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Did You Say “Sorry?”: Seeing Through Montessori Eyes

Upon entering & Mentessori school,
new stafl’ members, parents, and chil-
dren alike begin the slow process of as-
similating into a new culture, a culture
grown out of an understanding of the
child’s true nature, Within this culture
we have elaborated anew each of the
ordinary processes, ritials, customs,
manners, and practices of daily life and
learning to reflect Maria Montessori’s
vision of child development. Ina
Montessor: school, we have strik-
ingly different ways of handling

what In a traditional school would

be calied lying, cheating, stealing, or
bullying and their traditional alter-
math, apologizing. IFor years it has
seen eur challenge as Montessorians
and parents of Montessori children

to write about owr culture, its practices,
and their meanings so that all of us,
adults and children alike, can clanfy cur
thinking. Once clarity is achieved, we
all endeavor mightily to maintain that
clarity against the natural tendency to
revert to the traditional thinking and
behavier ingrained in us during child-
hood, both at home and at school.

Taking a I'resh Loolk

Why do we not, on principle, describe

a child as difficult or as a problem? Or
lazy? Or defiant? Why do we not, on
principle, pass judgment on children
and dole out punishment? Why do we,
on the contrary, think and rethink these
subjects, read and write about them, and
gather to discuss them? In this article,
I will explore why we Montessorians
don’t require children to say they're
sorry and what we do instead that is so
much healthier for their emationatl de-
selopment. The underlying principles
here are our deeply held trust in the
life forces and primal urges that drive

a child’s development and our dedica-
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tion to providing support and removing
obstacles to her self-realization as an
intelligent, creative, and caring human
being. Maria Montessori taught us

to recognize the innate developmental
goodness of children and see that it is
the environment, at home and at school,
that prevents them from realizing that
rightful goodness. We recognize that

it 1s the responsibility of diligently

The traditionally required
“sorry” acts as a bandage,

constricting sore emotions

instead of airing and
healing them.

self-monitoring adults to provide a
meticuiously prepared environment
and informed and loving relationships
within which children can exercise
choice, enjoy freadom, and thereby

actualize their best selves. Such support

1s a child’s basic need both at home and
at school.

What Do You Say, Biliy?

Why de we never require a child to say
“sorry,” and what do we do instead?
Why do we never even suggestit to a
child, and what do we suggest instead?
On the contrary, we strongly cau-

tion children not to apologize quickly
and lightly, because an apology thus
given usually leaps forth as a defensive
way to avoid taking responsibility for
one’s own actions and others' feelings.
Neither do we abandon our children by
neglecting their social and emotional
development.

A few years ago on the playground
I walked past an adult, new to our
school, who stood with two six-year-

old children in that typical stance an
adult strikes when an aggrieved child
and the “transgressor” face off and the
aduit awaits obedience to the command
falsely posed as a question, “What do

you say Billy?”

What To Say Instead of “Sorry”

[ spoke up quickly, saying, “Whatever
you say right now, Billy, do not say “sor-
ry” Wait an hour or a day to say ‘sorry.
Saying 'sorry’ is so important, no one
should ever do it quickly or lightly or
under pressure. For now yoir might say,
T'm searching my heart for contrition,
or, ‘T hope I can feel sorry soon,” or, T'm
still so angry | can’t even imagine ever
being sorry” You could say, ‘T want

to tell you all my angry feelings,” o,
You're hurt. May [ bring you an ice
pack?” or, T'm sorry yeu're hurt, but I'm
not yet sorry 1 haet you” You might
say, ‘T'm sad,” or, T'm scared,” or, T'nr so
angry I still don’t even feel sorry you're
hurt and that feels really bad”

Tirst Response: Emotional First Aid
for Both

If" the child who was hurt is still erying,
I put my arms around them both and
say, “T'wo really hurt children. What
have they done to each other? One has
hit and one has been hit. How can we
help them feel better? Does either of
you need an ice pack or a wet cloth?
Would a drink of water help?” When
children’s fights are handled in this
manner consistently, it is typical for
both children to be crying afterward
and for the one who dud the hitting to
he eager to care for the one she hit,
This is because the child who has hit
has not been taught to separate herself
from the pain that fed ber to hit w the
first place or from the shock of hurting
someone, Her immediate and authentic
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emaotions remain undistorted and ac-
cessible, 1tis easy to help the children
deal with this straightforward situation.
Sorrow for causing pain is just beneath
the surface in children who have not
heen scolded, blamed, or nn}de to say
sorey.

