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Choosing Our Words 
(excerpt from the Austin Montessori School Staff Handbook 2005-2006) 

 
 

Choosing Our Words 

 
Skillful work with children leaves no room for angry confrontations, cynicism, sarcasm 
or threats.  Kindness, respect and consideration combined with firm setting of limits 
are to be cultivated by all staff members.  Use of sarcasm in problem solving with a 
child is never called for.  It is violation of respect for the child. 
 
When we insist at Austin Montessori School on choosing our words carefully, it is not 
from some frivolous affectation or some form of doublespeak, nor is it simply a 
fastidious preference for euphemisms.  It is a resolute dedication to a new way of 
seeing human development and human behavior, especially that of children.  No 
matter what effort it takes, no matter how private or how off the cuff our comments, if 
they concern the children, our statements must clearly reflect our understanding of 
child development and not reflect a return to controlling reward and punishment 
mentality.  Statements like, “May I speak honestly?  He’s a lazy student,” or “May I 
speak off the record?  She’s insolent,” or “Can I be plain about it?  We can’t let him get 
away with that,” or “I know you don’t like this word, but she’s disrupting my class,” say 
a lot about the adult and little about the child.   
 
First, it says that the adult doesn’t really look at the children through new eyes, but 
through old, traditional eyes.  Next, it says that the adult perceives the school’s way of 
thinking and its vision of the child as some puffed up word game.  It could be said, 
then, that it is the adult who is lazy, insolent, disruptive, and getting away with it in 
regard to doing our work at school.  Is it the adult then who is the problem and who 
should be warned, punished, suspended, or expelled?  Let us abandon that way of 
thinking about adults and about children; let us, instead, think developmentally for all 
of humanity.   
 
Concerning our use of language to discuss children and our work with them, let us 
consider that language not only expresses our thoughts, it forms them and packages 
them.  Our thoughts must be fit into language in order to be given to others.  Language 
is the framework within which our thinking has been developed.  It is not easy to break 
out of the limits of language to re-conceive and reinvent our vision of humanity.  
Language is a grid through which we see reality.  It is difficult to see other than what 
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we have been taught to see through language.  Language has taught us how to think, 
what to think, and what to value.  We are at once set free to develop our intelligence 
by language and trapped within it.   
 
In a Montessori classroom, the guide gives presentations to each three- to six-year-old 
child with beautiful materials without saying a word.  The perfect silence is a gift that 
allows the child to experience the movements and materials directly instead of 
through the filter of language.  Later, after the child has mastered the use of the 
material and perfected the exercise, the guide introduces the language.  Silence as a 
background for learning is a rare opportunity in the education of a young child, who is 
more typically talked to death by adults and thereby prompted to develop resistance 
to learning from adults.   
 
Because we value the power of language and respect its impact on our thinking, and 
because our work with children demands that we break through old ways of thinking 
about children and their education, the staff of Austin Montessori School chooses 
words carefully.  We take our time to think clearly and then select our words 
deliberately in order to maintain our clarity of vision.  The result is an avoidance of 
traditional words in favor of newly constructed phrases to express our communication 
about the children, their development and education.  Issues regarding our children’s 
learning and behavior must be considered with slow deliberation.  Discussions around 
these issues must be conducted with disciplined integrity to prevent our veering off 
into old patterns of thinking.  The following are a few examples.   
 
The traditional school’s practice of suspending a child from attendance for a period of 
time whose length depends on the seriousness of the issue is motivated by a desire to 
punish.  Suspension is intended to punish a child and convince him to refrain from 
repeating his behavior.  On the rare occasion that a child in Austin Montessori School is 
sent home and asked not to come to school, she is asked to do so only until the 
parents, guide, and counselor can meet with the child and figure out a how things can 
work better for the child at school.  The purpose of this period of time is not to punish 
the child but to allow the adults in collaboration with the child to determine how the 
environment and relationships at home and at school can be improved to better meet 
the child’s needs.  It is imperative that we not call the time the child is out of school by 
the same name, suspension, that it is called in traditional education.   
 
When a child needs another year at a certain level in the school in order to complete 
his cycle of learning and maturing, it is important that it not be said that the child has 
failed or is being held back.  It isn’t that the child is being held back but that he is, in 
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fact, not being thrust forward prematurely, is not being forced out when he is not yet 
ready.  When we use the traditional language, we call forth all the traditional thinking 
that says all children should proceed through their development at the same rate, and 
those who don’t are failures.  We know that it is natural for all children to progress at 
their own rate, and it is wise to reflect that knowledge by saying that the child needs 
another year to complete the cycle.   
 
When a child acts out, displaying behavior of distress, we say that she is having a hard 
time.  In traditional thinking, it is said the child is misbehaving, even being bad.  It is 
said the child has committed an infraction, thereby interpreting the child’s behavior as 
unreasonably motivated, deliberately and senselessly undertaken.  For those of us who 
work in the Montessori manner, it is important to see the child’s behavior as 
reasonable and understandable if not acceptable.  It is a response to the relationships 
and the environment, a reciprocal part of a system that is in some way, for the 
moment, not serving the child’s needs.  We might say things are out of kilter for the 
child, or the child is out of harmony with others, or the child is showing distress.   
 
