be otherwise attainable (Carter et al., 2014). Triangulation provided a level of consistency and
historical validity to the study as multiple sources were compared and crosschecked, identifying
commonalities and ultimately exposing thematic trends (Carter et al., 2014). Building on the
chronological triangulation of events, thematic groupings were identified. General themes such as
parental advocacy, institutional policies and barriers to implementation were revealed. By uncovering
the thematic groupings of the progression of the Montessori program in SD 38 a deep level of critical
analysis could occur in Chapter 5.
Ethical Considerations

The study drew upon publicly available archival sources, specifically school board minutes and
local newspapers from the City of Richmond archives and the SD 38 school board. As these sources are a
part of the public record and readily available to anyone who requests them, ethical concerns such as
consent and confidentiality did not factor into this study. However, great care was taken to handle the
information within the documents with sensitivity making certain that individuals and organizations
were represented in a fair and accurate manner. The academic citing and documentation were

accurately done to ensure proper representation.
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Chapter 4 — The Study Product: Richmond School District No. 38 Case Study on Public Montessori
Education

Introduction

The central question that guided this inaugural study was How did the Montessori pedagogy
evolve to become a recognized choice program within British Columbia public schools, and how can
insights drawn from this historical analysis guide the continued development and sustainability of public
Montessori education? In attempting to answer this question, special focus via a case study was placed
on examining the historic implementation of a Montessori program in the School District No. 38 (SD 38)
Richmond. Through examining archival materials and triangulating school board minutes with local
newspapers articles, a comprehensive understanding of the history and progression of the Montessori
movement within SD 38 came to life. When chronologically examining the historical evolution of the
public Montessori movement, six phases emerged:

1. Program exploration

2. The pilot program

3. Parental advocacy and program expansion

4. Budget constraints and declining enrolment

5. Overwhelming demand and one more school

6. Program maturity and the program at a crossroads

In this chapter, the six phases of the progression of the Montessori program in SD 38 were
examined in detail, highlighting key milestones and investigating their significance while drawing out
and connecting the overarching themes of each phase to develop an in-depth understanding of the

public Montessori movement.
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Program Exploration

The initial exploration phase for the potential implementation of the Montessori program in SD
38 began in late fall of 1987. This preliminary stage was marked by parental grassroots roots advocacy
by the Richmond Association for Montessori (RAM) and support from the SD 38 Trustees and staff for
the establishment of a program. At the time, the SD 38 school board sanctioned staff to explore the
possibility of opening a Montessori program within the district, with the help of the RAM parents
(“Montessori school planned,” 1987) signaling the SD 38’s acceptance and interest in working with the
parent group. Moreover, during the SD 38’s exploration phase, the RAMs participation at SD 38 board
meetings were well documented within the archival school board meeting minutes. The RAM, during
the exploration phase provided valuable information about the Montessori philosophy to the board of
the SD 38 as well as advocating for adequate budgeting to ensure sufficient funding for the proposed
Montessori classroom.

The local newspaper the Richmond Times Week Ender’s article entitled, Montessori school
planned (1987), outlined parental interest and support for the Montessori pedagogy. The article listed
several pressing issues that served to justify the implementation of a Montessori program in SD 38. The
notable point raised in the article were Richmond parents “commuting to Vancouver to access
Montessori schools outside of their community” (“Montessori school planned,” 1987, p. 2). The parent's
strong advocacy for the adoption of a Montessori program within SD 38 demonstrated their dedication
to the pedagogy and highlighted the lack of local access to public Montessori. Additionally, the article
noted that an impetus for exploring a public Montessori program was also largely due to “two local
Montessori preschools with sixty students and a long waitlist” (“Montessori school planned,” 1987, p.
2); identifying a quantifiable demand from parents for Dr. Montessori’s hands on pedagogy.

The initial exploration phase was characterized by unmet parental demand for public

Montessori education resulting from the absence of a Montessori program in SD 38. The popularity of
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two Montessori preschools with sizable waiting lists also contributed to the motivation behind the
exploration of public Montessori program in Richmond, BC. In reaction to these demands, the SD 38
board of Trustees and staff, along with the Montessori parent community undertook an investigation
into the feasibility of including a Montessori program in SD 38 public schools.
The Pilot Program

By mid-February of 1988, shortly after the period of consultation, the SD 38 board approved the
creation of a k-2 Montessori classroom to begin in the 1988/89 school year. Upon approving the
Montessori pilot program, a space for the classroom and a Montessori teacher needed to be found. The
approval of the program was contentious and illuminated ideological divisions amongst the school board
Trustees and SD 38 staff. Several elected Trustees choose to vote against the staff’s recommendation to
forgo starting a Montessori pilot program in SD 38 (“Board overrules staff,” 1988). During the SD 38
board meeting slated for discussion on the establishment of the Montessori pilot, supervisor of
curriculum, Beairsto informed the board that the establishment of a Montessori program could

” (ll

“fracture the current educational system” (“Board overrules staff,” 1988, p.1). Beairsto also noted that
by approving the Montessori program it “would set a precedent for alternative programs, based on
parent preference rather than need” (“Board overrules staff,” 1988, p. 1). Additional pushback came
from two Trustees who opposed the creation of a Montessori pilot program due to budget constraints
and rising taxes to meet the current educational needs (“Board overrules staff,” 1988, p. 1). Despite the
objections from staff and a few trustees, the motion to create a Montessori pilot classroom passed for
the 1988/89 school year.

The next hurdle the Montessori pilot program encountered was funding. Funding the
Montessori program required a capital investment from SD 38 for the didactic materials, an essential

component for running any Montessori classroom. At a SD 38 board meeting in March 1988, the board

committed a “once only start up grant of $6000.00 over and above the cost of funding a regular
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classroom for the purchase of specialized Montessori materials” (SD 38, 1988, March 7, p. 58). The SD
38 board justified this additional capital expenditure for the pilot classroom with the understanding that
some of the materials needed for a regular classroom may not be required for a Montessori class and
therefore a cost savings would likely occur (SD 38, 1988, March 7, p. 58).

By the end of March 1988, the Montessori pilot program still did not have classroom space to
run the program as the fast approaching start of the 1988/89 school year loomed. Finding classroom
space proved to be yet another challenge for the Montessori pilot program and the SD 38 board. In a
Richmond Times Week Ender article entitled: Battle over valuable classroom space, detailed an intense
clash of two program of choice parent groups for valuable classroom space. French Immersion and
Montessori parents petitioned the SD 38 board during the March 23, 1988 meeting for available space
at Lord Byng Elementary school. The school was situated on the westside of Richmond, a coveted
location for the French Immersion parents as their program did not have a presence in the west of
Richmond. The SD 38 board deferred the decision as to which program of choice would ultimately
occupy the highly sought after west Richmond classroom. On April 11, 1988, SD 38 board voted in favour
of the Montessori parent group, the Montessori pilot would be located at Lord Byng Elementary school
(SD 38, 1988, April 11, p. 95).