When one child hits another child, whe
then begins to cry, it is commeoen for the
closest adult or even the closest child to
turn to the one who did the hitting and
scold him while'at the same time com-
forting the child who is crying. Next,
it is common for the adult to request an
explanation from the two children and
after hearing their cross-uccusations,

to hand down a judgment, sclution, or
sentence. Finally, the adult demands an
apology from the child whao hit, or even
from both children to one another.

This form of adult intervention of-
fectively separates the children from the
original, authentic emotions that led

to the hitting and from their emotional
responses to hitting and being hit,

This intervention blankets the primary
emotions that are genuinely related

to the event, obscuring them with an
unrelated sertes of” emotions that result
from the mteraction with the adult.
Instead of fecling his original anger
and his subsequent distress at having
hurt someone, the hitter is afraid of
the adult’s reaction, defensive of his
owh actions, justified that he has hurt
another, angry that the other child is
telling, and confused at the whole swirl
of emotions.

In the early years, a child feels con-
flicted that he must say “sorry” when
he doesn't feel it yet, but over time he
begins to learn to tell that lie, “sorry,”
more readily and easily in order to spare
himself’ the adult’s judgiment. Soon the
child who hits develops a facility for
felpning contrition and compassion and
that false “sorry” becomes a habitual
substitute for the real thing. Some chil-
dren even go on to say “sorry” sarcasti-
cally; others say it with melodramatic
pseudo-sincerity. All children who
experience this traditional intervention
lose connection with their core and dis-
place their anger. Thus, the other, the

enemy, s born. Montessori has a lot to
say about all this in her book Education
and Peace. 1t is worth a careful reading.”

Staying With the Conflict Until It Is
Resolved

The more effective adult intervention is
to comfort both children and hear the
feelings of both, asserting all the while,
with deeply held conviction, that it is
not okay to hit and it is not olay to be
hit. Both children are enlisted to plan
strategies for handling conflicts better
in the future so that no one gets hit and
ne one hits. Then, with this bottom
line established, the two children are
held accountable for figuring out a way
to solve current individual problems
without hitting or being hit.

Enlisting the Community to Invest in
Solutions

IFor chrenic complaints about the sane
individual who hits often, help the chil-
dren think in a new way, “What could
we do so that she doesn’t feel like hit-
ting everyone? How can we tell when
she is about to hit? How can we argue
in a way that doesn't lead her to an

STEP ONE

STEP FIVE

Sit down together. Never begin problem solving while
anyone is standing up. Comfort both children and
wait until the worst of the crying or velling is aver. Re-
mind the children that it's not okay to hit or to get hit.
There are better ways to solve conflict, and we wiil
work together to plan them. Give the children time to
decide who will listen first.

STEP TWO

Prepare each child to listen to what happened from the
other child’s viewpoint, instructing each, “Get ready

to listen to all he has to say before you speak, even if
you disagree with what he’s saying. Listen all the way
through.”

STEP THREE

Instruct each, “Prepare yourself to say all you have to
say with strong but respectful words and a strong but
respectful tone of voice, without repeating any part of
it. Get ready to stop when you've had your say and
listen to the other person with all your attention.”

STEP FOUR

Support each child to restate what the other child said
to him. “What did he say that you did that he didnt
like? How did he say he felt?”

Support each child to listen to what the other child
would like him to do instead next time.

STEP SIX

Support each child o say what he’d {ike the other
child to do next time.

STEP SEVEN
Support each child to say what he could offer to do

differently next time.

