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Montessori learning environments, described as prepared environment,
allow children to choose their work freely and construct their own
learning. Because the child is in the center and the roles of the teacher
differ from the roles of the teachers in traditional schools, the direction of
the communication and collaboration between the child and the teacher is
determined accordingly. This study aims at examining the practices of
Montessori teachers in communication and collaboration with the child.
A phenomenological approach was adopted in the study. Purposive
snowball sampling was employed to identify 12 Montessori preschool
teachers. A focus group interview and semi-structured interviews were
used to obtain data. The obtained data were transcribed and analyzed
through the content analysis method. The findings were examined under
three main themes, which are “the communication of the teacher with the
child”, “the collaboration between the teacher and the child” and “the
difficulties Montessori teachers face in communication and collaboration
with the child”. The study showed that teachers’ communication
approach was based on respect for the child. When communicating with
the child, teachers adopted a guidance role. However, teachers’ practices
in communication deviated from Montessori philosophy in case of
conflict and undesired behaviors. Support from the child’s peers,
involving the children in forming class rules, giving children
responsibility, and collaboration in learning were the main subjects that
maintain collaboration with the child. Besides, study findings indicated
that Montessori teachers faced some difficulties in communication and
collaboration with the child. The results of this study imply that the
communication and collaboration practices of Montessori teachers and
the Montessori philosophy are mostly in line but can contradict in some
cases.
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Introduction

Today, preschools provide the education to prepare children for elementary school as
well as to support their development in many ways. These institutions fill in the gap by
meeting the need for creating a social environment that emerges in parallel with the changing
life standards. Having such a crucial function, some preschools adopt different teaching
methods in practice. One alternative in this method diversity is the Montessori method.
According to Montessori, the aim of education is to raise free children who know what they
want to do and what they are doing (Wentworth & Wentworth, 2013). In order to reach this
aim, Montessori created a child-based educational method. Schools adopting Montessori
method have specific features. For instance, teachers have some standards following the
Montessori training. Teachers have the skills to teach multi-age groups based on the
developmental stages. In addition to that, teachers have awareness of Montessori teaching
materials. On the other hand, children at a school where Montessori method adopted have
some specifications, as well. Children have the privilege of freely move to conduct their own
work without interruption (American Montessori Society, 2021). The prepared environment
that serves as the implementation platform according to these core components, is the learning
environment that is prepared before according to the child’s development and which enables
the child to move freely within the classroom. In this environment, the child has the right to
choose learning activities defined as ‘work’ (Lillard, 2013). Montessori method is integrated
within the prepared environment, child and teacher triangle (Lillard & McHugh, 2019). This
integrity shapes the dimension of the relationship between the teacher and the child.
Montessori teachers design the learning environment according to the child’s development
and needs. During the learning process, teachers function as a guide for children to display
their potentials through their observations (Aljabreen, 2017). The number of studies,
examining the communication and collaboration between teachers and children in Montessori
classrooms from the perspective of teachers, are limited. For this reason, it was aimed to fill
this gap by identifying the preferences and experiences of preschool teachers, who conduct
the Montessori method, which they adopt in communication with children.

Philosophical Assumption of Montessori Method and Its Reflection to Learning
Environment

With respect to educational philosophy, Maria Montessori adopted a progressive
educational philosophy. The Montessori philosophy is theoretically in line with the school of
thought of Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Seguin and Itard (Edwards, 2002). Montessori rejected
punishment and reward methods due to the idea that a child’s desire should be shaped through
an external discipline (Montessori, 2004). While being progressive, Maria Montessori also
draws attention to cognition by being a pioneer in the field of cognitive psychology (Ornstein,
2016).

The Montessori educational philosophy gives the opportunity for the child to move
independently and progress at his own pace within the prepared environment by reformulating
the perception of school. In prepared environment, children have the opportunity to move
freely without being dependent on an adult (Montessori, 2004).

In the Montessori learning environment, an uninterrupted work cycle is presented to the child
in a dynamic process and the child’s desire to learn is triggered (Greene, 2005). During the
uninterrupted work cycle, children can choose and work with the materials that they have
been introduced to before. A child who has completed his/her work is expected to properly
place the material back to its place on the open shelf. Children mainly work individually
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(Lillard, 2007) but they may also work in small groups (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2008). In
addition, during circle time activities, the whole class has an opportunity to come together
(Lillard, 2012). In the classroom setting created in such a system, classroom management is
different from the classroom management perception that requires children to sit collectively
during education (Montessori, 2004).

A respect-based classroom atmosphere is underlined in the Montessori learning environment.
Desired positive outputs in Montessori classrooms are obtained through the collaboration
between the teacher and the child (Estes, 2018). Collaboration based learning and the
communication style that children establish with adults reach ideal outputs that are aimed at
(Lillard, 2007). In addition, in Montessori classrooms, where children from various age
groups interact, children are in solidarity with each other, especially elder children help
younger children, and collaboration takes place rather than competition (Flynn, 1991). Based
on this, undesired behaviors are less observed in Montessori classrooms when compared to
traditional classrooms (Brock, 2017; Duckworth, 2008; Lillard, 2018; Mushamba, Burney, &
Kent, 2017).