During the same SD 38 board meeting on March 25, 1988, as detailed in the Richmond Times
Week Ender article: Battle over valuable classroom space, Montessori parents in addition to advocating
for classroom space also voiced their displeasure to the board with the previously agreed upon grade
organization of the Montessori pilot program classroom (“Battle over valuable,” 1988). The SD 38 in a
board meeting on February 15, 1988, approved the Montessori pilot classroom with a k-2 configuration
(SD 38, 1988. February 15, p. 45). Richmond Montessori parents felt that the k-2 class composition was
not in keeping with Dr. Montessori’s observations of the child’s developmental planes. Instead, they

advocated for the creation of a grade 1,2,3 classroom which was in line with the grade groupings
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Montessori’s cited in her pedagogy. The SD 38 board dismissed the parent’s demands for an
amendment to the grades for the pilot program, citing the board’s desire to “ease into the program and
due to the lack of local grade 3 students” (“Battle over valuable,” 1988, p. 9).

When reflecting upon the Montessori pilot program phase, several important insights were
revealed. To begin with, the ideological resistance the Montessori pilot program came up against
underscores the tension between institutional practicalities and the parent’s desire to remain faithful to
the Montessori pedagogy. Parental advocacy and involvement helped sway elected trustees to vote in
favour of the Montessori pilot program, demonstrating the unparallelled influence parents could have
on board decisions. Finally, the battle over classroom space by French Immersion and Montessori
parents highlighted the complex decision-making processes required by the school district, putting the
SD 38 school board in the difficult position of pitting parent groups against each other.

Program Expansion

The provincial government's transformative and comprehensive reforms to the
educational landscape in BC during the 1980s and 1990s was the backdrop to the establishment
of the public Montessori program in Richmond, BC. On March 1989, midway through the
implementation of the first year of the k-2 Montessori program at Lord Byng Elementary school
in SD 38, the board of Trustees and staff reconvened at their monthly board meeting to discuss
matters pertaining to the operations of SD 38, and the future of the Montessori program.

According to SD 38 school board minutes on March 20, 1989, the District Management
Committee presented a report on the grade configuration for the Montessori pilot program for
the upcoming 1989/1990 school year (SD 38, 1989, March 20, pp. 90-95). On May 9, 1989, in an
article in the Richmond Times Week Ender reported that the SD 38 staff had delivered a report
at a recent board meeting confirming that the grade configuration for the second Montessori

class in the pilot program would be a grade 1/2/3. The article also made mention that input was
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garnered from the RAM parent group on the grade grouping for the second classroom in the
pilot program (“Montessori pilot,” 1989).

In the SD 38 board minutes from November 20, 1989 a consensus motion was passed by
the Trustees to send a thank you letter to the RAM parent group for their “outstanding
contribution towards the establishment of the program” which comprised of financial support
for Montessori materials as the program expanded (SD 38, 1989, November 20, p. 321). In
reading the board minutes, it appears as if the RAM parent group borrowed funds from the SD
38 school board to pay for the Montessori materials with the guarantee of paying the money
back to the board. The board minutes referenced a $6000 promissory note given to the SD 38
board from the RAM parent group (SD 38, 1989, November 20, p. 320).

From 1990 to 1991 the Montessori program increased by one primary classroom and
remained at the original location in west Richmond, Lord Byng Elementary school. On January
22,1990, in the SD 38 board meeting minutes, a District Management Report detailed the
registration process for students wishing to register in the Montessori pilot program for the
1990/1991 school year. It read "that students be registered on a first come, first serve basis” (SD
38, 1990, January 22, p. 24) for two 1/2/3 Montessori classes at Lord Byng Elementary school.
“In the event that there are more students than the class can accommodate a waitlist will be
established” (SD 38, 1990, January 22, p. 24).

The RAM parent group consistently had a presence at SD 38 board meetings, on June 3,
1991 the President of the RAM parent group and Vice President both presented a brief to the
Trustees and answered questions from the board. Although there is little information regarding
the content of the brief that was presented, as well, there are no newspaper articles to
triangulate the details of the events of the board meeting with, one can infer that the parents

were advocating for the expansion of the program. In the following meeting on June 17, 1991
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the SD 38 board voted to continue the Montessori program for the 1991/1992 school year in its
current form. Much to the Montessori parent’s disappointment, there was no expansion to the
intermediate grades approved by the SD 38 board at this time.

In early 1992, the RAM once again presented at the monthly SD 38 board meeting,
advocating and pressing the board for answers about the Montessori program. During this
board meeting the RAM parent group asked questions of the board regarding the budget
timeline, yet again one can assume that this was regarding a desire of the parents to expand the
district Montessori program into the intermediate grades. The board on consensus
recommended that a decision concerning the SD 38 Montessori program would be forthcoming
at the next board meeting on February 3, 1992.

On February 3, 1992, the Assistant Superintendent of SD 38 delivered a report on the
district Montessori program. The Assistant Superintendent did not elaborate on the future of
the Montessori program or if the SD 38 board would allow the program to progress into the
intermediate grades. Instead, the board voted to have senior staff “examine the possibility of
extending the Montessori to the Intermediate [grades] and provide information and
recommendations to the Board in the form of a discussion paper” (SD 38, 1992, February 3, p.
33).

The Richmond Review had a detailed and insightful article entitled Board to investigate
Montessori program, covering the events at the board meeting on February 3, 1992. Reporter

Anne MacDonald noted in her article that during the meeting it became apparent that the [SD

38] district had “no long-range plan[s]” for the Montessori program (MacDonald, 1992, p. A2). In

the article, RAM parent Murfield was quoted as saying, “that not having a Grade 4 component
next year would fragment the educational plans of families who opted for the educational

alternative” (MacDonald, 1992, p. A2). Trustees in the meeting cited resource barriers for the
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Montessori program, namely it costing “at least $18,000 more per classroom than a regular
classroom and the difficulty finding qualified teachers” (MacDonald, 1992, p. A2), as reasons
why the program could not be expanded. The program would remain a primary Montessori
program for the time being with Montessori students entering Grade 4 in a traditional
educational program.

