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Abstract 

The purpose of this research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program to ascertain 

whether this alternative approach to education provides a more culturally appropriate 

practice than past methods. The significance of the study lies in the need to "close the 

gap" (Department of Premier & Cabinet [DPMC], 2016, p.1) between the achievement 

of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. The study endeavours to describe the effect 

of Montessori pedagogy through the response of those most closely associated with 

Aboriginal education: students, parents, caregivers, community members and 

educational professionals. 

 

Three dimensions of the context contributed to an understanding of this study. 

These three dimensions were: geographical setting, the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School 

Network and the Papulankutja Remote Community/Campus. These contextual 

dimensions outline the background, setting and environment where this study was 

undertaken. 

 

The review of literature highlighted three topics, which formed the conceptual 

framework for this inquiry. These topics were: current policies and practices in Early 

Childhood education in Australia; current policies and practices in Aboriginal 

education; and principles and practices in Montessori pedagogy. 

 

The theoretical framework for this study was located within the interpretive 

paradigm of qualitative research. Specifically, the interpretive lens underpinning this 

inquiry was that of phenomenology. The methodology used in the research was an 

individual case study that sought to explore the effect of Montessori pedagogy with 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students in the Papulankutja Remote Community. 

The individual case study utilised four methods of data collection: video recording and 

observational framework by the teacher-researcher; journal writing by the teacher-

researcher; ten observational frameworks by the critical friend; and three one-on-one 

interviews with the informant. The method of data analysis for the qualitative data 

followed a format similar to that outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994): data 

collection, data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing. The data were coded 
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and analysed according to themes taken from the four specific research questions for 

this study. 

 

The findings of this research are consistent with four themes: student response 

to Montessori pedagogy, student behaviour in response to Montessori pedagogy, 

language development within Montessori pedagogy, and community involvement 

within the early childhood classroom. The findings suggest that various fundamental 

characteristics of Montessori pedagogy align with traditional Aboriginal child rearing 

techniques such as autonomy and movement. In addition, Montessori teaching 

pedagogy provides Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers with a consistent 

collection of teaching activities and materials to work one-on-one with students in the 

home language (Ngaanyatjarra) before transitioning to Standard Australian English. The 

results of this research have the potential to inform future educational practices for 

Aboriginal students in remote communities.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

RESEARCH DEFINED 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Current teaching and learning practices in Aboriginal education are 

disadvantaging Aboriginal students compared with non-Aboriginal students 

(Department Premier & Cabinet [DPMC], 2016). Current data confirm that education 

targets set by DPMC have “expired unmet” (DPMC, 2016, p. 12) or have experienced 

“little change” (DPMC, 2016, p. 6). Despite copiousness amounts of human and 

financial resources, Aboriginal education providers are by-and-large failing to generate 

constructive change (Breadmore, 1986; DPMC, 2016; Ford, 2010; Osborne, 2013). A 

review of research on Aboriginal education suggests that no substantive advances have 

been made in Aboriginal education since 1948 (Australian Council of Education 

Research, 1948; DPMC, 2016; Hughes & Hughes, 2009; Malin & Maidment, 2003). 

Aboriginal students have been described as “fringe dwellers in the real estate of the 

classroom” (Price, 2012, p. 73). In particular, there are significant concerns in regard to 

Aboriginal education in remote Australia. Education programs in remote Australia may 

be culturally irrelevant. The disadvantage to Aboriginal students caused by current 

teaching and learning practices adopted in remote communities has prompted this study 

into the effectiveness of an alternative method of education, that of Montessori 

pedagogy. 

 

In 2003, schooling among Aboriginal Australians was in a state of “widespread 

dissatisfaction” (Malin & Maidment, p. 90). In 2009, Aboriginal Education policy 

documents released by the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 

Development and Youth Affairs (MCEEDYA) stated that declarations had gone from 

commitments to generalities (Hughes & Hughes, 2009). Specific targets moved from 

“fix the problem in four years” in 1997 to “fix half the problem in ten years” in 2008 

(Hughes & Hughes, 2009, p. 2).   

 

Although recent evidence suggests that some advance has been made in 

“halving the gap” for Aboriginal students, it is concerning that little change in key areas 

has been recorded (Joe, 2011). “Halving the gap” or “closing the gap” refers to the 

distance between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians in life expectancy, infant 
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mortality, access to Early Childhood education in remote communities, school 

attendance, reading, writing, numeracy, Year 12 or equivalent attainment rates, and 

employment (DPMC, 2015, p. 5). In 2014, the then Prime Minister Tony Abbott stated, 

“There’s been very little improvement towards ‘halving the gap’ in reading, writing and 

numeracy” (DPMC, 2014, p. 1). He went on to further state, “Most closing the gap 

statements are not on track to be met” (DMPC, 2015, p. 3).  

 

The Council of Australian Governments [COAG] (2009) defined the statement 

“closing the gap” or “halving the gap” as a “great national challenge, but also a great 

national opportunity to achieve lasting change and ensure that future generations of 

Indigenous Australians have all the opportunities enjoyed by other Australians to live 

full, healthy lives and achieve their potential” (p. 33). However, Price (2012) noted that 

educational professionals who are crafting current Aboriginal educational methods are 

“ill-informed about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people which creates a 

vulnerability of vast dimensions” (p. 74). Specifically, regarding very remote Australia, 

Osborne (2013) stated: 

Western philosophies that underpin mainstream Australian society and the 

broader education system are at odds with the axiologies, epistemologies, 

ontologies and cosmologies of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, 

particularly in the red dirt contexts of very remote communities (p. 5). 

 

Given the present state of affairs, alternative approaches to Aboriginal education in 

remote Early Childhood programs must be considered. Such alternative approaches 

need to be well documented and grounded in evidence-based research.  

 

Montessori pedagogy is an alternative method of education to current practices 

in many schools. This alternative method is an internationally recognised educational 

system that “aims to provide children and young people, from birth to maturity, with 

learning environments designed to support the development of social, intellectual, and 

ethical independence” (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011, p. 3). Montessori 

pedagogy is collated from over one hundred years of experience in diverse cultural 

settings (Feez, 2010) and provides a culturally sensitive pedagogy (Brown & Steele, 

2015). A key foundation of Montessori teaching and learning practice is that children 

are able to freely choose their own learning (Cossentino, 2005; Cossentino, 2010; 

Montessori, 1966; Johnson, 2016). Montessori pedagogy is based on the premise that 
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student-selected learning approaches provide students with the opportunity to be 

independent, autonomous and self-disciplined (Cossentino, 2010; Danner & Fowler, 

2015; Johnson, 2016). The teaching practice is “characterised by multi-age classrooms, 

a special set of educational materials, student-chosen work in time blocks, a 

collaborative environment with student mentors and individual and small group 

instruction in academic and social skills” (Lillard, 2005, p. 1).  

 

The Montessori National Curriculum is the key curriculum document in 

Montessori pedagogy in Australia. In 2011, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA) approved the Montessori National Curriculum as an 

alternative method of education. Montessori teachers are required to understand both 

child developmental theory and the sequence of planned lessons that construct the 

Montessori curriculum (Cossentino, 2007). Montessori pedagogy has the potential to 

provide a more culturally appropriate method of education in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program. From the teacher-researcher’s experience, Aboriginal child rearing 

techniques align with Montessori methodology more than traditional teaching 

methodologies. A more culturally appropriate method of education has the potential to 

provide a more realistic opportunity to close the gap between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal students (Breadmore, 1986). 

 

1.2 PERSONAL STATEMENT 

The motivation for this research stems from the researcher’s personal interest 

and involvement in remote Aboriginal education. The researcher first became interested 

in remote Aboriginal education when she worked in Kiwirrkurra Remote Community 

(RC), Western Australia between 2010 and 2012. Kiwirrkurra RC is the second most 

remote community in the world and is strongly traditional in Aboriginal culture. During 

her time in Kiwirrkurra RC, the researcher came to the belief that the system mandated  

method of education being used was not culturally appropriate. Through conversations 

with colleagues and by researching alternative methods of education, the researcher 

realised that Montessori pedagogy might provide a more culturally appropriate method 

of education in a remote context. This study was undertaken to provide evidence-based 

research in Montessori pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. 

 

 



 

 4 

1.3 AIM OF THE RESEARCH 

This study aims to describe the effect of Montessori pedagogy within a remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood program. Underpinning the study is the belief that 

Aboriginal children must be provided with every opportunity to reach, or exceed, 

minimum standards in literacy and numeracy. The Closing the Gap Report 2016 stated 

that the majority of Indigenous children in remote locations are not reaching minimum 

standards (DPMC, 2016). This research seeks to investigate an alternative educational 

approach, Montessori pedagogy, in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood context.   

 

1.4 PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

The purpose of this research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program to ascertain 

whether this alternative approach to education provides a more culturally appropriate 

practice than past methods. The Aboriginal Education Plan for Western Australian 

Public Schools 2011-2014 highlights, “We must develop new approaches to address the 

diverse needs of Aboriginal students in urban, regional and remote areas” (Department 

of Education Western Australia, 2011, p. 2). The then Western Australian Minister for 

Education, Dr. Elizabeth Constable MLA, emphasised the need to “develop strategies to 

close the gap between the achievements of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students” 

(Department of Education Western Australia, 2012, p. 3). One possible strategy to 

“close the gap” could be Montessori pedagogy. 

 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The general research question for the study is: What is the effect of Montessori 

pedagogy on Aboriginal students in a remote Early Childhood program?  

The four specific research questions to be addressed are: 

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 
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1.6 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research was conducted through the use of an individual case study (Berg, 

2007). The individual case study method aims to collect information about a specific 

person, group or environment to meritoriously recognise how the subject functions 

(Berg, 2007). The individual case study chosen was the Early Childhood program in the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, Papulankutja Campus. Four methods of data 

collection were used in this study: 

a) Video recording and observational framework by the teacher-researcher 

b) Journal writing by the teacher-researcher 

c) Review of the ten observation frameworks by the critical friend  

d) Review of the three one-on-one interviews with the informant. 

 

During the data collection period the researcher video recorded the Montessori 

pedagogy program three times a week for one to two hours at randomly selected times. 

Video recording aimed to provide hard evidence of the observations. The teacher-

researcher used a journal to record observations of key events that occurred 

serendipitously and to dispassionately describe day-to-day occurrences in the remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood program.  

 

A critical friend was engaged to observe the remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood class. The critical friend recorded two forms of data: general observational 

framework (Appendix B) and an individual observational framework (Appendix C). 

Observations occurred twice every three weeks during the data collection period. In 

total, the critical friend completed five general observation frameworks and five 

individual observation frameworks. The critical friend had over 30 years’ teaching 

experience, at least 8 years of which working with Aboriginal students, but no previous 

affiliation or experience with Montessori pedagogy. 

 

An impact that related to the design of the study was the interpretation and 

translation of student speech and behaviour. All students in the population are of 

Aboriginal descent and use English as an additional third or fourth language. A 

bilingual Ngaanyatjarra person was engaged as the informant to assist with 

interpretation and translation. With the permission of the student’s parents/caregivers, 

the informant observed the classroom and responded to inquiries from the teacher-
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researcher. The informant provided clarity when responses took an unexpected turn. 

The informant attended the classroom for two hours, three times over the course of the 

data collection period, as well as three video-recorded one-on-one interviews with the 

teacher-researcher, and provided insight into student and community life and the effects 

of Montessori pedagogy on the Early Childhood student cohort. 

 

1.7 SIGNIFICANCE 

The significance of the study lies in the need to close the gap between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. The study endeavours to describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy through the response of those most closely associated with 

Aboriginal education: students, parents and caregivers, community members and 

education professionals. Before commencing the study, the teacher-researcher consulted 

the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network Leadership Team in order to obtain 

permission to conduct the study within a Department of Education Western Australia 

school; subsequently, the Papulankutja Campus Early Childhood program trialled 

Montessori pedagogy.  