Maria Montessori considers education as a whole with moral, mental and emotional
dimensions rather than focusing on mental development (Duckworth, 2006). Thus, learning to
communicate in a peaceful framework in Montessori classrooms is one of the priorities for
teachers and students (Thayer-Bacon, 2011). However, there are also children who display
negative behaviors in Montessori classrooms. According to Montessori, negative behaviors of
children are observed due to children failing to fulfill the responsibility of moving freely.
Children performing negative behaviors generally need to stay close to the teacher and are
deprived of the right of moving freely within the classroom. In such cases, the teacher
approaches the child with sympathy and deals with the issue in person (Lillard, 2007). As a
result, Montessori teachers, as well as the Montessori environment, have a crucial mission in
shaping classroom communication and collaboration.

Montessori Teacher: Roles and Responsibilities

In Montessori classrooms, the teacher undertakes the role of a guide directing the child
to self-education appropriate with the child’s development (Montessori, 2004). Montessori
teachers offer help and support to the child according to the needs. This support is reduced to
minimum during the educational process (Edwards, 2002). This presents that the teacher does
not interfere with the child unless it is necessary. The teacher, defined as the classroom
manager, is the coordinator of a system in which children control their behaviors during their
work. Montessori teachers are in collaboration with the children during this self-education
process (Montessori, 2004). This requires the teacher to stand against an external authoritarian
figure who orders the child what to do and how to behave (Harris, 1995). Therefore, the
purpose of the Montessori teacher is to help the development of self-confidence and internal
discipline of children (Edwards, 2002). The fact that children can prefer their own activities in
the learning environment gives the opportunity to ensure internal discipline. Self-confidence
and internal discipline of children contribute to Montessori peace education. Montessori
believes values such as respect, global citizenship, and responsibility, skills such as passion
and imagination contribute peace education (American Montessori Society, 2021; Duckworth,
2008; Signorello, 2017).

Respect for the child is one of the principles of the Montessori method (Isaacs, 2018;
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Pickering, 1992). In accordance with this, Harris (1995) emphasizes that Montessori teachers
encourage children to establish politeness-based communication with each other. Teachers
should be careful to lower their voice tones and be a role model with their moral, behaviors
and posture (Montessori, 2009).

Montessori (2009) underlines that education is carried out with the collaboration between the
teacher and learning materials. Montessori teachers undertake a passive role during the
children’s learning process rather than being active (Montessori, 2013). Teachers observe like
a researcher who tries to scientifically interpret the process during the work cycle of children.
Teachers who constantly and carefully observe the child present the child new work when he
is developmentally ready for a new one (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2008). The teacher who
undertakes a guide role has also the duty of ensuring a need-oriented environment by
constantly observing the children in the learning environment (Baynham, 2016). Hence,
teachers should “set a prepared environment according to the child’s needs” (Barbieru, 2016,
p.12).

In the Montessori approach, the individual and social development of the child is supported
through the teacher, free work of the child and prepared environment. Therefore, putting
forward the communication and collaboration established between children, who are at the
center of learning by following their own preferences in a prepared environment, and
Montessori teachers, who support the children as guides by observing them, will contribute to
revealing the link between the Montessori philosophy and the practice. Recent literature
focuses on language teaching, inclusive education, motor skills, psychosocial development
and Montessori method (Dereli, 2017; Ender, & Ozcan, 2019; Firdaus, 2018; Hiles, 2018;
Kusumawardani, Nani & Sulistiani, 2020; Sar1, & Tirk, 2020) but includes few studies
examining the communication and collaboration between teachers and children in Montessori
classrooms from the perspective of teachers. To that end, it was aimed to fill this very gap by
identifying the preferences and experiences of preschool teachers, who conduct the
Montessori method, which they adopt in communication with children. Current study aims to
explore communication and collaboration of teachers with the children at the Montessori
preschools.

Method

Research Design

The phenomenological method, one of the qualitative study methods, was employed in
this study. The phenomenological study output refers to gathering individually experienced
facts around common principles (Creswell, 2012). Current study involves teachers teaching at
the Montessori schools. It is evident that teachers taking part in this study have rich
experience of adopting Montessori Method. Thus, it is believed that the phenomenological
method is an appropriate method for the purpose of this study. The researcher refrains from
present judgments in empirical phenomenological studies (Creswell, 2012). In this study,
identifying the preferences and experiences of Montessori teachers, which they adopt during
their communication and collaboration with the child with an empirical approach, was
preferred. Therefore, semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews were carried out
with preschool teachers who implement the Montessori Method. Focus group interview is one
of the most adopted data collection method in qualitative studies. “It is an attempt to learn
about the biographies and life structures of group participants” (Berg, 2014, p.111).
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Study Group

The aim of phenomenological studies is to put forward what the phenomenon is rather
than generalizing the results (Converse, 2012). For this reason, a study group, which is wide
enough to transfer rich and deep information but small in size, is selected purposefully
(Chamberlain, 2009). Twelve female Montessori teachers aged between 23 and 38 and who
have experience in Montessori preschools, were identified through the snowball sampling
method. Five teachers have associate degree, six have bachelor’s degree and one has master’s
degree. The teachers took Montessori education in various universities and institutions in
Turkey and overseas. Experiences of the teachers in Montessori classrooms range between 6
months and 10 years. The most recent professional development activities carried out by the
teachers were stated as national and international trainings and conferences as well as
readings they did individually. The teacher with the nickname Jane does not know Turkish
and works as an English language teacher in a Montessori school giving bilingual education.