The RAM parent group diligently continued to advocate for the expansion of the
Montessori program at SD 38 school board meetings throughout the spring and into the fall of
the 1992/1993 school year. At a SD 38 board meeting on February 1, 1993 the Assistant
Superintendent spoke to a report investigating the expansion of the Montessori program to the
intermediate grades 4-7. A motion was made by two Trustees to “expand the existing
Montessori program to include intermediate [grades]” (SD 38, 1993, February 1, p. 37). This
motion was defeated by four Trustees and instead the board voted to expand the “existing
primary Montessori Program by adding a third primary classroom in September 1993” (SD 38,
1993, February 1, p. 38).

Following this crushing defeat for the RAM parent group, the Montessori parents voiced
their upset with the SD 38 board’s decision by starting a letter writing campaign to the Trustees
as well, they made their presence known and attended SD 38 board meetings with even more
regularity. At a SD 38 board meeting on April 19, 1993, seventeen parents attended and
presented to the board on behalf of the Montessori program, voicing their unwavering support
for the program and desire for the program to expand to the intermediate grades (SD 38, 1993,
April 19, p. 128). During this meeting, the Assistant Superintendent gave an update on the
Montessori program and a motion was carried to “strike a task force from September 1993 to

January 1994 to examine the possibility of expanding the Montessori Program into intermediate
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(grades 4-7) with a recommendation back to the board by February 1994” (SD 38, 1993, April 19,
p. 130).

In a newspaper article recounting the contentious board meeting, John Johnson of The
Richmond Review wrote an article entitled Trustees to reconsider Montessori to grade 7
(Johnson, 1993, p. 130). In the article, Johnson makes note of the palpable tension between the
RAM and SD 38 board, citing that the “board took more than two hours Monday evening
listening to parents of children in the Montessori program and then debating the issue”
(Johnson, 1993, p. Al). Johnson also noted that parents accused the SD 38 board of trying to
“eliminate the Montessori program before it had a chance to succeed” (Johnson, 1993, p. Al). In
the article, Trustees denied they were trying to eliminate the program but as conveyed by
Johnson, Trustee Bourque defended traditional school programs by saying, “our school system is
not a black hole, an abyss into which your children will drop” (Johnson, 1993, p. Al). The RAM
parent group left the meeting with a morsel of hope for the program with the decision to strike
a task force on expanding the Montessori program. Diane Fitzgerald, RAM president was quoted
as saying it was a “step towards reconciliation” (Johnson, 1993, p. Al).

On February 21, 1994 the long-awaited task force report on the question of expanding
the Montessori program to the intermediate grades was delivered. The Assistant
Superintendent spoke to the findings within the report along with the RAM president Mahy, the
advisor to SD 38 on the Montessori program, and the principal of the school where the
Montessori program was currently located (SD 38, 1994, February 21, p. 72). After speaking to
the report, a motion was moved and carried by the Trustees of SD 38 to “extend the Montessori
Program into the elementary intermediate grades, beginning with grade four in September
1994, with the costs of all Montessori resources that exceed the budget provided for other

classrooms in the district to be borne by the Richmond Association for Montessori.” (SD 38,
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1994, February 21, p. 72). No doubt the RAM parent group collectively breathed a sigh of relief,
after years of fighting for the expansion of the program at long last it was a reality.

Chow, contributing reporter for The Richmond Review published an article on February
23, 1994 entitled, Montessori gains a grade (Chow, 1994). The article helped to clarify and
elaborate upon the much-anticipated SD 38 school board meeting. According to Chow there
were nearly “90 minutes of motions, clarifications and amendments passed before the board
unanimously voted to expand the Montessori program” (Chow, 1994, p. 4). Trustee Mostat
expressed his support for the program noting, “that he was glad to support any program that
drew interest and enthusiasm from parents” (Chow, 1994, p. 4). However, Trustee Bourque
reluctantly gave approval and “expressed her concern about the issue of cost, ownership [of
materials] and the apparent elitism that may arise from such a program” (Chow, 1994, p.4).

The backdrop to the protracted expansion of the public Montessori program in
Richmond, BC was the neoliberal educational climate created by the Social Credit party through
educational policy seeking to create a climate of fiscal accountability and consumer
empowerment. In this educational environment, parents became consumers which resulted in
an amplification of their influence within the education system. This phenomenon can be readily
observed with the RAM parent group during the formation of the Montessori program in
Richmond throughout the pilot and program establishment phases. The RAM parent group was
actively involved and fiercely advocated for the establishment and growth of the Montessori
program throughout these phases. RAM was responsible for helping to support the growth of
the public Montessori program by partially funding new and existing Montessori classrooms.
The initial establishment and growth of the Montessori program was contingent on the RAM
parent group, a non-profit society made up of dedicated Montessori parents championing Dr.

Maria Montessori's pedagogy (Richmond Association for Montessori, n.d.).
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The involvement of the RAM parent group in the establishment of the Montessori
program highlighted the power of a grassroots advocacy group while also demonstrating the
precarious nature of such a movement when institutional support does not share the same goal.
The misalignment of objectives between the two groups of stakeholders was apparent when the
RAM persistently made appeals for the expansion of the Montessori program and the SD 38
showed considerable reluctance to grow the program. The SD 38 was hesitant to put their full
support behind the Montessori program, keeping it within the margins of educational choice
within the district. The SD 38 board of Trustees consistently referenced several barriers to the
continued expansion of the program citing financial reasons, difficultly finding trained
Montessori teachers and notabe concerns over equity in education were also raised.

One of the foremost debates in offering programs of choice within a public-school
setting is the question of equity (Bosetti & Gereluk, 2016). Bosetti and Gereluk (2016) argue that
understanding equity in educational choice is underpinned by broader philosophical arguments
that are predicated on differing ideals on the purpose and aims of education. The argument
surrounding equity and education can be used to argue for and against choice in public
education, making it difficult to come to a consensus. Proponents of choice in a public education
system contend that, educational options provide students and families who would otherwise
be unable to afford alternative educational programs the opportunity to do so, in this sense
choice in public education increases equity between families and students (Bosetti & Gereluk,
2016). Opponents, use the equity argument to proport that choice in public schools creates an
advantage for families with the resources to access the choices; they possess the education and
knowledge to know that programs exist, they have transportation to get to the schools, and
they have an understanding of the application processes (Bosetti & Gereluk, 2016). To level the

playing field and guarantee all families have fair access to programs of choice in the public
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school system, district administrators need to communicate information about the variety of
choice programs to a broad audience, the application process and deadlines need to be
straightforward and clear and programs of choice need to be located in geographically varied
locations throughout the school district to ensure accessibility for a diverse range of families.
Budget Constraints and Declining Enroliment

The programs of choice in SD 38 are considered portable and as such the district may request a
program to move from one school to another from year to year. According to board regulations, the SD
38 school board has the “right to change the location of an alternative program to accommodate district
needs” (Kilgour School, 2003, p. 94). From the inception of the Montessori program in 1988 to 1993 the
district Montessori program moved a total of three times, from Lord Byng Elementary, to Homma
Elementary than to Kilgour Elementary a dual track school with a Montessori program and a
neighbourhood or traditional k-7 educational program (Kilgour, 2002). The next phase of the
progression of the SD 38 Montessori program was characterized by district budget constraints and
declining student enroliment leading to school closures. It was a tumultuous time in SD 38 and the
Montessori program was seen as a possible solution to the problem of declining enrollment and school
closures.