  

1.8 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

There were three limitations to the study. The first limitation was that of 

potential personal bias as the teacher-researcher is Montessori trained. Three methods 

were used to address the issue of personal bias.  These were: the use of the verbatim 

principle, bracketing and triangulation. These methods are detailed in Chapter Four: 

Design of the Research.  

 

The second limitation was the sample size of 17 students. This small sample 

size potentially limits the generalisability of the study to a wider Australian population. 

However, it does not hinder the value of the research for education audiences such as 

the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network and other remote Aboriginal contexts. The 

sample size was representative of the majority of the remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program population in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. 

Furthermore, a pilot of the study was conducted in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School 

Network, Kiwirrkurra Campus Early Childhood program in 2011 and 2012. The 

Kiwirrkurra Campus pilot provided a basis for the research. 
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The third limitation was that Montessori pedagogy was singularly considered 

as an alternative method of education. The teacher-researcher acknowledges that 

Aboriginal education is a complex issue. Aboriginal education cannot be resolved by 

the provision of a singular alternative teaching methodology. This research provides a 

description of what worked in the classroom.  

 

1.9 DEFINITIONS 

The following terms are defined according to their usage in the present 

research study. 

 

1.9.1 Aboriginal person 

 An Aboriginal person is “someone who is of Aboriginal descent, and identifies 

as being Aboriginal and is accepted as such by an Aboriginal community” (Harrison, 

2012, p. 193).  

 

1.9.2 Critical friend 

 The critical friend in the research was an educator with over thirty years’ 

experience in both remote and mainstream education. The critical friend was not trained 

by, or had any affiliation with, Montessori pedagogy. 

 

1.9.3 Closing the gap 

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) “committed all Australian 

governments collectively to overcoming Indigenous disadvantage” (2009, p. 33). This 

study focuses on closing the gap in education.  

 

1.9.4 Indigenous Australian  

The term Indigenous Australian refers to “both Aboriginal people and Torres 

Strait Islander people” (Harrison, 2012, p. 193).  

 

1.9.5 Early Childhood education 

The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

(DEEWR) has defined Early Childhood education as “long day care, occasional care, 

family day care, multi-purpose Aboriginal children’s services, preschools and 
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kindergartens, playgroups, crèches, early intervention settings and similar services” for 

children from birth to five (DEEWR, 2009). 

 

1.9.6 Informant 

In this study the informant was a Ngaanyatjarra person, native speaker and 

Aboriginal Liaison Officer employed by the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. The 

informant was not trained by, nor had any affiliation with, Montessori pedagogy. 

1.9.7 Montessori pedagogy 

Montessori pedagogy is an alternative method of education and that comprises 

both learning environment and the learning materials. Montessori learning 

environments are defined as being “prepared to allow children to be socially and 

intellectually independent. Montessori learning materials are designed to capture 

children’s interest and attention and to encourage independent use” (Feez, 2010, p. 16).   

 

1.9.8 Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network comprises nine remote Aboriginal 

communities in the central western desert in Western Australia. All communities in the 

area have the highest remote scaling by the Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS]. 

 

1.9.9 Teacher-researcher  

The teacher-researcher has worked in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network 

since 2011. She holds a Bachelor of Education, majoring in Early Childhood education, 

and has an Association Montessori International (AMI) Diploma of Primary (2.5 to 6+ 

years) from Perugia Training Centre, Italy. 

 

1.10 CHAPTER SUMMARIES 

The structure of the thesis consists of seven chapters. Table 1.1 provides an 

overview of this structure. 
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Table 1.1 

Overview of the Thesis Structure 

 

Chapter One 

 

Research defined 

Chapter Two Context of the research  

Chapter Three Review of literature 

Chapter Four Design of the research 

Chapter Five Results of the research 

Chapter Six Discussion 

Chapter Seven Conclusion 

 

 

1.9.1 Chapter outlines 

Chapter One, “Research defined”, presents the purpose, motivation and 

background of the research. The general research question is identified along with four 

specific research questions. The chapter presents a personal statement from the 

researcher, the research design, significance of the research and limitations of the 

research. 

 

Chapter Two, “Context of the research”, presents three dimensions of context 

that contribute to the understanding of the research into Montessori pedagogy in a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. These are: geographical setting; 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network; and Papulankutja Remote Community and 

Campus. 

 

Chapter Three, “Review of literature”, presents three areas of review relevant 

to the study. These are: a review of current policies and practices in Early Childhood 

education in Australia; a review of the current polices in Aboriginal education and; a 

review of Montessori pedagogy. The final section indicates how the literature review 

highlights the research. 

 

Chapter Four, “Design of the research” maps out the research approach that 

was utilised to investigate the inquiry. The theoretical framework drew its epistemology 

from a qualitative foundation, utilising interpretivism as its theoretical perspective. 

Specifically, the interpretive lens that the inquiry utilised was that of phenomenology. 
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The methodology employed in the research was an individual case study that sought to 

explore the effect of Montessori pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

program. The cohort participants comprised of 17 students. The method of data 

collection and management are explained. Issues of trustworthiness are considered and 

ratified and important ethical considerations for the research are discussed.  

 

Chapter Five, “Presentation of research findings”, is presented in four main 

parts. These are: student response, student behaviour, language development and 

community involvement. These sections examine the findings from the data of the 

teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant. The findings from the data collection 

are summarised from interviews, a video recording and written records.  

Chapter Six, “Discussion”, presents an analysis of the results of the research 

and addresses the four specific research questions. The chapter discusses the student 

response, student behaviour, language development and community involvement in 

relation to Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program.  

 

Chapter Seven, “Conclusion”, reviews the results of the research project in 

relation to the stated purpose of the study. Following a summary of research design the 

general research question is addressed. A conclusion to the research is then presented 

and an outline of possible contributions the research makes to scholarly debate. Lastly, 

implications for stakeholders of Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program are addressed along with suggestions for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. The Aboriginal 

students were selected from the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network Papulankutja 

Campus, Western Australia. Underpinning the research was the belief that Montessori 

pedagogy may provide remote Aboriginal students with an alternative and culturally 

relevant method of education. In this chapter, three dimensions of the context will be 

explored to develop an understanding of the environment in which the study took place. 

Context provides “a description and understanding of a person’s social environment or 

an organization’s political context [and] is essential for overall understanding of what is 

observed” (Patton, 1990, p. 49). The three relevant dimensions of the context of this 

study are: (a) geographical setting; (b) the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network; and 

(c) the Papulankutja Remote Community/ Campus. The geographical setting highlights 

the physical environment and the extreme remoteness of the Papulankutja Campus. The 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network provides a background to the unique structure and 

history of the school network. The Ngaanyatjarra Lands School, Papulankutja Campus 

outlines the distinctive history and cultural background of the remote Aboriginal 

community where the study took place. The Papulankutja Early Childhood program 

participants are a very distinct group of Aboriginal students within the central western 

desert of Australia. 

 

2.2 GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 

A large proportion of Australia is sparsely inhabited (Australian Human Rights 

Commission, 2008). In 2011 ABS recorded over 60,000 Indigenous Australians living 

in “very remote” Australia in 1,008 “very remote” communities (ABS, 2011b; 

Fordham, 2006). Within Australia over 250 Indigenous languages are spoken (ABS, 

2011b).  

 

Education for Aboriginal students in remote Australia faces many challenges. 

One of these challenges is limited access to education services, libraries, technological 

education and support (Fordham, 2006). Parents, caregivers and the wider community 
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are often limited in the way in which they can support their children in obtaining an 

education (Boulden, Hilson & Tyne, 2010). The Australian Early Development Index 

[AEDI] National Report 2012 (DEEWR, 2013) identified key developmental indicators 

that can be used to compare the development of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

children in pre-school years. These indicators are: physical health and well-being, 

language and cognitive skills, social competence, emotional maturity, and 

communication and general knowledge domains (DEEWR, 2013). The findings of 

AEDI National Report 2012 concluded, “Indigenous children are more than twice as 

likely to be developmentally vulnerable than non-indigenous children” (DEEWR, 2013, 

p. 5). It is important that these findings be acknowledged within this research study, as 

they highlight the need to address the vulnerability of Indigenous children.  

 

The second area that is significant to the study relates to the geographical 

setting described through the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia [ARIA].The 

Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS] devised ARIA because of the increasing concern 

for people living in rural and remote areas of Australia (Commonwealth Department of 

Health and Aged Care, 2001). ABS defined remoteness based upon “the distance people 

must travel along a road network to get to service centres: areas where they can access 

goods, services and opportunities for social interaction” (ABS, 2001). The main aim of 

ARIA is to provide a national standard for remoteness (ABS, 2001). Figure 2.1 

represents the current ABS remoteness structure (ABS, 2011a). 

                           

Figure 2.1. Remoteness Structure 2011. Retrieved from 

http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/2B9F179C6CFA2431CA257B03000D7F21/$Fil

e/1270055005_2011_remoteness_structure_maps.pdf 

http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/2B9F179C6CFA2431CA257B03000D7F21/$File/1270055005_2011_remoteness_structure_maps.pdf
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/2B9F179C6CFA2431CA257B03000D7F21/$File/1270055005_2011_remoteness_structure_maps.pdf
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The ARIA score incorporates a classification system using five levels of remoteness as 

shown in Table 2.1.  

 

Table 2.1 

ARIA Classification levels of remoteness 

Level of remoteness ARIA rating Description of rating 

Highly accessible 
0 - 1.84 

 

Relativity unrestricted to a wide range of goods, services and 

opportunities for social interaction 

Accessible >1.84 - 3.51 
Some restrictions to accessibility of some goods, services and 

opportunities for social interaction 

Moderately accessible >3.51 - 5.80 
Significantly restricted accessibility of goods, services and 

opportunities for social interaction  

Remote >5.80 - 9.08 
Very restricted accessibility of goods, services and 

opportunities for social interaction 

Very Remote >9.08 - 12 
Locality disadvantaged – very little accessibility of goods, 

services and opportunities for social interaction 

 

Using the ARIA classification system, the Papulankutja Remote Community’s 

score is 12.0000 with an ARIA rating of ‘very remote’ (Measuring Remoteness: ARIA, 

n.d.). A key factor of remoteness is population. The link between population and 

accessibility to education requires that the government ensures appropriate planning and 

funding is provided (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2001).  

 

2.3 NGAANYATJARRA LANDS SCHOOL NETWORK 

The second dimension discusses the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. 

There are three areas to the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network that are significant to 

the study: History of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, current policies in the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network and link between Ngaanyatjarra students’ home 

and school life.   

 

The Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network lies under the jurisdiction of the 

Department of Education of Western Australia. The school network caters for 316 

students from Kindergarten to Year 12 (ACARA, 2014a). The Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

School Network comprises nine remote campuses managed as one school in the 
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Western Desert (Ng Lands School Website, 2014). These schools are located across 

250,000 square kilometres, “approximately 3 percent of mainland Australia” (Kral, 

2012, p.14). An Executive Principal leads the school and each campus has a Campus 

Principal. The school campuses include Warburton, Tjirrkarli, Wanarn, Mantamaru 

(Jameson), Papulankutja (Blackstone), Irrunytju (Wingellina), Warakurna, Tjukurla and 

Kiwirrkurra (Ngaanyatjarra Lands School, 2014). Figure 2.2 depicts the Ngaanyatjarra 

Lands School Network. 

 

Figure 2.2 Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. Retrieved from 

http://static.ngurra.org/img/map2009.png 

 

Using the ARIA classification system, the average score of all nine campuses 

of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network is 12.0000 with an ARIA rating of Very 

Remote (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 2001). The majority of 

students are Aboriginal whose first languages are Western Desert Languages: 

Ngaanyatjarra, Pintupi and Pitjantjatjara (Kral, 2012; Ngaanyatjarra Lands School, 

2014).  