Data Collection

Study data were collected through one-to-one interviews and a focus group interview.
Interviews are effective data collection instruments in cases when the perceptions and
interpretations of the participants about a certain issue are tried to be explored (Berg, 2019). A
semi-structured interview protocol was executed in this study because experiences of
Montessori teachers concerning the communication and collaboration with children are
discussed phenomenologically. The semi-structured interview protocol was designed with
open-ended questions (Creswell, 2012). Semi-structured interviews are more appropriate
interview techniques for educational studies because they give the opportunity to get flexible
answers (Turniikld, 2000). Expert opinions were resorted to before conducting the interviews
and a pilot interview was carried out with a Montessori teacher to test the questions. Interview
questions got their final form based on the data gathered from expert opinions and pilot
interview.

Focus group interview was also conducted along with semi-structured interviews so as to
collect data. Focus group interviews provide the opportunity for participants with common
grounds to express their ideas and emotions and widen their answers through group
interaction. Thus, it is used for supporting other data along with providing a basic data
resource for a research (Berg, 2019).

The time that the researchers planned for the interviews were interrupted by the Covid-19
pandemic. For this reason, the interviews were conducted distantly through video conferences
due to health precautions and to ensure social distancing. One-to-one interviews were carried
out on a total of 7 participants for about an hour for each participant. The interviews were
recorded with a voice recorder. The focus group interview took almost 2 hours and 15
minutes was recorded through the Zoom application. In addition, every question asked by the
participants was answered by the researchers in detail and thus, hesitations of the participants
were cleared away. Data collected by the interviews were transcribed by the researchers who
carried out the interviews. The researchers then analyzed interview records that were
transcribed.

Data Analysis

During the data analysis phase, data collection, data reduction, data displaying and
conclusion drawing take place repeatedly (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Throughout the data
analysis stage of this study; data unrelated to the subject were reduced, data were analyzed
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through the content analysis method and results were attained as a result of repeated analysis.
“Content analysis, which generally prescribe systematic counting, indexing, and categorizing
of elements” (Saldafia, 2013, p.53). In this respect, researchers first of all developed the
codes. Depending on the codes, categories and themes were developed. In this cyclical
process, researchers always reviewed the data again and again. Researchers obtained the
codes, categories and themes related to the study subject as a result of content analysis.
Content analysis gives the opportunity to indirectly interpret the communication of people
(Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2011). Thus, explanation and comments were made about the
subject based on the codes, category and themes created concerning the communication and
collaboration experiences of Montessori teachers with the child.

Validity and Reliability

Various precautions were taken to ensure validity and reliability of the study. After the
interview questions were prepared arrangements were made based on expert opinions. A pilot
interview was conducted before the interviews so as to identify the effectiveness of the
interview questions, whether or not the questions are appropriate for the study purpose was
evaluated and study consistency was ensured (Berg, 2019; Tiirniiklii, 2000). How interview
questions are perceived by the participants and to what extent the answers are related to the
subject were evaluated after the pilot study with the Montessori teacher who conducted the
pilot study.

Various data collection methods were used through diversification so as to increase the
credibility of the study findings. It is not possible to reach certain, in other words objective,
reality due to the nature of qualitative researches. In addition to the one-to-one interviews
conducted to collect study data, focus group interview was also carried out where participants
reminded each other about the various aspects of the study through a group dynamic.

Open-ended questions were asked to the participants during the interviews to avoid interfering
with their ideas and experiences but various non-directive questions were asked for them to
clarify the subject when necessary.

Sharing voice records with the relevant participants as transcripts gives the participant the
opportunity to review his own statements. This reinforces study validity (Tiirniiklii, 2000). In
this study, voice and video records were shared with the participants for confirmation as texts
after the interviews conducted with participant teachers. After participant confirmation,
interviews were analyzed one-by-one by the researchers. The codes, categories, and themes
that were generated after the analysis were subject to expert opinions to verify them which is
also called peer debriefing. In this respect, researchers presented the generated codes,
categories, and themes to other researchers, who have experience and knowledge about the
research topic, for the review. Following the review process, researchers conducted minor
changes on some codes.

Ethical Consideration

One point that needs to be dwelled upon in qualitative studies is ethics. At this point,
informing and ensuring the rights of the participants comes to the agenda. Before the
interviews that were conducted as the data collection method of the study, the purpose and
content of the study was expressed and it was stated that participation is voluntary based and
that the participants can leave the interviews whenever they want without giving any excuses.
They were informed that audio and video records will be taken during the interviews and the
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consent of the participants was taken. Participating in the interviews with one’s own will can
be considered as a signed document approved by the participant. In social studies, ensuring
participant confidentiality is the responsibility of researchers (Berg, 2019). In order to ensure
confidentiality, personal information of the participants was carefully protected and
nicknames were used rather than real names in citations of participant statements.

Role of the Researcher

One of the researchers is a Montessori teacher who has an American Montessori
Society (AMS) certificate. This researcher has conducted observations and implementations
in various schools in Texas, the USA and worked in Montessori schools. The other researcher
was an expert in the field of Educational Sciences and has experiences in educational
research, educational national and international projects. The researcher is also a part of the
study in qualitative studies. But this also attaches various roles and responsibilities to the
researcher. At this point, researchers conducted the interviews by avoiding their own
experiences and judgments so as to sustain their objectivity (Merriam, 2015). The researchers
categorized the data they collected from the participants according to the subject, made
citations and gathered the principles of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). They also
maintained their objective attitude during the data analysis phase.