In SD 38 school board minutes from May 6, 1996 the Trustees carried a motion to form a
committee:

Of parents and staff from General Currie, DeBeck, Garden City and Anderson Elementary

Schools to review short and long-term possibilities for strengthening enroliment in the k

to grade 7 program at Garden City and Anderson Elementary Schools and report back to

the Board by December 31, 1996 (SD 38, 1996, May 6, p. 129).

On May 27, 1996, it was noted in the SD 38 school board minutes that “the implementation of

the [Montessori] program, [and] the kinder care program are partial solutions to the declining
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enrollment at Garden City" (SD 38, 1996, May 27, p. 147). The next item on the school board minutes for
the May 27, 1996 meeting was a carried motion to approve the establishment of a primary Montessori
program at Garden City Elementary School (SD 38, 1996, May 27, p. 147). The district Montessori
program now existed at two locations, Kilgour Elementary and Garden City Elementary.

In an April 2, 2001 SD 38 board meeting, three members from the Kilgour Elementary Parent
Advisory Council (PAC) spoke during a brief to the board about their desire to keep the Montessori
program at Kilgour Elementary (SD 38, 2001, April 2, p. 44). The Kilgour Elementary PAC was motivated
to retain the Montessori program at their school knowing that without the Montessori program Kilgour
would likely be set for closure due to low of enroliment. As the Montessori program was deemed a
portable program, it could be moved without a lengthy consultation period. From the SD 38’s
perspective it was in their interest to move the Montessori program to another school the following
school year, thereby creating the conditions where student enrollment at Kilgour was so low that
closure would become inevitable. At the following SD 38 board meeting on April 17, 2001 the RAM
parent group submitted a motion to be read during the board meeting stating:

That the Richmond Association for Montessori supports the parents at Kilgour

Elementary School in their attempt to prevent the move of the Montessori program

from Kilgour Elementary School to Thompson Elementary School, and that it directs the

executive to notify the Board of School Trustees of this motion prior to it's [the SD 38

school board] meeting scheduled for Tuesday, April 17, 2001. (SD 38, 2001, April 17, p.

53)

The RAM parent group were well versed at persuasively confronting the SD 38 board and stating
their position in support of the Montessori program. After the RAM brief was read to the Trustees, there

was a time for Kilgour/Montessori parents to address the board with their questions and concerns
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regarding the potential move of the Montessori program. Towards the end of the meeting, a motion by

two SD 38 Trustee was made to:

Defer a decision of the possible moving of the Montessori Program from Kilgour

Elementary School to Thompson Elementary School to the May 7th public meeting of

the Board, or earlier if possible, providing that a detailed budget information including a

plan for overall budget reductions is available for that date. (SD 38, 2001, April 17, p. 55)

At the May 7, 2001 SD 38 school board meeting Trustees tabled the decision to move
the Montessori program to Thompson Elementary and therefore closing Kilgour Elementary
school would also be stalled for the time being. In order for Kilgour Elementary and
consequently the Montessori program to remain open, the district would experience a $75,000
shortfall in their budget (SD 38, 2001, May 7, p. 62). After deferring the decision to move the
Montessori program and thereby preventing the closure of Kilgour Elementary, the Trustees
directed staff to find ways to address the funding gap without laying off staff (SD 38, 2001, May
7, p. 63).

In The Richmond Review article written by Martin Van den Hemel (2001), entitled
Kilgour won’t be annexed: school won’t be split as parents lobby pays off, he recounts the
developments at the SD 38 board meeting on May 7, 2001. In the article Van den Hemel pays
particular attention to the Kilgour parents including the Montessori families' efforts to keep the
Montessori program intact at Kilgour Elementary thereby saving the school. One parent, in
reference to the extraordinary measures taken to save the school, was quoted as saying, “it’s an
exercise in grassroots democracy. It shows you if you are willing to put your neck out it’s not
always going to be chopped” (Van den Hemel, 2001, p. 5). SD 38 Chairperson Bourque, also

mentioned the efforts of the parents in the article saying that, “there’s no question that the
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efforts of parents from Kilgour made a big difference” (Van den Hemel, 2001, p. 5). Yet again,
the perseverance and commitment of the parents resulted in institutional change.

The SD 38 Trustees at a board meeting on October 21, 2002 circled back to the question
of closing several schools in the district due to rising costs and continued budgetary constraints.
In a motion moved by two SD 38 Trustees it was recorded that the “Board of School Trustees
(Richmond) expects that over the next few years it will have to continue to reduce educational
programs and services to students as a result of reduced funding from the Provincial
Government” (SD 38, 2002, October 21, p. 120). The closure of schools and budgetary austerity
was partially owing to the legacy of the educational policies implemented by the Social Credit
party during the mid-1980s under Premier Vander Zalm. In 2001 Gordon Campbell’s Liberal
Government altered the Social Credit’s block funding formula making it even more stringent and
restrictive resulting in districts having to cut programs and close schools (Kilian, 2009). The
Liberal’s rigid funding formula, coupled with the increased cost of running schools and declining
student enrollment meant an overall reduction in the money allocated to school districts (Kilian,
2009). Tyee reporter Crawford Kilian (2009) explained that with declining enroliment, schools
should be able to pay for the cost of education because the overall cost should also decline but
this wasn’t the case. In a simple analogy, Crawford Kilian describes why schools in the early
2000s were chronically underfunded:

Suppose you live in a mortgaged house with two children. One kid moves out, but your

mortgage stays the same. Heat and light bills don’t change much. Property taxes depend

on the local housing market, not on the number of people under your roof (Kilian,

2009).