 

The Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network was developed in 2007 with the 

Education, Training and Lifelong Learning Framework Agreement between the 

Ngaanyatjarra Council, the Commonwealth Government and the State Government of 

Western Australia (ACARA, 2014a). The agreement formed The Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

School Network with the aim to provide a framework and structure for education and 

training in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands. This agreement recognised that education and 

http://static.ngurra.org/img/map2009.png
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training outcomes in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands were below adequate standards 

(Australian Government, Government of Western Australia & Ngaanyatjarra Council, 

2007). 

 

Attendance is a major issue of concern in Aboriginal education. In 2014, The 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) mandated the Remote 

Aboriginal Attendance Strategy to address the issue. A history of research outlined 

attendance as presently a key issue of concern (Harrison, 2012; O’Keefe, Olney & 

Angus, 2012; Price, 2012). Specifically in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, 

many different attendance strategies have been implemented to overcome the issue of 

attendance. Attendance in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network is very difficult to 

predict due to cultural traditions and transiency.  

 

The traditional methods of education in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands differ 

from mainstream practices. Beryl Jennings, a local Ngaanyatjarra elder commented, 

“How do children learn Ngaanyatjarra way? They learn when Grandpop talks to 

them. Also they learn by watching – looking at Nanna making wirra (digging bowl) 

or making damper” (Shinkfield & Jennings, 2006, p. 24). She added, “They talk 

about the activities in Ngaanyatjarra, they copy each other, they play with the same 

things every day – they are learning” (Shinkfield & Jennings, 2006, p. 24). 

Ngaanyatjarra children learn by watching or observation, by talking in their home 

language, Ngaanyatjarra, with their family members and by copying or imitating 

(Shinkfield & Jennings, 2006). It is important that these traditional methods of 

teaching and learning are considered in the current teaching practices and context 

for remote schooling.  

 

Strong community and school partnerships are also viewed as essential in 

remote education (Harrison, 2005; Harrison & Sellwood, 2016). As such, the 

employment of an Aboriginal Liaison Officer provides this much needed link between 

Ngaanyatjarra students’ home and school life. The Aboriginal Liaison Officer for the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network is a bilingual representative of the Ngaanyatjarra 

Lands region. This Liaison Officer and the elders of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands want to 

educate Ngaanyatjarra students on the “two worlds we got: Cultural and Western” 

(Interview, 2013). These two worlds include Dreaming stories (tjukurrpa), hunting, 
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gathering, making damper and Western society. The Aboriginal Liaison Officer for the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network stated,  

We want to learn English so we have the knowledge to talk up and keep 

learning. We want to do maths, and learn about technology and the world 

outside our community. We want to become strong and responsible people 

who can earn money and help our communities in the future. We want to 

build, show and receive, respect” (Ngaanyatjarra Lands School, 2014).  

 

The Aboriginal Liaison Officer and Ngaanyatjarra elders work with the school 

community to ensure a collaborative approach to education (Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

School, 2014). The Aboriginal Liaison Officer works side-by-side with the Executive 

Principal. 

 

2.4 PAPULANKUTJA REMOTE COMMUNITY/ CAMPUS  

The third dimension discusses the Papulankutja Remote Community/Campus. 

The Papulankutja Remote Community has been described as one of the most remote 

communities in Australia and is located in the Shire of Ngaanyatjarraku, Western 

Australia. It is a small and isolated community with a population in the order of 150 

people situated approximately 60 kilometres northwest of the Western Australia, South 

Australia and Northern Territory tri-state border (Acker & Carty, 2011). The 

Community is located half way between Mantamaru and Irrunytju. Figure 2.3 depicts 

Papulankutja from the air.  

 

Figure 2.3 Papulankutja Remote Community from the air (from researcher’s own collection) 
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The Papulankutja campus of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network is 

located in the northerly point of the Goldfields District. Teaching and support staff at 

the Papulankutja Campus comprise a Campus Principal, an Early Childhood class 

teacher, a Middle Primary teacher and a Secondary teacher. There are three classrooms, 

library, home economics room, administration building and absolution block. At the 

time of the study, 52 students were on the school attendance roll.  

 

Teachers and staff use instructional commands in the native Ngaanyatjarra 

language in order for the classroom to function effectively, especially in the Early 

Childhood class. Students use limited Standard Australian English [SAE]. English as an 

additional language is often a barrier in remote classrooms.  The people of Papulankutja 

share the culture, art and tjukurrpa with the younger generations continuing the 

connection to country and honouring the ancient heritage of the Ngaanyatjarra region 

(Kral, 2012). Figure 2.4 depicts the Papulankutja women teaching the school children 

tjanpi (weaving) on a bush trip in November 2013.  

 

Figure 2.4. Papulankutja women teaching the school children tjanpi (weaving) on a bush trip in 

November 2013 (from researcher’s own collection). 
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Ngaanyatjarra is the native form of oral language in Papulankutja, and is the 

most common language used (Kral, 2012). Community members have a limited 

understanding of SAE. Papulankutja Remote Community remains highly traditional in 

cultural terms and community members participate heavily in major ceremonies that 

link them to various other communities and regions (Ah Kit, 2003). The area around 

Papulankutja contains some of the most significant sacred sites in the Ngaanyatjarra 

region. The Ngaanyatjarra and Papulankutja people have an uninterrupted occupation of 

their land (Kral, 2012).  

 

The people’s connection to country is referred to in Ngaanyatjarra language as 

tjukurrpa (Brooks, 2013). The yarnangu (people) are at the centre of the universe and 

they hold the key role in management for their land (Brooks, 2013). Brooks (2013) 

emphasised, “People are owned by the land, rather than owning it” (p. 7). The natural 

world or country is the “birthplace or inheritance of all Ngaanyatjarra people” (Brooks, 

2013, p. 8). Ngaanyatjarra people refer to their birthplace as “my ngurra, my country” 

(Brooks, 2013, p. 9). Papulankutja Remote Community members hold this connection 

to their ngurra (country).  

 

2.5 CONCLUSION 

Within the context of the study, three dimensions were explored. These 

dimensions were: geographical setting, the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network and 

the Papulankutja Remote Community/Campus. The first dimension discussed the 

geographical setting and two areas: ARIA and remote Aboriginal Australia. The second 

dimension, the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, presented the history, current 

policies and the link between the Ngaanyatjarra students’ home and school life. The 

third dimension outlined the Papulankutja Remote Community/Campus and discussed 

the geographical location, school/campus environment and history of the remote 

community. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. The research 

questions that framed this study were:  

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

It seemed appropriate, therefore, to examine the literature across the following three 

topics: current policies and practices in Early Childhood education in Australia; current 

policies in Aboriginal education and; the principles and practices of Montessori 

pedagogy. Table 3.1 outlines a structure for the review of literature pertinent to the 

study. 

 

Table 3.1 

Outline of the Literature Review 

3.2 Conceptual framework 

3.3 Current policies and practices in Early Childhood education in Australia  

3.4 Current policies and practices in Aboriginal education 

3.5 Montessori pedagogy 

3.6 Summary 

 

3.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

The interplay between the three topics, that is, current policies and practices in 

Early Childhood education in Australia, current policies and practices in Aboriginal 

education and principles and practices of Montessori pedagogy brings into focus the 

conceptual framework that underpins this research. A review of the literature on current 
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policies and practices in Early Childhood education in Australia highlights recent 

national and state policies and methods of best practice. Literature on current policies 

and practices in Aboriginal education focuses on the key documents for educational 

institutions working with Aboriginal students and the main practices schools should 

employ. The review of the literature on principles and practices of Montessori pedagogy 

is organised in terms of four sub-themes of Montessori education: historical context, 

child development, teaching and learning and current research. The conceptual 

framework underpinning the review of literature is presented in Figure 3.1.  

 

Figure 3.1. Conceptual Framework of the literature related to Early Childhood education and Aboriginal 

education. 

 

3.3 CURRENT POLICIES AND PRACTICES IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA 

In this section three key policies, the National Quality Framework [NQF] 

(ACECQA, 2012), the Early Years Learning Framework [EYLF] (DEEWR, 2009), and 

the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a) are initially described, as these key 

policies underpin the teaching practices in the classroom observed in the study. Current 

practices within Early Childhood education are then reviewed, specifically the practices 

of play-based learning and learner-centred approaches.  

 

 

General Research 
Question:                    

What is the effect of 
Montessori pedagogy 

on Aboriginal students 
in a remote Early 

Childhood program? 

Current polices and 
practices in early 

childhood education in 
Australia

Current polices and 
practices in Aboriginal 

education

Montessori pedagogy
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3.3.1 Current policies in Early Childhood education in Australia 

 

3.3.1.1   National Quality Framework  

The National Quality Framework [NQF] (ACECQA, 2012) was established in 

2012 for Early Childhood education centres and after school hours care services across 

Australia. The aim of the framework is to improve quality and foster ongoing 

development within Early Childhood settings across Australia (ACECQA, 2012). The 

National Quality Standard [NQS] (ACECQA, 2012) is a key component within the 

National Quality Framework (ACECQA, 2012). The Standard outlines seven quality 

areas to which Early Childhood education providers should adhere. The aim of the 

policy is to outline a guideline for Early Childhood providers to deliver high quality 

educational institutions for all children across Australia (ACECQA, 2012). Table 3.2 

outlines the seven quality areas of the NQS (ACECQA, 2012). 

 

Table 3.2 

Quality areas of the National Quality Standard (ACECQA, 2012) 

1 Educational program and practice 

2 Children’s health and safely 

3 Physical environment 

4 Staffing arrangements 

5 Relationships with children 

6 Collaborative partnerships with families and communities 

7 Leadership and service management  

 

ACECQA (2012) aims to endorse high-quality Early Childhood programs 

through each of the seven areas in the NQS identified for improvement, reflection and 

learning. The key focus of the standard is to promote “the safety, health and wellbeing 

of children” (ACECQA, 2012, p. 1). The NQS was a mandated policy for early 

childhood education and the teacher-researcher adhered to this quantity standard.  

 

3.3.1.2   Early Years Learning Framework   

To address Standard One of the NQS (ACECQA, 2012), DEEWR (2009) 

produced the Early Years Learning Framework [EYLF]. This framework is mandated 

for all Early Childhood educators working in learning programs for children birth to 

five years, across Australia. Within Western Australia, the framework is mandated from 
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birth to eight years. DEEWR (2009) identified three fundamental requirements for a 

child’s development and learning: belonging, being and becoming, which are reflected 

in the EYLF. Figure 3.2 depicts the elements of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009).  

 

Figure 3.2. Elements of the Early Years Learning Framework [EYLF] (DEEWR, 2009, 

p.10).  

 

DEEWR (2009), through the EYLF, as a mandated document for educators, 

aims to provide the best practice, care and education for Early Childhood students. The 

impetus for the framework was to provide a policy for Early Childhood educators to 

ensure nationwide consistency. Additionally, the framework aimed to provide a 

structure for quality in Early Childhood programs. The three sections of the framework: 

are: principles, practices and learning outcomes. Table 3.3 outlines the principles, 

practices and learning outcomes of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009).  
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Table 3.3 

Principles, Practices and Learning Outcomes of the Early Years Learning Framework 

[EYLF] (DEEWR, 2009) 

Principles Practices Learning Outcomes 

 Secure, respectful and 

reciprocal relationships 

 Partnerships with families 

 High expectations and 

equity 

 Respect for diversity 

 Ongoing learning and 

reflective practice 

 Holistic approaches 

 Responsiveness to children 

 Learning through play 

 Intentional teaching 

 Learning environments 

 Cultural competence 

 Continuity of learning and 

transitions 

 Assessment for Learning 

 Children have a strong 

sense of identity 

 Children are connected with 

and contribute to their 

world 

 Children have a strong 

sense of wellbeing 

 Children are confident and 

involved learners 

 Children are effective 

communicators 

 

 

The principles of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) outline the fundamental beliefs of 

Early Childhood educators across Australia. These beliefs provide the foundation for all 

Australian Early Childhood learning centres. The principles underpin the practices, 

which relate to the pedagogy of Early Childhood educators. Education facilitators use 

the listed pedagogical practices within the teaching and learning environment. The 

learning outcomes outline the goals the children should achieve during their experiences 

in the Early Childhood setting. 