Findings

Based on the data collected from Montessori teachers, three main themes were
created; communication of the teacher with the child, collaboration between the teacher and
the child and difficulties teachers face in communication and collaboration. Categories that
were classified according to the subjects were examined in detail under each theme.

Communication of the Teacher with the Child
Participant statements concerning the communication of the teacher with the child
consisted of; guidance role of the teacher, recognizing the child, greeting, one-to-one
communication with the child, group communication and communication in cases of conflict
and disagreement. Categories created based on these themes are summarized in Figure 1.
Guidance role of the

teacher
——  Recognizing the child
— Greeting
Communication of the Teacher
with the Child _One-to-one communication
with the child

- Group Communication

 Communication in cases of
conflict and disagreement

Figure 1. Categories examined under the communication of the teacher with the child theme

In definitions concerning teacher communication with children, it is evident that respect for
the child, which is the basis of the Montessori method, is underlined and that the teacher
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identifies his position in child communication as a guide and an advisor. As a teacher, Umran
defines her position in child communication as “I want to show myself as a guide, a helper,
an advisor. And that’s how I begin with the child.”

The teachers stated that they adopt a communication style convenient for the differences and
needs of the child. Therefore, the importance of recognizing and understanding the child
according to the observations was underlined. Giil emphasizes the importance of observation
in communication as “Observation comes first in communication with the child. I believe that
observation is crucial. Because there are personal differences between adults and children
due to our nature and the way we are raised up.”

Different teachers restated that communication should be gradually constructed on a bond of
trust after starting communication based on observations. With this respect, the teachers
underlined that they approached the child in a positive attitude during communication from
the first day on. Adopting an approach that considers the emotional needs of the child,
appropriate for the developmental level of the child was underlined in ensuring a bond of
trust. In ensuring trust during child communication; talking at the child’s level, making eye
contact and taking into consideration the child’s emotions are the points emphasized. Rukiye
explained this as “We lower ourselves to the child’s level when we want to communicate with
the child”. Tugge said “First observation, then approaching the child’s area of interest. [...]
Then bending down, making eye contact, sharing our emotion with the child. [...] I think that
emotion is the key of education”.

One other category that was expressed concerning communication during the interviews was
greeting. Greeting, which starts communication in the morning after the first interaction, was
stated to occur one-to-one between the teacher and the child and also as a group between the
teacher and the whole classroom.

Teachers, who underlined that they find one-to-one greeting in the morning very important,
stated that they start communication by trying to begin the day good by paying attention to the
child’s mood, needs and facts like being sleepy. It was stated that after the one-to-one
greeting that takes place in the morning at the entrance, the teacher and the children greeted
each other as a group in the greeting circle. Fikriye stated these about the greeting circle:

[...] as a society sharing the same setting, | mean as the children in the same classroom,
together with the teachers, we get the chance to see and greet each other. Because when
the child comes to school on his/her own, he might not have the opportunity, not feel
willing to or not prefer to greet all his friends. But | think it is important for us to greet
each other all together, to know how we all are and become aware of this.

In the greeting circle; an interactive group setting is established between the teacher and
children through the “hello song”, asking about health, the weather chart and calendar
activities. Furthermore, it was stated that in schools giving bilingual education greeting takes
place with the teachers who give education in Turkish and English separately in both
languages.

Montessori teachers establish one-to-one communication during the child’s uninterrupted
work cycle. All of the participant teachers stated that carrying out the activities individually
gives positive results because it provides one-to-one communication opportunity to the child
and teacher. It was stated that ensuring one-to-one communication between the teacher and
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the child helps getting to know the child more closely and facilitates determining the
individual differences, pace, needs and readiness of the child. Thus, a basis is created for the
teacher to guide the child according to the child’s learning styles and pace.

I can communicate with the child better when | work individually with the child. We
express ourselves more comfortably, we actually express according to the child and only
to that child. That’s why I think it is more effective and better with respect to individual
activities and teacher-child relationship. (Fikriye)

During the communication established with the child the importance of being simple, clear,
straight and intimate and being careful about tone of voice while talking and using appropriate
statements for the child was underlined.

I mean not like talking normally with a friend but so that the child can understand, clearly
and being careful with the tone of voice. [...] When adults get into detail when speaking
with a child they see the child as an adult and go into unnecessary details. This can lead
to confusion in the child’s world. That’s why you should be simple. (Fulya)

It is evident that Montessori teachers guide the children by preferring a humble, polite and
gentle language in child communication. In participant teacher statements it was underlined
that how one should speak according to the rules of grace and courtesy and how tone of voice
should be tuned in the classroom is expressed and carried out during the orientation period.
Jane emphasized the importance of grace and courtesy metalingual communication in child
communication as “You have to keep your tone of voice slow, you have to be open in your
talk, you have to show lots of, lots of grace and courtesy in your talk.”