STEP EIGHT
Support each child to listen to what the other child of-
fers to do differently next time.

SUMMARY

Help the children end the problem-solving session
with a quick summary. “Tell him again what he did/
said that you didn’tUike and what you would like him
to dofsay next time instead. Listen while he tells you
again what you did/said that he didn’t like and what
he would like you to do/say next time instead, Tell
him what you can offer to do or say differently next
time. Listen while he tells you again what he can offer
to do or say differently next time.”




anger that becomes violent?” Inviting
the community to slare in the chiid's
development helps them focus on their
own role in these situations.

I'm really sorvy”

I said, "Danny, that is the first time 've
heard you volunteer a sincere apology.

who obey blindly is horrifically danger-
ous, as history has repeatedly shown

Modeling the Behavior We Seek
In a Montessori community, we

As for chronic complaints from an-
other individual who gets hit often,
help the children think in a new
way: "How can he make his point
strongly without getting hit? How
can he get along with the children
so they don't feel like hitting him?
How can he get attention without
annoying pecple?” 1t is mportant
to enlist the help of the commu-
nity because when they invest in
helping the “victim” break out of
his role, they become alert to their
own part in the process.

Helping the Individual to Step

adults apelogize sincerely and freely
to the children when we make a
mistake or nisunderstand and
misjudge. In this way, we model
apolegizing for the children, know-
ing it to be the most potent way to
lead them to do the same. When
we forget to do something, must
change a plan, or renegotiate a com-
mitment, we apologize because we
feel genuine regret. With clemen-
tary-age children, I make sure the
children have models of many kinds
of apologies from me, light-hearted
for leaving my tea cup on their table
("Id you enjey your tea, dearie?

Out of a Role

To the child who has hit, you can
say, “How can you express anger with
respectful words? What can you say
instead of calling names? How can you
say what you feel without accusing or
blaming someone clse? What can you
say to show strength without making
physical threats?”

To the child who has been hit, you can
say, “How can you be a person who
doesn’t get it? How can you be a per-
son who doesn’t hit? You have a hidden
power in your secret heart that knows
how to do this. Speak to that power
every night before you go to sleep and
every morning when you wake up.
Speak to that power when you are about
to get yourself hit {or when vou are
about to hit someone).”

Ceming From the Heart

“When you feel like saying sorry’ from
your heart, go and say it.” We encour-
age the children to enjoy the grace of

a sincere apology. We acknowledge a
child’s spontaneous expression of con-
trition and share it with the community.
Let me give you an example of what ]
mean.

One day Danny said, "I'm sorry 1 took
your peneil and that you were lool-
ing for it for so long. I lost mine and I
wanted to start writing my story right
away. 1 saw you were sad and confused.

Children, we have something big to cel-
ehrate. Danny is growing into saying
‘sorry’ from the heart.” 1 am delighted
to share Danny’s development with

the children. He has come such a long
way. He knows i, too, and so does the
community. Saying “sorry” is a celebra-
tion of healing one’s self and seeking
to heal an experience i a relationship,
Saying “sorry” is a peint of arrivai,

not a demanding point of departure up
front. It is not a way to avold an adult’s
ire, one’s own responsibility, or the duty
to make amends.

For the first year Danny was with us,
we spent a Jot of energy getting him to
drop saying, “No, | didn't,” when every-
ene saw him do something, and getting
him to say, “I wish I hadn’t,” instead,
Suddenly. this year he has deveioped

by leaps and bounds so that he can not
only experience deep remorse but also
tell on himself when no one has even
seen what he did. And he can offer a
genuine apology as well. The long
slow process has been worth the effort
and time it has taken. Real social and
emotional progress has been made, not
Just acquiescence to an adult comnmand,
as Montessorl so eloquently and wisely
describes in the stages of obedience.
Commanding unthinking obedience and
developing children to hecome adults