This was the situation SD 38 found themselves in the early 2000s, faced with declining

enrollment and devastating school closures. Many other school districts throughout the provinces were
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also faced with the same dilemma. The BC thinktank, Centre for Civic Governance contacted 45 of the 59
school districts and created a report entitled When More is Less which found that “32 out of 45 boards
have run into trouble. To make ends meet, they’ve had either to cut programs and services, or to spend
what they’d saved from previous years” (Kilian, 2009).

On March 3, 2003 at the SD 38’s monthly board meeting, Kilgour Elementary School finally met
its fate, a motion passed by the Trustees shuttered the school for good for the upcoming 2003/2004
school year. Once again, the Montessori program would be moving, this time to Manoah Steves
Elementary School, effective July 1, 2003 (SD 38, 2003, March 3, p. 61). In The Richmond Review news
article entitled, Sidaway saved, others get bad news on March 6, 2003, Trustee Whittaker expressed
frustration with the fiscal restraint that the current government was carrying out saying, “I believe one
day (Education Minister) Christy Clark will give her head a shake and put more money into the
(education system)”(Van den Hemel, 2003, p. 5). Trustee Whittaker also expressed support for programs
of choice in SD 38 saying that she “believes the Montessori program at Kilgour can attract more
students” and that the “idea of introducing year-round schooling should be explored and she believes in
providing choice for Richmondites” (Van den Hemel, 2003, p. 5). Trustee Whittaker voiced support of
choice programs and providing options for the SD 38 parents in The Richmond Review article. Clearly
Trustee Whittaker viewed choice programs as a way to enhance the educational experience of
Richmond students an argument for equity in the school system.

This phase of the progression of the Montessori program was marked by budgetary constraints
and declining student enrollment in SD 38. It was a turbulent and unstable time in the BC educational
landscape with the SD 38 Montessori program being used as a mechanism by the district to prop up
declining enrollment numbers as a means to prevent school closures. The Montessori program was
regularly leveraged by the SD 38 district to save schools on the brink of closure which resulted in the

program moving several times over the years. This phase also highlighted and reemphasized, the power
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of grassroots parental advocacy to enact change. The RAM parent group with determination and
tenacity navigated the public educational setting, fighting for the continuation of the Montessori
program and for stability in an unpredictable educational environment.

Overwhelming Demand and One More School

This next phase of development of the SD 38 Montessori program was marked by stability and
permanence. At this point, the Montessori program had become an established program of choice
within the district having been an educational option for parents in Richmond, BC for sixteen years. The
Montessori program in SD 38 went from k to grade 7 and was located at two elementary schools as a
dual track program. The next stage in the progression of the program was the establishment of another
Montessori site in SD 38 and new challenges that came with the program’s success.

At a SD 38 board meeting on January 19, 2004, RAM parent Chagani presented a brief regarding
the expansion of the Montessori program (SD 38, 2004, January 19, p. 9). Trustees had questions and
comments for Chagani namely regarding the availability of teachers, cost of materials and if there was a
school that had the space to support the expanding Montessori program (SD 38, 2004, January 19, p. 9).
The Trustees accepted the brief from the RAM parent group and passed it on to staff who would report
back to the board by February 16, 2004 about the possibility of opening another Montessori site (SD 38,
2004, January 19, pp. 9-10).

In The Richmond Review newspaper article, on January 22, 2004 entitled, Montessori project
seeks to expand, reporter Chris Bryan (2004) highlighted the demand for the program of choice with “an
average of 130 students on a waitlist for just 15 spaces” (p. 6). The RAM parent representative in the
article, Chagani, was quoted as saying that “people say you have a better chance of winning the 6/49
than getting into this [the Montessori program]” (Bryan, 2004, p. 6). Chagani also noted that during
RAM'’s annual information meeting the Montessori parent group is “often told by parents that they will

seek Montessori privately if they can’t find it in the public system” (Bryan, 2004, p. 6). Chagani and the
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RAM parents had sufficient evidence to request opening a third Montessori school at James McKinney
Elementary School as there was an abundance of demand for the specialized alternative program.
However, as cited in the SD 38 board meeting minutes and the newspaper article, the Trustees had valid
concerns for which they wanted answers. Trustee McKitrick questioned if having the schools all located
in the same general vicinity was wise, as East Richmond was currently underserved (Bryan, 2004, p. 6).
Trustees also had reservations about finding qualified Montessori teachers and the cost of the materials
to outfit the classrooms (Bryan, 2004, p. 6). Although the Trustees had a number of valid concerns to not
expand the Montessori program, at the February 16, 2004, SD 38 board meeting, Trustees voted in
favour of expanding “the Montessori program by adding a kindergarten and a grade 1 / 2 class at James
McKinney Elementary School beginning in the 2004/2005 school year” (SD 38, 2004, February 16, p. 46).
The district Montessori program in SD 38 now had three dual track schools instructing in the pedagogy
of Dr. Maria Montessori.

In a SD 38 board meeting on December 18, 2006, Trustees had questions and comments
regarding starting a lottery system for programs of choice in the district. The lottery system would
provide a fair and transparent process to accept students into the programs, a necessary step as there
was a high demand for programs of choice in SD 38. Although the Montessori program was mentioned
as benefiting from being a part of the lottery system as there was high demand for the program, when
the motion is carried by the Trustees the language in the motion only included creating a lottery system
for the Early French Immersion program (SD 38, 2006, December 18, p. 217). Again, in the December 3,
2007, SD 38 board minutes under the subsection on “French Immersion Draw, Retention and
Recruitment Report” there is mention of the first lottery draw in February 2007 taking place earlier in
the year which according to the report included the late French Immersion and Montessori draw (SD 38,
2007, December 18, p. 216). Again, on December 18, 2008, at a SD 38 board meeting under the

subsection of French Immersion there is mention of the “consolidating the French Immersion lottery
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draw with the Montessori program and the grade 6 late French Immersion applicants” (SD 38, 2008,
December 18, p. 217).

This phase of the progression of the Montessori program was marked by continued growth in an
effort to meet the overwhelming demands of Richmond parents for the Montessori program of choice
however, as noted in both the board meeting minutes and The Richmond Review article, there remained
concern over finding qualified teachers and the cost of Montessori materials was a persistent barrier. As
a result of the increasing demand for the Montessori program, the SD 38 implemented a lottery system
to ensure the acceptance of students into the program was straightforward and accountable. According
to the SD 38 board minutes it appeared as if the lottery for the Montessori program was amalgamated
with other choice programs in the district such the early and late French immersion program.