Teachers stated that when there is noise in the classroom at an accelerating tone that disturbs
the children, they go to a corner and observe the children. When the disturbing noise is made
by more than one child then teachers talk with the children about the act and encourage their
friends to show empathy and not get disturbed by the noise. When there is noise in the
classroom at an accelerating tone that disturbs the children, teachers grab the children’s
attention through stimuli like bells or when it is dark outside by turning the lights off and on
and reminds them about voice tone rules. The fact that responsibility about reminding is also
given to the child other than the teacher is significant. Asli, who realizes that there is an
increase in children’s voice tones during the uninterrupted work cycle, holds an emergency
meeting by gathering the children in a circle and provides the children an opportunity to give
reflective opinions about the reasons of the noise. Activities that are oriented towards needs
are carried out after the children express their ideas. “We have a circle hour bell. I ring it.
Then I say, “children it is now circle time”. [...] We create the circle. We hold a meeting, if
there is too much disturbing noise...”

The teachers stated that when they observe a positive behavior they express polite statements
showing they realized it. Giilten explained her attitude against a positive behavior of the
children as “I usually thank the child for a positive behavior. This makes the child happy, his
friends gain awareness after this attitude.” She added that she prefers using positive
sentences to warn about negative issues and stated that “For example we don’t run in the
classroom but we don'’t tell the children that we don’t run. We walk slowly in the classroom,
we can run in the garden. [...] I try to change it to a positive sentence”.

Negative states also occur in Montessori settings that are described as peaceful. There can be
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children who lead to conflict and disagreement during the uninterrupted work cycle. Teachers
underlined that they follow the state by observing and interfere with the child at a point they
find it necessary. In this case, they stated that they communicate with the child undergoing
conflict and disagreement and direct him to other work; they give him responsibility or apply
the peace table method. Rukiye stated “If the child forces me, how should I say, I direct him
to the thing he loves most.” Nurten expressed “The issue can extend between children, like
with adults. In such cases | appoint one of the children and send him to another classroom.
[...] We continue by suspending from the setting by giving responsibility.”

Although individual work is more dominant in Montessori 3-6 years old classrooms, there is
also an opportunity for mass communication between the teacher and children during the
circle time where the whole class comes together and shares experiences. With respect to the
communication between the teacher and the group in the circle, Umran stated, “The circle is
not side-by-side, one after another or rowed. It is a round circle where we can make eye
contact. This is crucial for us”. It is evident in the interviews that the number and duration of
circle hours carried out by the teachers a day differs. Teachers stated that the circle time takes
about 15-20 minutes depending on the needs of the children, their attention duration and
according to the activity.

Jane, was raised in a different geography (in a part of South Asia) and has Montessori
teaching experience in a country other than Turkey, stated that the communication between
the teacher and child is more intimate in Turkey than in her own country. She expressed the
fact that the child communication approach changes during the process due to cultural
grounds with these statements:

Because, over here, it’s like (showing) very open with the children. And if you are like
shaking hands, like we used to be trained like in a Montessori environment, like you have
to be great calm and patient that actually doesn’t work for me, I tried that as well. [...] So
when | used to shake hands vey calmly, then I changed it into like, you know, more of the
open expressions and happy expressions to them and this is what normally we don’t do in
the Montessori environment. You are vey nice and smile actually. But yeah, it depends on
the culture.

During the interviews there were teachers who stated physical contact as an important factor
in child communication. But it was added that hugging and touching took place according to
the child’s permission. Some of the participant teachers emphasized that they preferred to hug
the child during the first interaction in the morning.

Collaboration between the Teacher and the Child

Under the collaboration between the teacher and child theme are; communication and
reliability in collaboration, participative rule making, duty and monitoring, collaboration
between teacher and child’s peers, collaboration in learning categories. These categories were
brought together in Figure 2.
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Communication and
— 1 reliability in
collaboration

Collaboration
- between teacher and
child’s peers

Collaboration between the
Teacher and the Child

Participative rule
making

- Duty and monitoring

‘Collaboration in learning

Figure 2. Categories examined under the collaboration between the teacher and the child
theme

According to the participant teacher statements, it can be asserted that the grounds of
collaboration can be laid through a healthy communication established between the teacher
and child. Jane expressed this as “Collaboration from the teacher’s perspective is, again one
thing, it is about communication, how you communicate with the child.” Therefore, the
importance of establishing a bond of trust between the child and teacher and considering the
individual differences of the child in collaboration was emphasized. Fulya stated “In the
Montessori educational philosophy the most important point that we contribute to concerning
collaboration is, gaining trust, revealing the child’s potential, helping the child’s satisfaction
of success.”

With respect to the collaboration with children, teachers underlined the rules they apply
determinately. Classroom rules are introduced to the children during the adjustment to the
Montessori learning environment. There were teachers who stated that they applied
democratic rule making activities in the learning environment by collaborating with the
children in the circle. Children play an active role in determining classroom rules and adapt to
the Montessori environment with their own initiative through these activities. Giilten explains
the rule making process they apply with the participation of the children as:

I make them sign for example an agreement as a whole classroom. For example, if we
disagree on something, not only for disagreements though, or I ask them. | ask what rule
should be applied right now, it changes according to the state. For example, which items
would you like to be in our classroom. | prepare things to include them in the process and
we write on the paper together. Then they sign it.

With respect to child collaboration established in the classroom, teachers frequently talked
about responsibilities of the children and how these responsibilities are monitored. It is
evident that children support the teacher in ensuring classroom order with the responsibilities
they undertake. Asli explained this as:

If | expect collaboration from them in the classroom | give them task definitions, I give
them duties and monitor whether or not the children fulfill them. For example, wiping the

desk, giving the task of checking classroom sound to one of the children. We usually get
positive feedbacks from the classroom, children establish a good collaboration.