Really, Stan, sorry 1 left my tea

cup on your table and in your way.
Thanks for not letting it get spilled.”);
silly and mildly self-deprecatory i’ 1
have taped a note to my lunch basket
and still forgotten to bring what | said

I would ("Maybe | should have taped

it to my nose! Sorry, Ruth, I'll try to
remeniber tomorrow”); or anguished if
[ have stepped on a foot (“Oh, Beth, that
must have hurt ke crazy. Are you all
right?”); and an endless variety of oth-
ers. Children are eager to model them-
selves after adults they love and respect,
especially i those adults have a deep
understanding of the children’s nature,
an endlessly hopeful confidence in their
goodness, and a boundless appreciation
for ther worth,

We acknowledge the sincerity and deep
feeling of children’s apologies when
they come as a point of arrival from
the wellspring of their hearts. We stop
children and call them to a higher plane
when their apologies come from habit,
fear, manipulation, control, or avoid-
ance of responsibility. That's the time
to stay with the conflict and work it
through, leaving no room for & quick
and insincere apology. That’s the time
to plant the seeds of an ahility to apolo-
gize sp{mi’uneously and sim:ez*e]y that
will flower and bear fruit in the future.
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U D Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childlood, trans. M. Juseph Costelloe, 5000 (New York: Ballentine Boolks, Tara). "Conven-
tions which camoutlage a man's true feelings ave a spivitual lie which help him adapt himself o the organized deviations of society
but which gradually change love into hatred, This is the terribie lie Jurking in the deepest recesses of the subconscious.”

2 Dr. Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, trans. Helen Lane (Chicage: Henry Regnery, 1972). “The [traditional] obedience
forced upon a child at home and in school, an obedience that does not recognize the rights of veason and justice, prepares the aduit
[he becomes] to resign himsell' to anything and everything The widespread practice in {{traditional’] educational institutions of
exposing a ¢hild who makes mistakes to public disapproval -instills i him an uncontrellable and irrational terror of public
opinion, however unfair and erroncous that opinion may be. And through these and many other kinds of conditiening that lead to
a sense of inferiority, the way is opened to the spirit of unthinking respect, and indeed almost mindiess idolatry, in the minds of
paralyzed adults toward public Jeaders. . . . And discipline thus becomes almost synonymous with slavery” (p. 20,21),

“Men educated in this [traditional] manner have not been prepared to seek truth and to make it an intimate part of their lives, nor
to be charitable toward others and to cooperate with them to create a better life for all. On the cont rary, the [[traditional] educa-
tion they have received has prepared them for what can be considered only an interlude in the real collective life—war.

“If man were to grow up fully and with a sound psyche, developing a strong character and a clear mind, he would be unable to
tolerate the existence of diametrically opposed moral principles within himself or to advocate simultaneously twe sorts of justice,
one that fosters life and one that destroys it. [He would not simultanecusly cultivate two moral powers in his heart. Nor would he
erect two disciplines: one that marshals human energies to build, another that marshais ihem to destray what has been built. A
strong man cannot stand a split in his consciousness, much less act in two opposite ways” (ibid., p. 21,29).

8 Dr. Maria Montessori, “On Discipline-Reflections and Advice,” The Call of Education 1, nos. §-4 (1924), www.montessori-ams.
org. “Free cholce Is a higher activity: only the child who knows what he needs to exercise and develop his spiritual life can really
choose freely, One cannot speak of free choice when every external object calls the child equally, and the child, lacking in directing
willpower, follows everything and passes from one thing to another without end, This is one of the most important distinctions
which the teacher should be able to make. The ¢hiid who does not yet obey an internal guide is not the free child entering upon the
long and navrew way of perfection. He is still the slave of superficial sensations, which make hin the sport of his environment;
his spirit is tossed between one abject and another, like a ball. The man is born when the soul feels itself; fixes, orientates itsell
and chooses, “This is the period in which discipline establishes itsell 2 form of aetive peace, of obedience and love, in which work
perfects itself and multiplies, just as in springtime the flowers take on color, leading on to the production of sweet and refreshing

fruits.”
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