Program Maturity at a Crossroads

The last major phase of the progression of the public Montessori program in SD 38 is one of
continuity, steadiness and a look to the future. The district Montessori program was now at three
different dual track schools serving students from kindergarten to grade 7. The RAM parent group was
still active however their efforts were now singularly focused on fundraising for classroom materials and
less about fighting for the establishment or prolongation of the program. The Montessori program was
recognized as an established program by the SD 38, although it still existed on the margins, with other
programs like French immersion being the focal point and the Montessori program being lumped in with
it.

In a November 9, 2009 SD 38 board meeting, discussions were held amongst the Trustees and
staff about the implementation of full day kindergarten (FDK). The BC Liberal government started a
phased in initiative to begin in September 2010 that would introduce FDK across the province resulting
in school boards scrambling to find classroom space and teachers (Friesen, Krauth, & Sattari, 2014). The

Montessori program historically had difficulties finding qualified teachers to fill classrooms, and with
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FDK on the horizon there was a fair bit of trepidation as to how the SD 38 was going to find Montessori
teachers to fill vacancies. Assistant Superintendent Brennan spoke to a memorandum that noted the
recruitment challenges existed for alternative programs like French Immersion and Montessori and the
FDK initiative would make this even more complex (SD 38, 2009, November 9, pp. 193-194). In a
subsequent, SD 38 board meeting on October 4, 2010 the concern over recruiting teachers for the
alternative programs, French Immersion and Montessori once again came up in the minutes (SD 38,
2010, October 4, p. 163).

The topic of teacher recruitment for the Montessori program of choice had been a reoccurring
theme in the SD 38 board minutes since the beginning of the program. This is a complex issue with a
long history that involves many key players. To illustrate the complexity and longevity of this ongoing
challenge, one could argue that it stretches back as far as the North American Montessori movement
with the establishment and subsequent clash between two Montessori organizations, the Association
Montessori Internationale (AMI) and American Montessori Society (AMS). Despite these longstanding
complexities, for the purpose of this research | will focus on present day obstacles experienced. To
become a Montessori teacher in the public school system one must first be a certified teacher requiring
a Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree and a provincial teaching certificate (WorkBC, n.d.). After which,
to become a Montessori teacher additional training in the elementary years (6-12), consisting of course
work and a yearlong practicum or field study is necessary (Centre for Advanced Montessori Studies of
Vancouver, n.d.). Once a public Montessori teacher has received a B.Ed. degree, BC teacher certification
and specialized Montessori training, theoretically such a teacher could apply to the Teacher
Qualification Service of BC (TQS) to have their additional Montessori training recognized for a pay
increase. In BC, the TQS is a non-profit organization that provides “an advisory service for teachers,
teachers' associations, and school boards, with respect to the evaluation of teachers' professional and

academic qualifications for the assighment to teachers of categories based upon qualifications” (TQS,



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 64

2024, p. 2). However, for programing to be deemed acceptable in content by the TQS for pay
categorization purposes, all courses “must be completed at or transferred into a degree granting
institution that held accreditation recognized by the TQS at the time the studies were taken” (TQS, 2024,
p. 3). In BC there is no Montessori training offered by a degree granting institution and as consequence
the TQS does not recognize Montessori training and therefore teachers with their Montessori
designation are not renumerated by advancing a TQS category for the additional training obtained for
this specialized position. This makes it difficult to recruit teachers to Montessori positions when extra
education is required for Montessori teaching position and the TQS does not acknowledge this. To make
finding trained Montessori teachers even trickier, currently in BC and across the country there is a
teacher shortage. As Wong (2025) reported in a recent news article, “teacher shortages have become an
issue for nearly every province and territory”(para. 5). The above analysis provides a brief overview of
the issues behind recruiting public Montessori teachers however it clearly illustrates the predicament
many school boards find themselves in as they attempt to fill Montessori teaching positions in public
programs.

On April 2, 2012 the Montessori program in SD 38 reached a significant milestone. During the
yearly report on the alternative program lottery process, Assistant Superintendent Brennan included for
the first time, information on the Montessori program (SD 38, 2012, April 2, p. 50). Previously, when
reporting on the lottery process for programs of choice the SD 38 staff would lump the Montessori
program information in with the early and late French Immersion. The singling out of the program by
the Assistant Superintendent was significant because it marked a small conceptual shift towards moving
the Montessori program from the margins of educational alternatives in SD 38.

During this same board meeting on April 2, 2012 the Assistant Superintendent also noted the
“high ration of applicants to available spaces for the Montessori program” (SD 38, 2012, April 2, p. 50).

Again, the significant number of applicants to spaces is a continuing narrative since the inception of the
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program in SD 38. The demand for public Montessori programs is not isolated to SD 38. In an article
from The Province newspaper, it was reported that “more than 600 BC children are on waiting lists for
Montessori spots in the public education system” (Luba, 2001, p. A3).

Much of the SD 38 board minutes from 2011 to the most recent digital records on the SD 38
website are dominated by the Assistant Superintendent’s yearly reporting on the lottery system for the
programs of choice. The Assistant Superintendent in the report detailed the draw process, the number
of applicants, spaces available, applicants placed and how many students were on the waitlist.
Generally, there was also a short blurb about the challenges of recruiting teachers to positions in the
programs of choice. Furthermore, with The Richmond Review shutting down and with its’ last
publication on July 24, 2015, triangulation of the small number of recent board minutes addressing the
Montessori program of choice during this phase was not possible (City of Richmond Archives, n.d.).

As a final point, | would like to address the future of the Montessori program in SD 38 by briefly
exploring the publicly available Long Range Facilities Plan (2025) available on the SD 38 website. The
document is the culmination of many years of thoughtful investigation, planning and engagement with a
variety of stakeholders. The purpose of the board approved planning document is to:

Outlines facilities management strategies to support the long-term accommodation of projected
students and educational programs. Places the need for capital projects in a district-wide context
and plays a key role in the submission of capital project requests and annual updates to the
District’s Five-Year Capital Plan. (SD 38, n.d.)