 

3.3.1.3   The Australian Curriculum   

The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA] 

(2014a) developed the Australian Curriculum to provide a nationwide curriculum for all 

school-aged children in Australia. In addition, the curriculum links to a national 

assessment program to monitor and measure student progress (ACARA, 2014a), known 

as NAPLAN (ACARA, 2014a). Table 3.4 outlines the list of the eight learning areas in 

the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a). 
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Table 3.4 

Eight learning areas of the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a, p. 15) 

1 The Arts: Dance, Drama, Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts 

2 English  

3 Health and Physical Education 

4 Humanities and Social Sciences 

5 Languages  

6 Mathematics 

7 Science 

8 Technologies: Design and Technology; and Digital Technologies 

 

In addition to the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a), ACARA released 

two support documents: English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D): 

Teacher Resource and Dimensions of the Australian Curriculum. The EAL/D Teacher 

Resource (ACARA, 2014b) aimed to provide support for teachers’ delivering teaching 

and learning programs to students who are classified as English as an additional 

language or dialect. The resource intends to provide advice for teachers when delivering 

the curriculum and to provide practical examples of implementation (ACARA, 2014b). 

The EAL/D Teacher Resource (ACARA, 2014b) assisted the teacher-researcher of this 

study as, 17 of the 18 participants’ were classified as learning English as an additional 

language. The participants’ home language was Ngaanyatjarra. The Dimensions of the 

Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014c) aims to provide direction for teachers when 

exploring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and history. The document 

highlights the importance of teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and 

culture to all Australian children. Although ACARA focused on Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander history and culture, research states a specific Anangu (Aboriginal person) 

curriculum should be developed for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

(Minutjukur, 2013, p. 9).  

 

The EAL/D and Dimensions support documentation are pertinent to this study 

as the majority of participants are of Aboriginal descent and English is often their third 

or fourth language. In relation to the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a), current 

research suggests that the national curriculum might be superfluous in a remote 

Aboriginal setting (Guenther, 2012; Lester, 2013; Mintjukur, 2013; Osborne, 2013; 

Tjitayi, 2013). Mintjukur (2013) commented, “The Australian Curriculum is expected to 
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be taught in Anangu (Aboriginal) Schools and this is very difficult for them to learn 

properly. At this rate, perhaps we will continue to fail year after year” (p. 9). In 2013, 

Flinders University Australia presented a proposal for an alternative curriculum for 

remote Aboriginal students entitled, Red Dirt Curriculum. The Red Dirt Curriculum 

aims to provide more culturally appropriate pedagogical practices for remote Aboriginal 

students (Lester, 2013; Mintjukur, 2013; Osborne, 2013; Tjitayi, 2013).  

 

3.3.2 Current practices in Early Childhood education in Australia 

Currently there are two key constructivist pedagogical underpinnings in Early 

Childhood education in Australia: play-based learning and learner-centred ideology. 

Constructivism can be defined as “a theory suggesting that children learn by 

constructing their own understanding” (Brewer, 2006, p. 503). Jean Piaget and Lev 

Vygotsky were the founding theorists of constructivism and modern theorists include 

Jerome Bruner and George Forman (Piaget, 1959; Vygotsky, 1978). Constructivists’ 

pedagogical practices are supported in the EYLF (DEER, 2009). Specifically, key 

principles within the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) endorsed play-based learning and learner-

centred pedagogical practices. Table 3.3 outlines the key principles and practices of the 

EYLF. 

 

3.3.2.1    Play-based learning 

Play-based learning can be described as “a context for learning through which 

children organise and make sense of their social worlds, as they actively engage with 

people, objects and representations” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 46). Pramling-Samuelsson and 

Fleer (2009) states that play-based learning is “characterised by thinking and activity 

that is symbolic, meaningful, active, pleasurable, voluntary, rule-governed and 

episodic” (p. 2). Play-based learning can occur in many different modes (Barblett, 

2010). These different modes can comprise numerous configurations of children and 

materials. Table 3.5 describes the six modes of play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 26 

Table 3.5 

Six modes of play (Barblett, 2010, p.1) 

 

Pleasurable-play 

 

An enjoyable and pleasurable activity. 

Symbolic-play Meaning to the player that is often not evident to the educator. 

Active-play Requires action: either physical, verbal or mental engagement with 

materials, people, ideas or the environment. 

Voluntary-play Freely chosen. However, players can also be invited or prompted to play. 

Process-orientated-play Players may not have an end or goal in sight. 

Self- motivating-play Is considered its own reward to the player (Shipley, 2008) 

 

Play-based learning is endorsed by the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009). Learning 

through play enables the child to construct meaning of their world through interacting 

with people and objects (Barblett, 2010). Play is a cultural activity and cannot be 

separated from learning and development (Barblett, 2010; Shipley, 2008). However, 

current researchers argue that although play is natural to a child, it is not always the best 

method of learning (Fleer & Peers, 2012). Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) argue that 

“there are other sides to play that are not so romantic, natural or particularly educative, 

and play is not always the best way for young children to learn” (p.1). Researcher’s 

state that natural play is not occurring in classrooms; what is occurring is manufactured 

play (Fleer & Peers, 2012; Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010). Pedagogical practices of 

play-based learning fail to provide students in early childhood setting adequate teaching 

and learning experiences (Fleer & Peers, 2012; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).  

 

DEEWR (2009), however, discusses the importance of play-based learning and 

teaching. Play-based learning provides a context for children to “organise and make 

sense of their social worlds, as they engage actively with people and representations” 

(DEEWR, 2009, p.46). Furthermore, “play fosters creative skills through imagination, 

thought and strategies for problem solving” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 46). In relation to this 

study, the teacher-researcher reviewed the current body of literature for play-based 

learning and identified similarities between play-based learning and Montessori 

pedagogy. These similarities included the importance of children developing skills of 

problem solving, social cooperation and social collaboration. In summary, the play-

based learning is a key pedagogical practice with the Early Childhood curriculum 

documentation in Australia, therefore, must be incorporated.  
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3.3.2.2    Learner-centred ideology 

The second practice common in Early Childhood education is learner-centred 

ideology. The objective of the learner-centred ideology is to develop the child as a 

member of society (McLachlan, Fleer & Edwards, 2010). Learner-centered ideology 

aims to provide a pedagogical framework for the teacher to meet the needs and interests 

of the child. The child is the centre of the teaching and learning environment. Within 

this ideology, the student needs are met and not those of the teacher, staff and the wider 

community (McLachlan, Fleer & Edwards, 2010).  

 

Friedrich Frobel, Johann Heinrich and Jean-Jacques Rousseau were key 

theorists of learner-centered education. Modern theorists include John Dewey, Loris 

Malaguzzi and Maria Montessori.  Specifically, Dewey was the leading education 

theorist in North America in the early 1900s and founded the practice of learner-centred 

ideology (Brewer, 2006). 

 

Key principles of the ideology include: hands-on, integrated, interest and 

experienced based learning (Brewer, 2006; McLachlan, Fleer & Edwards, 2010). These 

principles aim to encourage independence, concentration, self-determination and 

perceptual awareness. Models of learner-centred ideology include: active learning, 

collaborative learning, inquiry-based learning, cooperative learning, project based 

learning and Montessori pedagogy (Brewer, 2006).  

 

3.3.3 Summary 

In this section, two sub-themes of literature were highlighted in relation to the 

intended research: current policies of Early Childhood education in Australia and 

current practices of Early Childhood education in Australia. Three key policies in Early 

Childhood education in Australia were reviewed: the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 

2014a), the National Quality Standards [NQS] (ACECQA, 2012) and the Early Years 

Learning Framework [EYLF] (DEEWR, 2009). The teacher-researcher of this study 

adhered to these mandated policies with the teaching and learning practices within the 

Early Childhood setting observed in this research. As seventeen of the eighteen 

participants of this study were classified as learning English as an additional language, 

the teacher-researcher sought to understand current polices for EAL/D students. Two 

current practices of Early Childhood education in Australia were reviewed: play-based 
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learning and learner-centred ideology. The teacher-researcher analysed play-based 

learning and learner-centered ideology in relation to Montessori pedagogical practices 

to draw similarities and differences.  

 

3.4 CURRENT POLICIES AND PRACTICES IN ABORIGINAL EDUCATION 

Two key Department of Education policies underpin the classroom observed in 

the study. The first is the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 

Strategy (MCEECDYA, 2015) which outlines the national education policy for all 

public schools across Australia. The second is the Directions for Aboriginal Education 

2015 (Department of Education, Western Australia, 2015), the current document for 

public schools across Western Australia. These documents provide the framework for 

the operational structure of Department of Education schools within Western Australia.  

These two documents are now reviewed. 

 

3.4.1 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 

(MCEECDYA, 2015) builds on the previous educational policy, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Education Plan 2010-2014 (MCEEDYA, 2010). This current educational 

strategy aims to outline the commitment education ministers to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students (MCEEDYA, 2015). The document details seven priority areas. 

These priority areas include: leadership, quality teaching and workforce development; 

culture and identity; partnerships; attendance; transition points including pathways to 

post-school options; school and child readiness; and literacy and numeracy 

(MCEEDYA, 2015).  

 

One major change from the previous policy is the removal of the seven targets 

for action (MCEEDYA, 2010). These seven targets for action provided educational 

settings with key objectives for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Each 

target was set with an optimal completion date. However, current policy updates 

acknowledge that the seven targets for action have not been achieved (DPMC, 2016). 

Researchers (DPMC, 2016; Guenther, 2012; Hewitson, 2007; Hughes & Hughes, 2009; 

Osborne, 2013) conclude that due to limited support for principals, teachers, students 

and community members, these targets have failed to address the factors impacting 

achievement.  
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Current research states that factors such as poor attendance, poor attention, 

high teacher turnover, language learning difficulties, attrition and fragmented 

approaches contribute to the failure of Aboriginal education (DPMC, 2016; Guenther, 

2012; Hewitson, 2007; Osborne, 2013). DPMC (2016) stated, “Since 2008, the 

Australian Government has made available more than $2.8 billion to support state and 

territory governments to increase children’s participation in Early Childhood education 

programs” (p. 13). Remote Aboriginal education has undergone an abundance of 

proposals and restructurings however, current data suggests minimal improvements 

have been made to close the gap (DEEWR, 2009; DPMC, 2016; Guenther, 2012; 

Osborne, 2013). Current research states that limited progress has been made in remote 

Aboriginal education settings (DPMC, 2016) and highlights the importance of trialling 

alternative methods of teaching and learning. 

 

3.4.2 The Directions for Aboriginal Education 2016 

The policy, The Directions for Aboriginal Education 2016 (Department of 

Education, Western Australia, 2016) is the current key document for Aboriginal 

education for Western Australian schools. Current Early Childhood education policy 

states, “All children have the right to an education … that lays a foundation for the rest 

of their lives, maximizes their ability and respects their family, cultural and other 

identities and languages” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 5). As such the school community of 

Papulankutja is cognizant of the need to comply with the four key areas of focus within 

the plan. These include: children are ready for school; students attend school regularly; 

students improve literacy and numeracy skills; and students have pathways to real 

options after school (Department of Education, Western Australia, 2016, p. 2). Within 

this study, the teacher-researcher complies with the four areas of focus however, current 

research states that limited progress has been made within the state of Western Australia 

in remote Aboriginal teaching and learning environments (DPMC, 2016; Department of 

Education, Western Australia, 2016).  
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3.4.3 Current practices in Aboriginal education  

Three main practices are identified for educational institutions to provide 

successful teaching and learning experiences to Aboriginal students (DEEWR, 2016; 

Harrison, 2005; McKnight, 2016; National Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 2016; 

Perso & Hayward, 2015). The three practices that are crucial for working with 

Aboriginal students are: building partnerships with families (DEEWR, 2016; McKnight, 

2016; National Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 2016; Perso & Hayward, 2015); 

understanding and accepting cultural traditions and history (Government of Australia, 

2016; McKnight, 2016; Mintjukur, 2013; Osborne, 2013; Perso & Hayward, 2015) and 

“working systematically” (DEEWR, 2016, p. 1; Perso & Hayward, 2015). Figure 3.4 

depicts practices of successful education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students. 