In traditional thinking, it is said that a child is punished.  That means a child has 
deliberately misbehaved and must have something done to him so he will not repeat 
the misbehavior.  This thinking gives no consideration to the child’s motives or the 
relationships or the environment.  It seeks no remedy, allows for no cause, but only 
inflicts punishment to stop the child from repeating the behavior.  In Montessori’s 
thinking, children are as good, kind, and reasonable as their environment and 
relationships allow.  Their behavior is a cry for help or a sign of distress.  Punishment is 
not an appropriate response.  Exploring for solutions is an appropriate response.  If we 
call a child over to sit by us, we do not do so as a punishment, but so we can buy time 
to visit with the child and make a better plan.  If two children are called indoors to wait 
until the crowd thins to rejoin the others at departure, it is not to punish them but to 
get them out of an over-stimulating situation to which they are reacting.  If two 
children are too rough on the soccer field and are called to sit on the sidelines for a 
while, it is not to punish them but to give them a few minutes to calm themselves.   
 
When two children’s behavior on the bus risks the safety of all, the driver first explores 
the problem with them.  If the dangerous behavior continues, the driver enlists the 
parents to support their children in riding the bus safely.  The driver gives the children 
and parents the information that, if the dangerous behavior continues, the children 
won’t be able to continue riding the bus.  This is not a warning but a simple statement 
of the necessary facts.   
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If two children are not allowed to ride the bus, it isn’t because we wish to punish them 
for their behavior, but because there is only one adult on the bus and he must devote 
all his senses and efforts to driving safely.  We do not assume the child has chosen for 
no reason to behave badly, but suppose that it is too difficult for the child to ride the 
bus at this particular time or this stage in her development.  We ask that the parent 
drive the child for a few days and explore ways the child can handle the difficulties of a 
bus ride.  The child may then be able to figure out how to ride the bus from then on or 
may need to grow a little older to be able to do it.  Our aim is to insure the safety of 
the passengers and driver.  We do not say the children have been suspended from the 
bus.  We say the children need a few days off the bus to get themselves ready to ride 
again.   
 
In traditional education children are expelled from the bus as a punishment for their 
behavior and the parents complain, and rightfully so, that it is they who are punished 
not their children, because it is they who must drive back and forth across town in 
heavy traffic.   
 
By the same token, if an adult makes a request that cannot be granted it is important 
that we respond by saying the request doesn’t fit the school philosophy or culture.  If 
we merely say request denied, we express the traditional wielding of arbitrary power 
instead of expressing the gathering of a community around an ideal.  Or we could say 
that which is requested is beyond our financial means at the present time and should 
be requested again at a later time.  We could say that which is requested is presently 
low on our list of priorities, or that it seems permanently beyond our means.  When we 
say request denied we do not reflect our interest, concern, or consideration, or good 
will toward the adults.   
 
If we must address a serious issue with an adult and hold a discussion that includes 
instructions for improving performance and for better carrying out of responsibilities in 
the future, we do not call that discussion a reprimand.  The term reprimand is colored 
with overtones of blame, shame, and humiliation, very unproductive emotions for one 
adult to provoke in another.    
 
We know it is difficult to break new ground in human development as we are doing, 
and we know also that it is equally as difficult to inhabit this new territory, to make it 
our own.  When we find ourselves under stress, in a hurry, or tired, when we find 
ourselves surrounded by people who are thinking in traditional ways, we know we 
might regress to our old traditional way of thinking and revert to the old language that 
expresses it.  This could happen again and again, but we must not lose faith or become 
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discouraged.  We must not blame ourselves or give up, but neither should we say it 
doesn’t matter, that words aren’t important, or that everybody knows what we mean 
anyway.  During these times, we must turn to one another for support, offer one 
another insight and encouragement, and rededicate ourselves to the truth of our path.   
 
When our diligent efforts to live and work consciously bring us success only in our use 
of language, leaving our thinking untended, we will find another problem facing us.  It 
is possible to use new language skillfully to mask old ways of thinking.  The nurse in 
“One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest” is an example of a person who uses new language 
to disguise an old system of control and domination.  It is worthwhile to keep the 
image of that nurse in mind as a warning to us to plow our fields deeply.  If we only pull 
the heads off the weeds and scratch the soil superficially, we may find all our seedlings 
strangled in their tender stages.  At the same time, we cannot allow the risks attendant 
to change to frighten us off.  Change is inherently risky, but it is our destiny.   
 
It is no small task to outgrow the domination system with its relationships of power 
and oppression, its might-makes-right methods, its reward and punishment mentality, 
its competitive approach to living and learning, and its assumption of evil as inherent 
with the imperative for good to be imposed.  As formidable as our task is, it is 
important that we keep our thinking clear and that we use language reflective of that 
clarity.   If we revert to old ways of thinking, we will forfeit the gifts of Montessori 
education because unhealthy systems distort human beings and damage their lives.  
Creating and maintaining a new system demands an energetic dedication to clear 
thinking and new language.  It asks that we become fully alive.  Let’s enjoy it! 
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