Within the SD 38 Long Range Facilities Plan (2025) document there is a section on
programs of choice within the district, with a small segment on the Montessori program. This
section gives a general overview of what the Montessori pedagogy is, some SD 38 statistics on
the percentage of students attending the program and what the future holds for the Montessori

program in SD 38. Of note, over the three schools in SD 38: Manoah Steves, McKinney and
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Garden City there are a total of 471 Montessori students making up 3.5% of the district k-7
students (SD 38, n.d.). The SD 38 Richmond School District Long Range Facilities Plan (2025) goes
on to talk about the future of the Montessori program in SD 38 saying that:

Montessori is a popular program option in Richmond. Over the years, the enrolment has

been purposefully kept to a moderate level to be able to hire enough qualified

Montessori teachers. In some cases, Montessori programs are in schools with in-

catchment enrolment pressures. A number of possible program location alternatives

may be considered by the District that will address the needs of students. Another

consideration has been to create a single track Montessori school, or one single-track

school and one dual-track school. Student cohort management for Montessori program

locations may need to be reviewed to ensure the efficient utilization of space available

for both regular and Montessori programs. (p. 13)

As documented in the plan, the Montessori program continues to be burdened by the same
barriers to its growth and sustainability as it has historically faced. According to the Long Range Facilities
Plan (SD 38, 2025), the program is in high demand from families in the district, however the challenge of
hiring qualified Montessori teachers prevents the program from being able to effectively respond to that
need. The lack of trained and qualified teachers and competition for classroom space is threatening the
health of the program with the SD 38 the Long Range Facilities Plan (2025) noting that the location of
the three sites likely being evaluated and the compression of the program may be an option.

Conclusion

Chapter four was composed of a case study on the public Montessori program of choice in SD
38. Through methodically examining archival sources, school board minutes and newspaper articles
from 1987 to present day a comprehensive picture was revealed, and themes were unearthed, exposing

major trends in the evolution. Six different phases were identified throughout the progression of the
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Montessori program in SD 38. The developments within the six phases where detailed using the archival
sources available and after each phase a short analysis of insights garnered were made. Through
referencing the publicly available Long Range Facilities Plan (SD 38, 2025) for the district in the sixth
phase of the progression of the Montessori movement, this study included a look to the program’s
future. The insights made through this case study will help to formulate future recommendations for

public Montessori programs of choice.
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Chapter 5 — Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter begins with a summary of the study, leading to a discussion on the significance of
the research and thematic trends that were uncovered through the creation of the SD 38 case study.
Drawing from the findings from the SD 38 case study the subsequent section addresses key
recommendations for the continued viability and sustainability of public Montessori programs of choice.
The last part of this chapter is dedicated to the limitations of the study and ideas to further the research
that has been started in this paper.

Study Summary

The case study, the first of its kind, examined the historical progression of the public Montessori
educational movement in SD 38 from 1987 to present day. Through systematically investigating archival
sources, the story of the Montessori movement in SD 38 was woven together through triangulating
school board minutes with provincial educational policy and local newspaper stories. General themes
emerged pointing to variables which led to the creation of the Montessori program in SD 38, as well,
systemic barriers that impeded the progression of the program were also uncovered. These deep-rooted
and longstanding challenges continue to plague the present-day Montessori program as noted in the SD
38 Long Range Facilities Plan (2025), fundamentally jeopardizing the current program’s long-term
feasibility and growth.

The study utilized archival sources from the City of Richmond and the SD 38. Through the
methodical scanning of SD 38 school board minutes from 1987 to the present, coupled with reviewing
local newspaper articles from the same time a comprehensive picture of the progression of public
Montessori in SD 38 was constructed. From this exhaustive review of archival materials, sources from
the literature review and provincial educational policy, a greater understanding of the factors which lead
to the establishment of the public Montessori program of choice were illuminated. By creating the case

study and pinpointing thematic trends the successes and challenges of the establishment, growth and
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sustainability of the Montessori program were exposed. Bringing to light the recurring themes
throughout the historic development of the Montessori program in SD 38 allowed for greater
confidence when making the recommendations about the future longevity and health of the program.
Study Significance

The findings from this inaugural study will begin to fill a gap in the literature surrounding public
Montessori programs in Canada, specifically in the unique educational landscape of BC. The recurrent
themes that run through the SD 38 case study on the progression of public Montessori fall into four
categories. The first theme, which is evident throughout the investigation of the Montessori program in
SD 38 was the overwhelming demand from parents for the program. This was made clear through the
persistent advocacy by the RAM parent group for the Montessori program in SD 38, the installation of
the lottery system for fair and transparent acceptance of students into the program and the long
waitlists for the program which continue to this day. It is apparent that the parent population in SD 38
had and continue to have a strong desire for a public Montessori program in the school system.

The second theme centered around parental advocacy. The RAM parent group were integral to
the promotion of the program through grassroots championing and persistent pressure on the SD 38
board which at key turning points in the progression of the program helped to reverse board decisions
and further the Montessori pedagogy in the district. The RAM parent group were also essential for
funding Montessori materials, ensuring that a public Montessori program of high fidelity could be
realized in SD 38.

Another theme that consistently came up in both the board meeting minutes and newspaper
articles was the constant struggle to find trained Montessori teachers to fill positions in the public
school system. From the beginning of the program in 1987 to the present, recruiting Montessori
teachers has been one of the biggest hurdles for public Montessori programs. As noted in the case

study, finding qualified Montessori teachers has been and continues to be a major stumbling block to



BRITSH COLUMBIA PUBLIC MONTESSORI EDUCATION 70

the growth and continuity of the program. It is a complex issue involving many key players that will
require creativity and innovative problem solving to overcome.

The final theme that came to light when examining the growth of public Montessori in SD 38,
was the peripheral positioning of the Montessori program within the district. Although the Montessori
program continues to be highly sought after by SD 38 families, throughout the development of the
program, it was frequently sidelined when compared to programs offered in the mainstream or other
programs of choice. This became evident when recounting the number of times, the program was
required to move in its’ history. Trustees, staff and parents have often seen programs of choice like the
Montessori program as a way to offset declining student population in district schools resulting in
programs frequently moving, creating instability. Furthermore, the Montessori program of choice was
often lumped with other programs such as early and late French Immersion. This was demonstrated
when the Assistant Superintendent delivered a yearly memorandum on programs of choice in SD 38 and
Montessori was not given specific attention within the report until as late as 2015, twenty-eight years
after the pilot program first began.

Implications and Recommendations

The literature review coupled with researching primary sources and the strategy of triangulating
local newspapers with provincial educational policy helped to create a comprehensive picture of the
history of the Montessori movement in SD 38. The following recommendations came out of these
findings and are intended to assist in the promotion and future sustainability of the SD 38 Montessori
program.