 

Figure 3.3. Successful education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

 

Each of the practices mentioned above are of equal importance. Educational institutions 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are encouraged to connect the three 

practices. These practices are now reviewed. 

 

3.4.3.1   Partnerships with families  

Forming partnerships with families is a key practice for working with 

Aboriginal students. Partnership can be defined as “an association of two or more 

people or partners” (Oxford Dictionary, 2016.) These partnerships can comprise 

numerous combinations within a school setting: teacher-student, teacher-
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parent/guardian, teacher-Indigenous worker and; teacher-family/wider community 

(DEEWR, 2009; DEEWR, 2016; Department of Education Western Australia, 2015; 

Guenther, 2012; Harrison & Selwood, 2016; Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 

2013; National Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 2016; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 

It is essential for schools working with Aboriginal students to “build strong community 

relationships across the whole community” (Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 

2013, p. 2). The Victorian Government Department of Human Services (2006), has 

formulated, “seven guiding principles for building blocks for good communication with 

Aboriginal families” (p. 53). Each of the seven principles is of equal importance 

(Victorian Government Department of Human Services, 2006). Figure 3.4 depicts these 

seven guiding principles. 

 

  

 

Figure 3.4. Building blocks for good communication: seven guiding principles. (Victorian Government 

Department of Human Services, 2006, p. 53) 

 

When communicating with staff and parents, it is important for school staff to 

be conscious of the guiding principles. Conversations with families provide a 

foundation for building a relationship and subsequently, a partnership (Commissioner 

for Children and Young People, 2015; Department of Education Western Australia, 

2015; Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013). The building of partnerships is a 

long-term process and requires all parties involved to be patient and sensitive to the 

cultural needs of the family (Commissioner for Children and Young People, 2015; 
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Department of Education Western Australia, 2015; McKnight, 2016; Perso & Hayward, 

2015). McKnight (2016) commented, the “teacher placing themselves in a respectful 

relationship by sharing their experience of relationship with Country is crucial to the 

living relationship within Western Australia” (p. 122). The school staff must be 

conscious of current cultural events such as men’s business and initiations, sorry 

business (funerals) and other geographical specific significant events (McKnight, 2016; 

Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013).  

 

3.4.3.2   Understand and accept cultural traditions and history 

To engage effectively with Aboriginal students, it is crucial for school staff to 

build their knowledge and acceptance of cultural traditions and history to support 

positive relationships with the students, parents and wider community (Commissioner 

for Children and Young People, 2015; Department of Education Western Australia, 

2015; Harrison & Selwood, 2016; Lester, 2013; McKnight, 2016; Munns, O’Rourke & 

Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; Nakata, 2007; National Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 

2016; Osborne, 2013; Perso & Hayward, 2015). The cultural traditions vary in each 

Aboriginal region of Australia and school staff should seek to understand and respect 

the local significant traditions, events and history (Commissioner for Children and 

Young People, 2015; Department of Education Western Australia, 2015; Osborne, 

2013). Through the knowledge and acceptance of cultural traditions and history, the 

school is more likely to succeed in working effectively with Aboriginal students and 

their families (Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 

In addition, the school should seek to understand faux pas specific to the local area by 

opening shared discussions with community elders and families. These discussions may 

be through verbal and non-verbal communication and may include practices such as 

people not looking people in the eyes when addressing them, or acknowledging the 

significant colours that should or should not be worn. Additionally, the school staff 

could build knowledge of local language/s or dialects that will in turn provide the 

school staff with a common language to be used in a classroom and wider community 

setting (Harrison & Selwood, 2016; Harrison, 2005; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 

Educational institutions in major centres often provide Indigenous language courses.  

 

The understanding and acceptance of these cultural traditions could allow the 

teacher to successfully lay the foundations of “effective action” in partnerships with 
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families (DEEWR, 2016, p. 1). Through these practices, the school may gain respect for 

the local context. Understanding cultural traditions and history may provide the school 

and staff with a sense of belonging and inclusion, thus reducing the feeling of isolation. 

Living and working in a remote Aboriginal community can be a geographically 

isolating experience, therefore, socially and emotionally, the school staff may need 

support (Department of Education Western Australia, 2016). These feelings of isolation 

could be bridged if school staff seek to understand and accept cultural traditions and 

history, providing an increased sense of belonging in the remote Aboriginal community.  

 

In addition to cultural traditions and history, the traditional child-rearing 

techniques and teaching practices should be considered. The traditional child-rearing 

techniques and teaching practices should be built in to current teaching and learning 

methodologies. Harrison (2005) stated, “Schools and institutions fail Indigenous 

students because they fail to accommodate their cultural differences” (p. 871). Schools 

and institutions should seek to understand how Indigenous students learn to inform 

teaching and learning practices in the classroom (Harrison & Selwood, 2016; Harrison, 

2005; Perso & Hayward, 2015). Current teaching and learning methodologies separate 

western knowledge and Indigenous ways (Harrison, 2005; McKnight, 2016; Munns, 

O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; Perso & Hayward, 2015; Robinson & Nichol, 

1998). Yunkaporta (2009) describes “Aboriginal pedagogy as being holistic, imaginal, 

kinesthetic, cooperative, contextual and person-orientated, each point being contrasted 

with a opposite orientation from western pedagogy (p. 8). Cross cultural theories of 

teaching and learning in Indigenous education display characteristics by which students 

“regulate their own learning behaviour while the teacher’s responsibility would be to 

create conditions that enable this learning to take place” (Harrison, 2005, p. 873).  

 

Key teaching and learning techniques used in traditional Aboriginal culture are 

observation, imitation, repetition, connected to real- life purposes and problem solving 

(Christie, 1984; Harris, 1984; Yunkaporta, 2009; Minutjukur, 2013; Robinson & 

Nichol, 1998; Shinkfield & Jennings, 2006). Schools and institutions should seek to 

incorporate self-regulated learning, purposeful learning, learning by observation into the 

current methodologies instead of separating traditional child-rearing techniques and 

teaching practices (Harrison, 2005; Yunkaporta, 2009; Perso & Hayward, 2015; 

Robinson & Nichol, 1998). Perso and Hayward (2015) commented, “teachers need to 
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find out about teaching and learning in the homes and cultures of their students so they 

can build a ‘bridge’ for students to make the transition from students’ homes to Western 

schools as smooth as possible” (p.50).  

 

3.4.3.2   Working systematically (Government of Australia, 2016). 

Another component of working with Aboriginal students, as shown in Figure 

3.4, is working systematically. Working with Aboriginal students requires the school to 

plan for long-term goals with staff, students, parents and the wider community (Munns, 

O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; National Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 

2016). DEEWR (2016) states, “effective action is not sporadic or short term, it is 

carefully planned and implemented” (p. 1). Practices in Aboriginal education require 

detailed review of government policy and current academic literature. The school 

should seek to understand current national and state policies to directly inform planning, 

strategies and targets and plan for long-term action. Working systematically within an 

educational context highlights the importance of long-term planning and collaboration 

with both the educational institution and the community to achieve common targets. 

Targets should be determined with all school staff and the wider community (Munns, 

O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013).  

 

2.4.4 Summary 

Two key polices in Aboriginal education were reviewed: The National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy (MCEECDYA, 2015) and 

Direction for Aboriginal Education 2016 (Department of Education, Western Australia, 

2016). These key policies highlight literature confirming Aboriginal education in 

Australia is failing to meet the targets set for national and state policies. The next 

section of the literature review focuses on Montessori pedagogy as an alternative 

approach to remote Aboriginal education in an Early Childhood program. 

 

3.5 MONTESSORI PEDAGOGY 

Montessori pedagogy is the final section of the review of literature. The aim of 

Montessori pedagogy is to provide children with learning environments that enhance 

and support the “development of social, intellectual and ethical independence” 

(Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011, p. 3). A Montessori classroom can be 

described as a multi-age setting with a prescribed set of educational materials, where the 
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student selects his, or her own work for a long period of time (Brown & Steele, 2016; 

Cossentino, 2010; Danner & Fowler, 2015; Lillard & Quest, 2006). Four sub-themes 

relating to Montessori pedagogy are reviewed.  These are: historical context, child 

development, teaching and learning; and current research (Figure 3.6). 

 

Figure 3.5. Four sub-themes of Montessori pedagogy.  

 

3.5.1 Historical context 

The founder of Montessori pedagogy was Dr. Maria Montessori. Dr. 

Montessori graduated as one of the first female physicians in Italy in 1896 and 

continued her studies in anthropology, natural sciences and psychology. She established 

the first Casa dei Bambini (Children’s’ House) for students aged three to six in Rome in 

1907 (Feez, 2010; Lillard, 2005). The students of the Casa dei Bambini were of the 

lowest social-economic level and the majority of the parents were illiterate (Montessori, 

1966). In 1909 the Casa dei Bambini began to gain international attention from 

educational academics because the children “very quickly became socially and 

intellectually independent, not through adult coercion, but through their own activity, 

interest and effort” (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011, p. 3). Four Australian 

educators attended the first Montessori training course in Rome in 1913 (Montessori 

Australia Foundation, 2011; Feez, 2013). The Montessori National Curriculum 

(Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011) is the lead document of Montessori pedagogy 

in Australia. ACARA approved the Montessori National Curriculum (Montessori 

Australia Foundation, 2011) in November 2011 as an alternative curriculum to The 

Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2014a).  
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3.5.2 Child development  

Table 3.6 outlines the six concepts of child development within Montessori 

pedagogy. 

Table 3.6 

Six concepts of child development  (Adapted from Isaacs, 2012) 

1 Planes of Development (divided into four six-year spans) 

2 Sensitive periods 

3 Movement 

4 Sensory learning 

5 Freedom/Independence  

6 Observation 

 

The first concept within child development is the Planes of Development. The Planes of 

Development are divided into four six-year spans or multi-aged groups (Cossentino, 

2005; Feez 2010). Children display unique characteristics that are specific to each six-

year span (Isaacs, 2012). Figure 3.6 presents Dr. Montessori’s Four Planes of 

Development specific to each six-year span. 

 

Figure 3.6. Four Planes of Development  

 

Multi-age groupings aim to provide the each child with an understanding of the wider 

world (Brown & Steele, 2015). The program observed in this study overlapped the first 

Plane of Development, from birth to six.  

 

The second concept of child development is sensitive periods. A sensitive 

period can be defined as, “a special sensibility which a creature acquires in its infantile 

state, while it is still in a process of evolution” (Montessori, 1966, p. 38). Sensitive 

periods include: movement, language, love of the environment and order. During a 

sensitive period, children are drawn to a particular element of the environment (Lillard, 

2005). Dr. Montessori discussed sensitive periods in the late 19th Century and the early 

20th Century. Pediatric neuroscientists have since supported the hypothesis (Cossentino 
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& Whitescarver, 2012; Elliot, 2006; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Fogassi, 2016; 

Hughes, 2015; Lillard, 2005). Specifically, pediatric neuroscientists have studied and 

documented the effects of Montessori pedagogy on children’s neural development 

(Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Fogassi, 2016). Montessori pedagogy bases teaching and 

learning practices on sensitive periods to create neural engagement in children 

(Cossentino, 2010; Lillard, 2005). A child experiences the sensitive period for language 

during the first six years of life. During this time a spotlight is placed on conscious and 

unconscious learning experiences by which the child innately wishes to learn. 