The most important point about child collaboration that the participant teachers emphasized
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was the collaboration the teacher establishes with the child’s peer. The teacher’s burden
concerning classroom order and supporting individual work of the children decreases as a
result of this collaboration and they avoid the need of adopting an interfering approach. Data
collected from the interviews indicate that keeping 3-6 year-old children in the same
Montessori environment results with elder children helping and guiding the children who are
younger than them. This solidarity that occurs in a natural process can sometimes occur with
the guidance of a teacher. Seval expressed these about the subject:

When you collaborate with children from the previous year, then they become very
precious. Because they are the elder brother and sisters of the classroom and the other
children follow them with admiration. You need to be in good terms with them. If you
make them feel valuable then they can manage your classroom when you are not there.

Participant teacher Jane stated that the learning process is carried out through the
collaboration between the child and the teacher. When the activities presented by the teacher
are interesting and when the teacher adopts an approach that the child can understand during
the learning process, then this will enable the child to understand the message and as a result
learn.

[...] the kind of activities that you put: If those activities are engaging to the child and the
child is learning something from them. This is the way you are collaborating with the
child. Another way is deliver your lesson. It is delivering your lesson in a way that the
child is understanding: That’s kind of a collaboration. (Jane)

When teacher statements are considered, it is evident that materials are one of the ways of
establishing collaboration with the child during learning. Keeping the materials in an order
and ensuring shelf order guides the children during learning. In addition, it was observed that
keeping the materials available in different ways in the classroom offers a variety in learning
and positively affects the approach of the child towards learning.

One of the 3-6 Montessori learning settings is the practical life area. It is clear in teacher
statements that one other dimension in the collaboration they establish for including the child
in daily life is related to collaboration with the child’s peers and other adults in the setting.
Fulya explained that she tries to spread the collaboration established during learning to a
wider area than the Montessori practical life area: “I prefer including everything that the child
will experience and encounter during daily life with respect to collaboration.”

Challenges Experienced in Communication and Collaboration

According to the interviews, it was observed that teachers face various difficulties in
ensuring communication and collaboration. These difficulties were examined under the titles:
time management, orientation period, crowded learning environment, deviation and
administrative pressure on subjects chosen for circle time activities. Categories created based
on these subjects are summarized in Figure 3.
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Time management

— Orientation Process

Difficulties Faced in Communication and

Collaboration | Crowded learning
environment

—1 Deviation

- Administrative pressure

Figure 3. Categories examined under the difficulties faced in communication and
collaboration theme

The 3-6 age group is together in Montessori preschool learning environments and an
individual education program is majorly conducted. From time to time teachers encounter this
as a difficulty in establishing one-to-one communication with each child throughout the day.
Asli expressed that conducting one-to-one work during busy terms in a crowded learning
environment becomes difficult:

The whole class cannot be completed in one day. You need to make a good schedule for
this and presentations of the children can sometimes take long. [...] For example you have
non-class work. You may need to complete them too. Parent teacher meetings or report
days can take too long. We can have difficulties on these issues, this is the hardship of
working with the children individually. [...] | believe that many teachers agree on this in
the system. Because we try to deal with the children one-to-one. We strive to deal with
them one-to-one and fulfill their needs.

Participant teachers referred to the difficulty of setting an order at the beginning of the
academic year in the classroom with children who are new with the Montessori learning
environment. Umran stated this difficulty as “It is really difficult at the beginning. I am
telling you this from the point of view of the children who are unfamiliar with the Montessori
system”. Teachers stated that there could be a problem from time to time in ensuring order
and carrying out the responsibility of putting back the material to its place especially during
the orientation period. It was underlined that communicating through a consistent attitude is a
key point in equipping the child with the necessary behavior. It was stated that the orientation
period takes place again when a new child enters the classroom in the middle of the semester.
It is evident that this leads to a hardship.

Teachers emphasized reminders and rules concerning their collaboration with the children so
as to ensure classroom order. A turn towards a teacher-centered approach may occur from
these frequent statements. Also, when various teacher approaches towards incompatible
children are examined, it can be asserted that there is a change towards behaviorism.
Participant teachers stated that sanctions were applied as a result of the persistent attitude of
children who displayed unwanted behaviors. With this respect, it was underlined that
sanctions are not punishments and sanctions and punishments are different concepts. Fikriye’s
statement on this issue is:
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Let’s say a child is constantly annoying his friends. We first make warnings to this child.
Then, we apply slight sanctions. [...] But it is important to tell the child beforehand. This
is where it differs from punishment. | mean this is not a punishment, I am reminding you.
I don’t want you to lose this time. Because I know you love garden time. But if you
continue doing this, then it is your choice and responsibility that you lost 5 minutes from
garden time. We actually attach the responsibility of the result of the behavior on the
child.

In implementations of various teachers it was observed that children who continue to display
negative behaviors in the circle remain out of the circle as an audience for a while. Asli stated
that although she takes precautions so that unwanted behaviors won’t be displayed in the
circle, and explained her approach in cases where a negative state occur.

If | see that they annoy the circle too much, then they have three warnings. | mean they
have to watch the circle from a bit distance at the third warning. Next to my circle we
have a story corner. I say they can listen to the circle from the story corner but I can’t
keep them there for too long. | keep them there for a short time. Then | say you can come
back to the circle, but they have three rights up to that point.