With over 38 years of history, the public Montessori program in SD 38 is a longstanding and
popular program of choice in the district. As such, the program necessitates to be recognized as a
legitimate and distinct pedagogy that operates within the educational mainstream and not at the

margins. To accomplish this, institutionally there needs to be a clear understanding of the Montessori
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pedagogy, how the pedagogy aligns with provincial curriculum and supports SD 38 policies on diverse
learners and inclusion in the classroom. Furthermore, information regarding the Montessori program
should be embedded in district policy to ensure that the Montessori program is equitably represented at
all organizational levels. Lastly, the extra training necessary for public Montessori teachers to teach
Montessori’s specialized pedagogy should be acknowledged by the Teacher Qualification Service (TQS).
The TQS is encouraged to recognize that additional training is necessary to teach in a public Montessori
classroom and as such renumerate teachers for their education and unique expertise. This shift would
help to attract and retain qualified educators ensuring high fidelity equitable Montessori instruction in
all SD 38 classrooms, not only in classrooms currently staffed by teachers with Montessori certification.

As the TQS operates in an advisory capacity to school boards and local unions, creative solutions
could be considered. As documented in TQS policy 8.01 Local Authority, the “Teacher Qualification
Board recognizes and respects the authority of boards of school trustees and local teachers' associations
to determine, through the collective bargaining process, policy, or other means” (TQS, 2023, p. 17). TQS
policy 8.01, implies that salaries for teachers can be bargained or agreed upon at the district level and
that a local union association or school board has the autonomy to adjust wages outside of TQS. Based
on TQS policy 8.01, a recommendation needs to be made, and a meeting should be prioritized between
a school board representative at SD 38 and the Richmond Teacher’s Association (RTA) and a Montessori
teacher representative to discuss the possibilities of this policy. Building on this, school districts with
Montessori programs of choice throughout BC could collectively lobby their local union associations and
school boards, requesting renumeration for the additional training required to teach Montessori,
galvanizing broad backing from Montessori educator's province wide.

The Montessori program of choice in SD 38 should be consistently and adequately resourced to
ensure its health and viability. Reliable and sufficient funding is necessary to equitably purchase

materials and resources for Montessori classrooms across the three sites in Richmond. Funding for
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teachers teaching on call (TTOCs) is essential if teachers new to Montessori do not have the training to
teach in a Montessori classroom. Montessori mentor teachers can support educators new to the
Montessori program as they learn and become more familiar with the pedagogy. For example, SD 38
could offer Montessori focused professional development during district non-instructional days, to
further the development of teachers in the district, enhancing the fidelity and quality of Montessori
teaching in SD 38. Finally, as documented throughout the SD 38 case study the Montessori program has
often been required to move due to its status as a portable program. Frequently being uprooted from a
program had a destabilizing effect and created uncertainty for Montessori students and parents. Moving
forward, a permanent dedicated space for the Montessori program in SD 38 would minimize disruptions
and help create a sense of stability, continuity and community for the program.

The last set of recommendations | purpose is for the SD 38 Montessori program to ensure
continued strong representation moving forward. The RAM parent group and the Montessori teachers
in the district need to persistently represent the program through SD 38 community awareness events
such as organizing parent education nights and publicly celebrating Montessori milestones. As well, the
Montessori program should have representation when meeting with SD 38 staff and board of Trustees,
ideally a teacher who has a deep knowledge of the pedagogy and can advocate for the program at the
district level. Finally, one must not forget about the power of being a vocal advocate. Montessori
parents and teachers need to continue to speak directly to the SD 38 board of Trustees about the
program. Although there are currently no urgent crises in the Montessori program in SD 38, having
presence at the school board meetings from time to time to represent the program, ensures that it is
not forgotten or inadvertently sidelined.

Study Limitations
The research undertaken, the first of its kind on the historical progression of the public

Montessori movement in BC, had limitations. The SD 38 board minutes were complete from 1987 to
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present, however being unable to use a search function for the records from 1987-1996 and instead
having to manually search for the word Montessori within the hard copy minutes likely resulted in me
missing some entries. When reading the SD 38 board minutes they were often limited and vague making
deciphering what was happening sometimes difficult. Accessing the newspapers articles was necessary
to round out the story creating a better understanding of what was transpiring. There were times during
my research when there were no newspaper articles available to corroborate the board minutes and
when this happened it became difficult to interpret. Lastly, when using the microfilm to find newspaper
articles in The Richmond Review there was no search function to search up articles pertaining to the
Montessori program, so | used the board meeting minutes as a general guide to manually find the
articles on microfilm, in using this method, some newspaper articles may have been overlooked.

Another limitation that became clear throughout my research was the limited stakeholder
voices | was able to capture using board minutes and newspaper articles. The board meeting minutes,
and the newspaper articles focused on essentially three parties, the Trustees, the SD 38 staff and the
RAM parent group and therefore the opinions of students, teachers and non-represented RAM families
were not reflected throughout my study. Finally, the board minutes and newspaper articles generally
represented administrative matters, off the record conversations were not included which may have
diminished the overall understanding of the progression of the Montessori program.

Lastly, creating a singular case study on the SD 38 yielded a limited understanding of the
progression of the Montessori movement in BC as only one scenario was explored. Nonetheless, the
research conducted was an inaugural study of the history of the public Montessori program in BC,
building upon this there is room for additional investigations and research to occur.

Suggestions for Further Research
As this study was the first of its kind, the initial groundwork has been completed but there

remains room for additional research and exploration on this topic. To build upon this study and
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advance the research on the progression of the public Montessori education movement one could gain
a deeper understanding of the evolution by investigating and comparing other public Montessori
programs across BC and Canada. By including additional public Montessori programs in the research, a
comparative study could be undertaken and themes in the progression could be pinpointed increasing
the credibility of the research. Another way to further the study of the growth of public Montessori
programs in BC or Canada is to interview key stakeholders within the movement. This would enable the
researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the complex underlying elements which led to the
establishment and growth of public Montessori programs.
Conclusion

The foundational historical case study on the progression of the Montessori in SD 38 has
demonstrated that the program of choice resulted from the persistent and sustained pressure by the
RAM parent group. Additionally, local and provincial educational policy shaped the conditions and set
the stage for the public Montessori program in SD 38. The demand for public Montessori programs of
choice has consistently been high, well outstripping the capacity of the program. The Montessori
program in SD 38 continues to experience systemic barriers that jeopardizes the future vitality and
sustainability of the program. The future of the public Montessori movement depends on continued
strong support and advocacy as it is a program that rests on the margins of the education system. It is
my hope that this thesis has not only brought to light recurrent historic and contemporary issues
experienced by the SD 38 Montessori program of choice but that it will also serve to galvanize

stakeholders to continue to champion public Montessori programs.
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