 

The third concept, movement, is a core element of child development within 

Montessori pedagogy (Johnson, 2016). Movement is a normal function of a human 

being. Voluntary movements provide children with the ability to control their mind 

through movement (Feez, 2010). Movement encourages gross motor equilibrium, fine 

motor control and coordination (Johnson, 2016). Dr. Montessori discussed three types 

of movement: analysis of movement, economy of movement and precision of 

movement. These three types of movement provide the child with the skills to develop 

coordination (Regni, 2015). Research suggests that movement and cognition are directly 

related (Lillard, 2005). Literature suggests mainstream educational programs do not 

support the relationship between cognition and movement (Lillard, 2005). Movement is 

a core foundation of Montessori pedagogy practices (Lillard, 2005). Human beings 

retain information more accurately and faster if cognition and movement are aligned 

(Fogassi, 2016). The Early Childhood program observed in this study catered for the 

concept of movement to occur.  

 

The fourth concept is student independence, autonomy and freedom (Block, 

2015; Cossentino, 2005). Autonomy is the central characteristic to Montessori 

methodology (Johnson, 2016). Research indicated that human beings have a basic need 

for autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Montessori pedagogy encourages children to work 

and build their own intellect with the guidance of the teacher and peers (Johnson, 2016). 

Independence and autonomy are key characteristics of traditional Aboriginal child-

rearing techniques (Gollan & Malin, 2012; Harrison & Selwood, 2016). The teacher-

researcher of this study, aimed to provide a teaching and learning environment that 

fostered student autonomy. Autonomy was achieved through encouraging and 

supporting student freedom of choice and independence. The teacher-researcher 
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directed these behaviours as far as possible within the context of the classroom. 

The fifth concept centres on sensory learning (Cossentino & Whitescarver, 

2012; Danner & Fowler, 2015; Lillard, 2005). Within a Casa dei Bambini Montessori 

classroom there are a set of materials for Sensorial Education. Sensory materials were 

developed to refine the child’s senses (Lillard, 2005). The program observed in this 

study, had a full set of Montessori Sensorial Education materials. Montessori’s staged 

theory of human development indicated a child’s brain during the first plane of 

development requires sensorial exploration (Cossentino, 2007; Fogassi, 2016). To 

stimulate a child’s neurological development the child needs to interact with his or her 

environment through the visual, tactile, olfactory, gustatory and auditory senses 

(Cossentino, 2007; Fogassi, 2016). Moreover, a child at thirty-six months will imitate 

adults through the use of his or her senses (Meltzoff, Williamson & Marshall, 2013). 

Imitation during this period of brain development is termed ‘Mirror Neuron Systems’ 

(MNS) (Meltzoff, Williamson & Marshall, 2013). MNS permit the child to sensorially 

learn new skills. Cossentino (2012) commented that “by the age six ninety-five percent 

of brain development is completed” (p. 31). Studies by Christie (1984) and Harris 

(1984) noted Aboriginal people learn by imitation (Harrison & Selwood, 2016). 

 

Pediatric neuroscience highlights the importance of aligning sensory learning 

to child development (Fogassi, 2016; Hughes, 2015). The EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) 

confirmed sensory learning as a method of best practice within an Early Childhood 

teaching and learning environment. Outcome four of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) 

outlines that “Children are confident and involved learners” (p. 34) through the practice 

of linking the child to the natural sensory environment. 

 

The final concept of child development within Montessori pedagogy is 

observation. Observation is an essential method of monitoring student progress to 

inform parents, caregivers and other professionals (Cossentino, 2005; DEEWR, 2009). 

Fleer and Surman (2006) and Dr. Montessori hold similar approaches to observation 

within an Early Childhood educational setting. Through the process of observation, the 

teacher is able to understand the child in his or her natural state and only interrupt when 

the child is working unproductively (Block, 2016; Fleer & Surman, 2006; Lillard, 

2005). Montessori teachers are trained to observe children and direct them to the next 
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learning activity (Cossentino, 2005; Lillard, 2005). This practice is consistent with the 

practices promoted by other researchers, where teachers are trained to naturally observe 

children’s activity (Fleer & Surman, 2006). Within the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) 

observation is a method of inclusive assessment. Observation is a key component to 

learning within traditional Aboriginal child-rearing techniques. For example, Makinti 

Minutjukur who is the Director of the Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Education 

Committee stated, “When I was a child, I would go out together with my parents and 

learnt by watching them” (Minutjukur, 2013, p. 9). Katrina Tjitayi is the School 

Improvement Coordinator for the APY Lands and former Director of Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara Education Committee. Tjitayi (2013) commented, “It would seem that 

learning today is more difficult. In the past they learnt by watching, listening and 

practicing what their family taught them” (p. 11).  Observation as a teaching and 

learning pedagogical practice is presented in both Montessori pedagogy and traditional 

Aboriginal child rearing techniques (Christie, 1984; Harris, 1984). Breadmore (1986) 

completed a study in 1986 of Aboriginal children in remote Western Australia and 

noted the positive correlation between observation in Montessori practices and 

Aboriginal students.  The teacher-researcher of this study, aimed to provide an 

educational setting that supported traditional Aboriginal practices. 

 

3.5.3 Teaching and learning  

There are three elements within Montessori pedagogy of teaching and learning 

(Figure 3.7).  

 

Figure 3.7 Three elements within Montessori pedagogy of teaching and learning 
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3.5.3.1   Role of the teacher 

The role of the teacher is a key consideration within Montessori pedagogy. 

Figure 3.8 outlines the five dimensions of the role of the teacher.  

 

Figure 3.8 Five dimensions of the role of the teacher within Montessori pedagogy (Montessori Australia 

Foundation, 2011).  

 

Within a Montessori classroom, the main role of the teacher is to connect the 

children to appropriate learning experiences through giving three period lessons 

(Cossentino, 2005; Johnson, 2016). The three period lesson is divided into: association, 

recognition and remembrance and derived from Sequin’s method “for obtaining an 

association between an object and its corresponding term in teaching defective children” 

(Montessori, 1967, p. 156). Dr. Montessori discovered this method was highly effective 

for all children (Lillard, 2005). 

 

3.5.3.2   Role of the materials 

The second element in the teaching and learning pedagogy is the role of the 

materials.  Montessori materials are “sets of objects, each set designed to exacting 

specifications” (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011, p. 10). Montessori materials 

are classified in four main areas: Practical Life, Sensorial Education, Language and 

Mathematics. Each area has a set sequence of materials. Montessori materials are 

intended to capture attention, promote interaction, self-mastery, self-correction, self-

discipline, range across all learning areas and are designed to maintain a sequence in the 

learning continuum, moving from concrete to abstract (Cossentino, 2005). Montessori 

materials aim to isolate a single quality (Regni, 2015). Within a Montessori 

environment, there is only one of each material therefore, children learn to share with 
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their peers (DEEWR, 2009). In a Montessori teaching and learning environment, 

children from an early age develop self-confidence and experience real-life experiences 

through Montessori material (Cossentino, 2005). Research by Greeno (1998) concluded, 

“If we value students’ learning to participate in practices of inquiry and sense-making, 

we need to arrange learning practices of inquiry and sense-making for them to 

participate in” (p. 14). Montessori materials provide the child with the prepared 

environment for meaningful and real-life learning experiences. Methods of best practice 

within an Early Childhood teaching and learning environment outline the importance of 

a child working with materials that support real-life situations (DEEWR, 2009).   

 

3.5.3.3   Role of the prepared environment   

The third element considered in the teaching and learning curriculum is the role 

of the prepared environment. The Montessori prepared environment is orderly, materials 

have a particular place and the children are quiet (Cossentino & Whitescarver, 2012; 

Lillard, 2005). Research by Diamond and Lee (2011) identified that Montessori 

classrooms are usually characterised as uncluttered, simple and attractive. The physical 

environment includes furniture and materials suited to the child’s size, strength and 

developmental stage (Feez 2010; Gresham, 2002). As this environment is usually calm, 

the children are able to engage in deep concentration with their work as they feel 

protected, confident and assured (Cossentino, 2006). Environments should be 

welcoming and energetic spaces to promote learning and cater to the child’s interests 

and needs (DEEWR, 2009).  

 

3.5.4 Current research of Montessori pedagogy 

The fourth sub-theme explored in this review of the literature relates to current 

research concerning Montessori pedagogy. Particular elements of Montessori pedagogy 

from the early nineteen hundreds have now been absorbed into current educational 

teaching and learning practices (Cossentino, 2007). Cossentino (2007) commented, 

“Many elements of Montessori thought to be ‘quaint’ and ‘unscientific’ have been 

validated and absorbed into the educational mainstream” (p.1). These elements include: 

child-size furniture, manipulative materials, multiage groupings, differentiated learning 

or self-paced learning and elements of play (Cossentino, 2010; Gresham, 2002; Lillard, 

2005). These elements provide a structure for methods of best practice within Early 
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Childhood education (DEEWR, 2009; Gresham, 2002; Lillard, 2005).  

 

The concept of play is a method of best practice in an Early Childhood 

program (DEEWR, 2009). Montessori pedagogy links the terminology play and ‘work’. 

The concept of ‘work’ is frequently discussed in child development within Montessori 

pedagogy. Specifically, Montessori practitioners use the term in “technical, social and 

moral” forms (Cossentino, 2006, p. 64). Dr. Montessori (1966) stated, “A child’s desire 

to work represents a vital instinct since he cannot organise his personality without 

working” (p. 186). Through social, sensory and cogitative work the child explores the 

environment (Fogassi, 2016). Within Montessori pedagogy, research documents the link 

between work and play-based approaches. For example, “Montessori’s multilayered 

conception of work overlaps in some important ways with current understandings of 

play” (Cossentino, 2006, p. 68). These corresponding overlaps include practices being 

child-centered and the child being guided by his or her own natural desire for 

exploration (Cossentino, 2006; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Rathunde, 2001). Similarly to 

play, work within a Montessori teaching and learning environment allows the child to 

“discover, create, improvise and imagine” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 15). Both ‘work’ and play 

aim to provide the child with the opportunity to promote cognitive development through 

problem solving and social development through collaboration with peers (DEEWR, 

2009).  

 

Current research highlights that Montessori pedagogy provides techniques of 

classroom management that are considered to be best suited for a culturally diverse 

student cohort (Brown & Steele, 2015). From 2011 to 2012, a comparative study was 

completed by Brown and Steele (2015) in seventeen public elementary schools in the 

United States of America, three public Montessori schools and twelve mainstream 

public schools. The total number of students in this study were 12 886 (1 102 from 

Montessori public schools and 11 784 from mainstream public schools). Brown and 

Steele (2015) stated that, “Montessori environments may provide lessons for traditional 

schools to promote equitable discipline” (p. 15). They highlighted moreover, the 

importance of multiage grouping and movement for children with behavioural issues as 

it provides “continuity of classroom culture and climate year to year” (2015, p. 17). 

Current research emphasises a link between the reduction of behavioural issues and 

freedom of movement within the classroom (Brown & Steele, 2015; Byun, Blair & 
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Pate, 2013). Further research by Pickering (2003) noted Montessori pedagogies are used 

as treatment strategies for students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD).  

 

Along with the various advantages associated with Montessori pedagogy, 

commentators have highlighted certain criticisms. These criticisms include: fallacies of 

self-correcting materials, outdated pedagogy, small research sample sizes and the use of 

a unique script pertaining to Montessori teaching. Fallacies of self-correcting material 

(cited in Cossentino, 2007) arose in 1914 from researchers at Columbia University. 

Montessori pedagogy was developed in the late 19th and early 20th century and faces 

the criticism of providing an outdated teaching and learning pedagogy. The criticism of 

small sample sizes provides difficultly in reliability and generalizability of results in 

research of Montessori pedagogy. Criticism of the unique script derives from the 

teacher providing linguistically prescribed three period lessons with Montessori material 

to the child. Some children may not learn through this style of teaching.  

 

In addition to these three criticisms, general disapproval of Montessori 

pedagogy is presented in international educational forums. For example, the Well-

Trained Mind Forum (2016) suggested that children may not take to the Montessori 

independent style of work cycle and may find it difficult to transition into a mainstream 

classroom. Additionally, various international educational forums commented that 

Montessori schools can be elite, inaccessible and expensive as they are privately 

managed (Rasmussen College, 2016). Montessori schools are often privatised 

educational settings, which are only accessible to high income earning families. 