In times where children fail to solve conflicts and disagreements on their own, teachers guide
the children in finding solutions. There can be times when it becomes difficult to carry out
this guidance as a result of the high number of children in the classroom. Giilten expressed
this as:

This disagreement is usually about materials. [...] One says | took it, the other says it was
my turn | took it. Then | say okay you both have to work with different materials | have
to put this away. The problem is cleared away when the material is put away. This is my
solution, it might be wrong though. Unfortunately, there can be instant solutions because
there are too many children in the classroom, there are 19 children right now.

The mixed-aged group activity can lead to various difficulties during the circle time
presentations. Firstly, the subjects should be identified appropriate for all children between 3-
6 years old. Secondly, children who have participated in the same learning environment for
three years may not be interested in the presentations and get bored. The presentations that
have been chosen for the circle time should take these situations into consideration. However,
that teacher opinions are not considered when identifying the subjects that they are going to
present emerges as administrative pressure. Ayga, who participated in the interview,
expressed that:

For example we talked about natural disasters: VVolcano, avalanche. Our small age groups
got very scared, especially girls. I state that every subject shouldn’t be presented during
the circle hour but unfortunately this is what the school desires. Such subjects shouldn’t
be expressed during the circle hour and children who have come to the same school for 3
years get bored from listening to the same things over and over again.

Conclusion, Discussion and Recommendations

This study aims at examining communication and collaboration experiences between
children and the teacher in preschool learning environments that adopted the Montessori
method. With respect to the findings, it can be stated that the experiences of Montessori
teachers and the Montessori philosophy are mostly in line but can contradict at some states.
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The findings indicate that especially the guidance and observer roles of Montessori teachers
direct the communication established between the teacher and child. Roles of Montessori
teachers are defined as; one who prepares the learning environment, who is an observer, guide
and educational leader (Aljabreen, 2017; Montessori, 2004). In this study, participant teachers
stated that they identify individual differences and needs of the children based on their
observations and shape their communication with the child accordingly. The Montessori
method is carried out as a system that takes notice of the child’s needs (Dapolito, 2016;
Montessori, 2009; Schmidt & Schmidt, 2009) and respect to the child, which is one of the
primary principles the method is based on (Isaacs, 2018; Pickering, 1992). A communication
that attaches value and reliability on the child and which listens to and cares about the child
places respect to the child in the basis. With this respect, it can be stated that in the
communication they establish with children the participant Montessori teachers show respect
and love to the child and also, based on their observations, follow a line that takes into
consideration the individual differences and needs of the child.

One of the categories examined concerning communication was greeting. Data collected from
the interviews revealed that teachers place importance to greeting the child in the morning.
Greeting, which is the starting point of daily life communication, has an effect on the child to
start the day in trust. Greeting children in the morning support their social-emotional
development. According to the study conducted by Haslip, Allen-Handy, and Donaldson
(2019), greeting children in the morning is regarded as kindness behavior of teachers.
Teachers' kindness behaviors help to build a positive environment, secure relationships, and
prosocial behaviors. Similarly, Murayama et al. (2020) found that children greeting the people
in their close environment increase the bond they establish with their environment and the
increase in the frequency of greetings contributes to their prosocial behaviors. Schmidt and
Schmidt (2009) underlined the greeting during the daily flow implemented for Montessori 3-6
age groups. It can be stated that one-to-one greeting that takes place in the morning is
generally displayed in Montessori schools (Kennedy, 2019; Schmidt & Schmidt, 2009). It is
evident that the greeting circle that most of the participant teachers implement is the
preference of the teacher. When mentioning about the observations in the Montessori
Children’s House with respect to greeting the child, Feez (2009) stated that every child shakes
hands with the teacher at the entrance in the morning. The majority of the teachers
interviewed have adopted a more intimate approach like hugging during morning greetings.
When it is considered that the Montessori method was spread throughout other continents
starting from Italy then Europe (Feez, 2009), it can be stated that the reason why physical
contact level of participant teachers has extended beyond handshaking is due to cultural
differences. In the comparative study conducted by Aljabreen (2017) on a Montessori school
in the United States of America and a traditional preschool in Saudi Arabia, it was discovered
that the greeting and communication in general between the teacher and child in both schools
differs. In this study, based on the statements of teacher Jane, who was raised in an
environment different from the Turkish culture (a part of South Asia), Turkish culture has a
reflection on the communication between the teacher and child. It can be assumed that this is
due to the differentiation of the statements preferred during greetings among societies, which
is based on cultural difference (Keskin, 2017). Obtained data indicates that Turkish teachers
and children prefer a closer and more intimate communication. Thus, it is assumed that
studies on comparing the implementation of the Montessori method in different cultures will
contribute to the field.

The findings indicated that teachers used polite statements in communication. It was observed
that especially during the orientation period, circle time implementations had the aim of
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making rules of politeness and manners a habit for children. Teachers, who are role model by
using polite statements in communication, stated that; they adopt a polite approach through
body language, voice tone, gesture and facial expressions. Preferring grace and courtesy in
communication constitutes a model for children in school environments where social learning
takes place. In the Montessori method, grace and courtesy implementations are integrated
within education and presented to the child and are applied constantly (Montessori, 2009;
Sackett, 2015).