Montessori pedagogy can be criticised, as the materials are expensive to purchase 

(Rasmussen College, 2016; Well-Trained Mind Forum, 2016). The teacher-researcher’s 

own situation reflected this criticism. She sourced all Montessori materials by donation 

from Montessori schools around Australia. Finally, Montessori teacher-training is 

considered expensive and geographically unattainable (Rasmussen College, 2016; Well-

Trained Mind Forum, 2016). Generally, the teacher must hold a Bachelor of Education 

in addition to the Montessori training to work in a Montessori school. Montessori 

training is offered in limited geographical locations globally and can be difficult for 

teachers to access.  
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Despite these criticisms, Association Montessori Internationale [AMI], 

supports numerous Montessori projects around the world for children and families who 

are less fortunate. The Educateurs sans Frontieres encourages innovative and 

sustainable projects to help children in various geographical locations. Some locations 

include: ‘Born Inside’- Mothers and babies in Holloway prison and Bronzefield prison 

in the United Kingdom; Internally Displaced Persons camp in Nakuru Kenya- Corner of 

Hope Montessori Teacher Training and School; and a school for early childhood 

children in Haiti (Association Montessori Internationale, 2016; Feez, 2013). AMI 

Educateurs Sans Frontiers and the national Australian branch, Montessori Children’s 

Foundation [MCF], supported the teacher-researcher throughout the process of this 

study. MCF have supported other projects in Weipa State School in Cape York 

Peninsula, Strelley pastoral station in the Pilbara region of Western Australia, Wadja 

Wadja High School in southwest Rockhampton in Central Queensland, Cairns West 

Public School, and Tagai State College on Thursday Island in the Torres Strait Islands 

(Feez, 2012).  

 

Currently there is limited published research regarding Montessori pedagogy in 

a remote Indigenous program (Breadmore, 1986; Montessori Children’s Foundation, 

2013; Rioux & Rioux, n.d). The first documented collaboration of Montessori pedagogy 

with Aboriginal students was in 1977 at Weipa State School in Cape York Peninsula 

(Feez, 2012). The elders of the Napranum community “strong endorsed the approach” 

(Feez, 2012, p. 159). In the 1980’s Montessori teaching and learning practices were 

adopted with Aboriginal students at Strelley pastoral station in the Pilbara region of 

Western Australia (Breadmore, 1986; Feez, 2012). The elders of the ‘Strelley Mob’ 

supported the Montessori approach as the Aboriginal children were learning English as 

an additional language “without the loss of dignity” of their own culture and language 

(Feez, 2012, p. 159). In 1986 Murdoch University, then known as the Western 

Australian Institute of Technology conducted a study to describe the “parallels between 

the learning strategies valued in the community and the Montessori approach” (Feez, 

2012, p. 160). However, due to lack of funding the project was forced to close 

(Breadmore, 1986).  
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More recently, there have been projects of the Montessori approach with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children on Thursday Island, Armidale, Aurukun 

and Pormpuraaw (Montessori Children’s Foundation, n.d.). Tagai College on Thursday 

Island in the Torres Strait Islands adopted the Montessori approach in 2009. In addition, 

a program for children aged 0 to 3 years was created, entitled ‘Strait Start’. The Strait 

Start program has been introduced to six other islands in the area and regular training is 

held for Torres Strait Islanders who are employed by the school and program 

(Montessori Children’s Foundation, n.d.). The Strait Start program aims to “capitalise 

on the solid foundation of the Torres Strait Nation and develop sustainable and 

culturally-relevant solutions that address the education, training and employment 

priorities of the communities” (Denzin & Boulden, 2010, p. 8). The Minimbah 

Montessori pilot project in Armidale in New South Wales ran from 2006 to 2009 for a 

mix of Indigenous and non-Indigenous children aged between 5 to 7 years. Montessori 

Children’s Foundation (2013) highlighted that “the Indigenous Montessori children 

topped their school in the national NAPLAN tests” (Montessori Children’s Foundation, 

2013). A further study by Boulden, Hilson and Tyne (2010) highlighted the importance 

of Montessori pedagogy within an Indigenous setting, noting “Montessori does not 

impose a ‘one-size-fits-all’ program” (p. 7). Furthermore, Boulden, Hilson and Tyne 

(2010) argued, Montessori teaching and learning follows the child’s development and 

introduces new skills and concepts once mastery, confidence and satisfaction are 

developed.  

 

3.5.5 Conclusion  

In this section, four sub-themes of literature relating to Montessori pedagogy 

were highlighted. These sub-themes include: the historical context of Montessori 

pedagogy, an overview of child development, a summary of Montessori teaching and 

learning practices and current research of education relating to Montessori pedagogy. 

 

3.6 SUMMARY 

In this chapter, literature was presented to identify the current policies and 

practices. The literature covered the following areas: Early Childhood education in 

Australia, Aboriginal education and Montessori pedagogy. The following chapter 

presents the research plan that was used in this inquiry.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DESIGN OF THE RESEARCH 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The review of literature in Chapter Three drew attention to three topics. These 

topics were: current policies and practices in Early Childhood education in Australia; 

current policies and practices in Aboriginal education; and principles and practices of 

Montessori pedagogy. One general question and four specific questions evolved from 

this review and provided the focus for the conduct of the study. The general research 

question for the study is: What is the effect of Montessori pedagogy within a remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood program? The four specific research questions to be 

addressed are: 

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

Chapter Four presents an overview of the research design underscoring this 

study of Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. In the 

light of the above research questions, and considering the purpose of the study, to 

observe and describe the effect of Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program, it seemed appropriate to undertake qualitative research of a 

phenomenological nature. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the research design. 
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Table 4.1 

Overview of the Research Design 

4.2 Theoretical framework  Epistemology 

 Qualitative research 

 Interpretivism 

 Phenomenology 
 

4.3 Methodology  Individual case study 
 

 
4.4 Data collection 
 

 
 

 

 

 

4.5 Research participants 

 Video recording and observational framework by the 

teacher-researcher 

 Journal writing by the teacher-researcher 

 Review of the ten observational frameworks by the 

critical friend (general and individual) 

 Review of the three one-on-one interviews with the 

informant 
 

 Papulankutja Early Childhood Class 
 

4.6 Trustworthiness  Methods of data collection 

 Sources of participants 

 Case study database 
 

4.7 Data analysis  Content analysis 
 

4.8 Ethical considerations  
 

 

4.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework establishes the connection between the concrete 

features and the theoretical aspect of the research (Neuman, 2011). Crotty (1998) 

identified four components, which underpin a theoretical framework, these being: 

epistemology, theoretical framework, methodology and methods. The epistemological 

orientation of the theoretical framework is toward knowledge that emerges from a 

qualitative foundation, and an interpretivist, rather than positivist, approach to 

knowledge building. The theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance of the 

context informing the methodology. Methodology entails the plan, design or strategy for 

the methods of research. Finally, methods can be defined as the procedures and 

techniques by which the researcher collects and analyses data (Crotty, 1998). Figure 4.1 

presents an overview of the theoretical framework for this study.  
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Figure 4.1. Theoretical Framework for the Research Study (Based on Crotty, 1998) 

 

4.2.1 Epistemology 

The epistemology underpinning the study into the effect of Montessori 

pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program is that of qualitative 

research. Qualitative research is the “collection, analysis, and interpretation of 

comprehensive narrative and visual data in order to gain insights into a particular 

phenomenon or interest” (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006, p. 398). Qualitative research 

attempts to establish “how things are happening, rather than merely what is happening” 

(Stringer, 2007, p. 19). Qualitative research provides an insight into a particular group 

or environment (Bryman, 2008) and aims to discover the significance of a specific 

social context (Bogdan & Bilkin, 1992). This research into Montessori pedagogy occurs 

in the natural environment of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, Papulankutja 

Campus (Creswell, 2003).  

 

There are various approaches to conducting qualitative research. The approach 

emphasised in this research into Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program is that of interpretivism, which aims “to understand individual 

human action either in terms of their daily interactions and common-sense ideas or in 

the context of the wider culture” (O’Reilly, 2008, p. 57). Interpretivist research seeks to 

establish connections in the data through patterns and common features (Gay, Mills & 

Airasian, 2006). Specifically, the teacher-researcher sought to meaningfully understand 

the participants in their day-to-day life (Neuman, 2011). That is, consistent with an 

interpretivist approach, this study attempts to understand the lived experience of remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood students in a Montessori teaching and learning 

environment.  

Epistemology

Qualitative Research

Theoretical Perspective

Interpretivism/Phenomenology

Methodology

Individual Case Study

Methods

Video recording, journal writing, general observation records, individual 
observation records and one-on-one interview
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4.2.2 Theoretical Perspective 

Within interpretivism, various theoretical perspectives or lenses exist that 

highlight different components of human behaviour (Creswell, 2003). The approach 

used in this research into Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

program is that of phenomenology. Phenomenology is defined as “an approach that 

concentrates on the study of consciousness and the objects of direct experience” 

(Oxford University Press, 2016). Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) explained that 

phenomenologists “generally assume that there is some commonality to the perceptions 

that human beings have in how they interpret similar experiences, and 

phenomenologists seek to identify, understand, and describe these commonalities” (p. 

437). By adopting a phenomenologist perspective, the teacher-researcher sought to 

describe the common “essential characteristics” (Stringer, 2007) of the Montessori 

pedagogy implemented in the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program.  

 

4.3 METHODOLOGY 

4.3.1 Case Study 

Within a case study research design, “a particular individual, program, or 

event is studied in depth for a defined period of time” (Leedy & Ormond, 2001, p. 

149). Case study research aims to understand the specific individual, program or event 

to advise practice for comparable settings (Leedy & Ormond, 2001). Data collection 

methods in a case study can include observation, interviews and audio and video 

recording. The teacher-researcher selected a case study approach because she aimed to 

understand the effects of a specific phenomenon, Montessori pedagogy in a remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood class (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In particular, the focus of 

this case study was to understand the lived reality of the participants (Leedy & 

Ormond, 2001). The participants in this study were children in a remote Aboriginal 

Early Childhood class educated within Montessori pedagogy.  

 

4.3.2 Individual case study 

There are various approaches to a case study. These approaches include: 

individual, intrinsic, collective and instrumental case study (Stake, 1994). Specifically, 

this research is based on an individual case study. Berg (2007) stated that an individual 

case study aims to “systematically gather enough information about a particular 

person, social setting or event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively 
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understand how the subject operates or functions” (p. 283). This particular research 

was an individual case study that intended to provide a “snapshot” (Rose, 1991) of a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood class. This study aimed to deliver a “detailed and 

objective study of one research entity at one point in time” (Berg, 2007, p. 293). The 

teacher-researcher sought to accurately capture daily activities of the participants in 

order to examine a specific phenomenon, Montessori pedagogy within a remote 

Aboriginal Early Childhood setting.  

 

There are, however, various criticisms of an individual case study 

methodology. Two main criticisms include the issue of generalisability and the 

concern of subjectivity (Fong, 2008; Leedy & Ormond, 2001; Myers, 2000; Stringer, 

2007). These criticisms will now be addressed.  

 

4.3.2.1   Generalisability 

Myers (2000) defined generalisability as “the degree to which the findings 

can be generalised from the study sample to the entire population” (p. 2). An 

individual case study can be unreliable due to a potentially small sample size, which 

makes it difficult to provide relevant research to a wider audience (Myers, 2000). The 

teacher-researcher acknowledged that the sample size was small. However, the 

number of students in this study is representative of Early Childhood classes in the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. The Early Childhood class in this study is 

typical of other Early Childhood classes in remote Aboriginal communities in the 

central western desert of Australia.  

 

4.3.2.2   Subjectivity 

Subjectivity can be defined as “the ways that research is shaped by the 

particular perspective, interests and biography of the researcher” (Fong, 2008, p. 1). 