According to the findings of this study, participant teachers collaborate with the children
while setting classroom rules. Teachers conducting implementations on democratic rule
making, include the child in identifying classroom rules and enable the child to collaborate
with the teacher. Guiding children to act in a self-disciplined manner is underlined in the
Montessori method (Edwards, 2002). The Montessori approach stresses developing self-
discipline rather than externally controlling the child. Therefore, ensuring peace and
compromise in practice within the classroom is possible by including the child in the rule
making process and the child adapting to these rules (Duckworth, 2008).

Results showed that teachers provided collaboration with the child through materials during
learning. The Montessori method, which is child-centered, progresses through the support
given from the guide teacher and environment to the child (Baynham, 2016). Lillard (2018)
stated that regulations that are based on collaboration in learning will contribute to the
learning of the child. One of the parts of these regulations is, for the children to shape their
own success, the Montessori teacher preparing the environment by presenting stimuli
according to the critical periods and by taking the children’s interest (Schmidt & Schmidt,
2009). Thus, ensuring teacher and child collaboration during learning takes place when the
prepared environment appeals to the child both developmentally and individually and when
the child shapes his self-learning. In summary, prepared environment and the guidance
provided by the teacher to the child constitute collaboration.

Participant teachers of this study emphasized the support children get from their elder peers
and the responsibilities children undertake in the classroom and the monitoring process of
these. Wana (2010) states that in Montessori environments children learn to take
responsibility and as a result of this responsibility, they learn to respect the environment and
others. Developing behaviors by learning from imitation increases in the Montessori
environment implemented through mixed-aged groups (Lillard, 2018). Elder children serve as
a model by helping younger children; younger children take elders as an example. It can be
stated that teacher emphasis on the support they get from the peers of the children when
establishing child collaboration is in line with the literature.

One of the outstanding issues concerning the difficulties that Montessori teachers encounter in
child communication and collaboration is teacher approaches in cases of conflict and
disagreement. The participants stated that in cases of conflict and disagreement they firstly
observe the situation and do not interfere, but when it is required to interfere they display an
attitude of listening to both sides and being fair. It can be asserted that this attitude is parallel
with the behavior underlined in the Montessori education of sustaining the human dignity of
both children in cases of conflict (Duckworth, 2008).

According to teacher statements in general, it is evident that they prefer a positive and

constructive language when approaching the child. It is known that Maria Montessori attaches
importance on peace education. The effectiveness of peace education is related to the teachers
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and administrators being a role model (Duckworth, 2008). With respect to ensuring a
peaceful atmosphere in the classroom, various teachers stated that sanctions were applied on
children who insisted on displaying unwanted behaviors. Sanctions were referred to as
deprivation of various rights as a result of the child failing to sustain his responsibility.
According to the related literature, the responsibility of free movement given to the child can
be taken back as a result of the child misusing his freedom (Lillard, 2007). When practices of
participant teachers are considered, it is clear that the situation that the child is deprived of is
when the desired stimulus is taken away from the environment, in other words, type two
punishment. This implementation refers to a change from progressive philosophy towards a
behavioral approach. A similar change can be observed in orientation process when setting
the rules. Based on teacher expressions stating they make many warnings about applying
rules, it can be stated that there is a change from learner-centered approach towards a teacher-
centered approach. It was emphasized that teachers, who provided guidance about adapting to
rules at the beginning, constantly made reminding and warnings to the children so that they
will embrace the rules. When the related literature is considered, it is evident that strictly
applying the rules in the Montessori environment can have a restrictive effect on children
achieving their potentials (Mietzitis, 1971). With this respect, it can be stated that the reason
why teachers underline rules can be due to the fact that the process of the Montessori method
is based on the application of various rules. Therefore, further research might examine the
Montessori method, which provides the child freedom within limits, based on the
characteristics and operation of the rules could be.

It was identified that one of the difficulties Montessori teachers face concerning child
communication and collaboration is encountering administrative pressure when selecting the
subjects presented in the circle. The fact that the circle time activities for specific subjects
leads to a case of avoiding the individual differences and needs of the children. Based on this,
it is necessary for schools, which adopted the Montessori philosophy, to embrace the same
philosophy in their administrative structure. According to Chisnall’s (2011) study, it was
found that teachers encounter conflict and resistance when their administration and team
friends misunderstand the Montessori philosophy. Future studies can examine the
administrative drawbacks that Montessori teachers face in implementing the Montessori
method.

Concerning communication and collaboration with the child, the crowded number of children
was an issue that Montessori teachers had to deal with. Teachers had difficulty managing time
to communicate and collaborate with the children during the uninterrupted work cycle
because they communicated with the children most of the time individually. In other studies,
the large number of children in Montessori learning environments was also reported as a
challenge Montessori teachers cope with (Aksoy, 2020; Sak, 2014).

In conclusion, in this phenomenological study, child communication and collaboration
established with Montessori teachers was examined according to the teachers’ perspective and
contributing to the teachers and researchers working in this field was aimed at. This study is
limited with the experiences of 12 Montessori teachers in Turkey. Obtained data were
examined according to the communication and collaboration between only the teacher and
child. When the literature is considered, it is clear that there are few studies that directly
examine the communication and collaboration between the child and teacher. Further studies
on this subject, would be worthwhile to use different research methods and techniques and
also to examine the comprehensive sub-titles one-by-one and in detail.
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