An individual case study can be influenced by the researcher’s personal bias and 

perception. Three methods were used to address the issue of subjectivity.  These were: 

the use of the verbatim principle, bracketing and triangulation. The teacher-researcher 

firstly applied the “verbatim principle” (Stringer, 2007) where she recorded 

participants’ responses, behaviours, language development and community 

interactions. The verbatim principle uses expressions taken directly from the 
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participants (Stringer, 2007). In this respect, the teacher-researcher recorded 

statements word-for-word from the teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant.  

 

The second method the teacher-researcher used to address the concern of 

subjectivity was bracketing. Bracketing is a “method used in qualitative research to 

mitigate the potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions that may taint the 

research process” (Tufford, 2010, p. 81). Every human being has a set of values 

through influences such as culture, personality and socioeconomic status (Burkitt, 

1997). Furthermore, Stringer (2007) noted that, “those involved in data analysis must 

“bracket” their own understandings, intuitions, or interpretations as much as possible 

and focus on the meanings that are inherent in the world of the participants” (pp. 98-

99). The teacher-researcher used bracketing to ensure the data was accurately and 

honestly recorded. Bracketing enabled the teacher-researcher’s own preconceptions to 

not “taint the research process” (Tufford, 2010, p. 81).  

 

Within this study, the teacher-researcher used a reflective journal as a means 

of bracketing to explore areas of possible conflict. Specifically, the teacher-researcher 

employed the practice of reflexivity during the journal writing data collection process 

to not ‘taint’ the research.  Reflexivity can be defined as “the capacity of any system of 

signification to turn back upon itself, to make itself its own object by referring to 

itself” (Meyerhoff & Ruby, 1992, p. 307). To evaluate her own values, the teacher-

researcher sought to understand the “effects of one’s experiences rather than engaging 

in futile attempts to eliminate them” (Ahern, 1999, p. 408). During the preparation of 

this study, the teacher-researcher used a reflective journal to record personal issues 

that may be taken for granted, her own personal value system and feasible areas of role 

conflict (Ahern, 1999). A reflective journal provided the teacher-researcher with a 

concrete tool to “explore areas of potential conflict, interest and feelings that may 

affect a “lack of neutrality” (Ahern, 1999, p.408). In such a manner, the teacher-

researcher employed reflexivity to bracket her perceptions of the Papulankutja Early 

Childhood class. 

 

Finally, the teacher-researcher employed a method of triangulation. Stringer 

(2007) argued that “the credibility of a study is enhanced when multiple sources of 

information are incorporated” (p. 58). During this study, the teacher-researcher used 
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two forms of triangulation. These were multiple source triangulation and triangulation 

based on multiple data-gathering techniques (Berg, 2007). The multiple sources in this 

study were the participants, teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant (Creswell, 

2003).  The critical friend provided data through the ten observational frameworks. 

The informant provided data through three one-on-one interviews. The data from the 

critical friend and informant were cross-checked to confirm or deny the teacher-

researcher‘s observations of the participants’ responses (Creswell, 2003). The multiple 

data-gathering techniques included video recording, journal writing, general 

observational frameworks, individual observational frameworks and one-on-one 

interviews (Berg, 2007). In these ways the teacher-researcher attempted to be 

transparent and true to the data. 

 

4.4 DATA COLLECTION 

Four methods of data collection were used in the individual case study on the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network, Papulankutja Early Childhood class. These were:  

a) Video recording and observational framework by the teacher-researcher 

b) Journal writing by the teacher-researcher 

c) Ten observational frameworks by the critical friend  

d) Three one-on-one interviews with the informant. 

 

The teacher-researcher video recorded the classroom activities various times a 

week to document daily events. The data were recorded using the observational 

framework. The teacher-researcher maintained a journal throughout the study recording 

her annotations and impressions of how the participants’ in the remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood class responded to Montessori pedagogy. The critical friend observed the 

classroom and completed observational records. The informant was engaged to assist 

with the interpretation of events from an Ngaanyatjarra perspective. 

 

4.4.1 Video recording and observational framework by the teacher-researcher 

4.4.1.1   Video recording  

Video recording can be defined as “A device which, when linked to a 

television set, can be used to record programmes and play videotapes” (Oxford 

University Press, 2016). Video recording allowed the teacher-researcher to observe and 

record the essential elements such as “activities, events, or locations observed, related to 
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which people, how, at what time, for how long” (Stringer, 2007, p. 178). Observation 

can be defined by “simply watching the participants” (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006, p. 

413). Observation can be conducted through two processes: participant observation and 

nonparticipant observation. Video recording permitted the teacher-researcher to observe 

in a nonparticipant manner and provide a comprehensive detail of observations. 

Observing the video recordings from a nonparticipant perspective, the teacher-

researcher sought to record the essential elements such as “places, people, objects, acts, 

activities, events, purposes, time and feelings” (Stringer, 2007, p. 76). During the data 

collection period video recording occurred three times a week for between one to two 

hours at different times in the Early Childhood class to gather a diverse range of data. 

At the end of each day, the teacher-researcher played back the video recording to 

observe events and activities in the classroom. Essential elements were recorded with 

the use of an observational framework.  

 

4.4.1.2   Observational framework (Appendix A) 

An observational framework can be described as a “compass or roadmap that 

will enable practitioners to keep track of ... research processes” (Stringer, 2007, p. 89). 

In the evening, the teacher-researcher would watch the video recording and complete 

the observational framework to accurately record the events and activities in the 

program. The observational framework provided a structure to compile an 

uncompassionate account of the program, participants and events (Stringer, 2007). The 

teacher-researcher used a reflective process when recording information on the 

observational framework. Reflexivity is defined as “the capacity of any system of 

signification to turn back on itself, to make itself its own object by referring to itself” 

(Meyerhoff & Ruby, 1992, p. 307). The teacher-researcher engaged in the process of 

reflexivity by reviewing the video recordings each evening and making notes in a non-

participant manner. The importance of this strategy lies in the need to provide accurate 

and non-biased data for the study.  

 

4.4.2 Journal writing by the teacher-researcher 

A journal can be used on-site to gather, record and compile data during the 

collection period (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006). Journal writing enables a researcher to 

record clear, extensive data and to outline a comprehensive account of all the relevant 

details (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006; Stringer, 2007). Writing a journal assisted the 
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teacher-researcher to consciously record the events in the Early Childhood program. In 

particular, detailed records of day-to-day routines, occurrences, teaching practices and 

learning processes were compiled in the journal. At night, the teacher-researcher would 

add to the journal after watching the video recordings. When writing in the journal, the 

teacher-researcher used bracketing to ground her analysis and view events from the 

participants’ perspective. Bracketing enabled the researcher to ‘see’ the situation instead 

of being involved (Stringer, 2007). Journal writing occurred twice a week for one to two 

hours at different selected times to gather a diverse range of data.  

 

4.4.3 Ten observational frameworks by the critical friend 

The third method of data collection involved the critical friend. There were two 

elements to this form of data collection: general observational framework and individual 

observational framework. The critical friend completed five general observational 

frameworks (Appendix B) and five individual observational frameworks (Appendix C). 

The critical friend was part of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network Leadership 

Team and has over 30 years of teaching experience in remote Aboriginal education and 

mainstream education. Standard Australian English (SAE) is the critical friend’s first 

language. The critical friend was not Montessori trained nor had any interaction or 

affiliation with Montessori pedagogy prior to the study. The critical friend observed the 

classroom for two hours every three weeks of the data collection period. 

 

4.4.3.1    General observational framework (Appendix B) 

The general observational framework provided a structure for the critical friend 

to observe and record Early Childhood program participants. The general observation 

framework was divided into four Montessori teaching and learning practices: role of the 

classroom, role of Montessori materials, role of the teacher, and role of the students. 

The critical friend was asked to comment on two areas. Firstly, the difference between 

Montessori teaching and learning practices and mainstream teaching. Secondly, in what 

ways Montessori pedagogy supported remote Aboriginal education. The critical friend 

completed five general observational frameworks.  

 

4.4.3.2    Individual observational framework (Appendix C) 

The individual student observational framework specified a structure for the 

critical friend to observe and record a single participant in the Early Childhood program. 
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Within the individual student observational framework, the critical friend was asked to 

describe the participant’s current work and circle the best description of the work. 

Descriptions were divided into sections: work type, presentation type, start, engagement 

and finish.  In addition, the critical friend was asked to circle the behaviours the 

participants were exhibiting in the program. These behaviours were: independence, 

purposefulness, orderliness, persistence and altruism. The critical friend completed five 

individual observational frameworks. 

 

4.4.4 Three one-on-one interviews with the informant  

The final method of data collection used was one-on-one interviewing. The 

interviews with the informant were unstructured. Unstructured interviews are based on 

questions that are provoked by the flow of the interview (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006). 

The informant observed three times in the Early Childhood class over the data 

collection period. After class, the teacher-researcher and informant carried out the one-

on-one interview in an informal setting. Interviews with the informant were video 

recorded and transcribed after each interview had occurred. Data collection occurred for 

two hours spread over the data collection period (weeks three, six and nine) to provide a 

bilingual understanding and insight into student and community life. The interviews 

presented an opportunity for the informant to detail the situation using her own words 

and terminology (Stringer, 2007). The informant was interviewed to ascertain her 

perceptions of the students’ attitudes to school life and Montessori pedagogy. Questions 

during the interview included:  

 From observing in the classroom today, what do you like about Montessori 

pedagogy? 

 From your discussions with parents and caregivers, do you see Montessori 

pedagogy continuing into Papulankutja Early Childhood students’ home life? 

 From your discussions with parents and caregivers, do they feel safe and valued 

coming into their child’s classroom and working with them to learn? 

 From your discussions with Aboriginal and Islands Education Officers’ (AIEO), 

do they enjoy coming to work in the Montessori pedagogy classroom? Do they 

feel valued? 

 From your experience in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands, do you think Montessori 

pedagogy works well with the itinerant nature of remote Aboriginal students? 
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 From your discussions with parents and caregivers, are Montessori materials 

assisting the Early Childhood students with their home language, Ngaanyatjarra? 

 From your observations in the Papulankutja Early Childhood Class, do you think 

it is good that students work independently? 

 From your observations in the Papulankutja Early Childhood Class, do you think 

Montessori pedagogy aligns with traditional Aboriginal child rearing practices? 

 

The informant was an elder of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands and is the Aboriginal 

Liaison Officer for the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. The informant was aware 

of the aims of Montessori pedagogy in the Papulankutja Early Childhood program and 

had communicated these aims to parents and caregivers of the students. Similarly to the 

students, Standard Australian English (SAE) was the informant’s third or fourth 

language. The informant outlined cultural beliefs and practices that may have impacted 

the participants’ responses to Montessori pedagogy.  

 

4.5 RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

There was a total of 18 students in the class, 17 were Indigenous and these 17 

formed the participants of this study. These students ranged from Kindergarten to Year 

2. The participants were composed of 10 female students and 7 male students as 

shown in Table 4.2. The participants are representative of the Early Childhood 

students living in remote Western Australia and in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School 

Network. 

 

Table 4.2 

 Participants of the research 

 
 

Note: Year levels are outlined in correlation to Department of Education Western Australian standards. 
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The participants did not speak Standard Australian English (SAE) when they 

first attended formal schooling. In the classroom, the teacher-researcher used the 

participants’ home language, Ngaanyatjarra, for instructional and verbal interaction. The 

participants do not know basic English terms for classroom objects, actions or 

communication. SAE will often be a third or fourth language to the Indigenous 

participants.  

 

Similarly to the students, parents and/or caregivers of the Aboriginal 

participants often use SAE as a third or fourth language. Parents and/or caregivers 

frequently have little or no secondary education and simple tasks such as completing 

compulsory government department forms and applications are not possible without 

assistance. The participants’ parents, caregivers and families have transitioned from a 

nomadic hunter-gather lifestyle in the 1940’s to mission-based living to the present time 

(Brooks, 2015). 

 

The participants typically walk to school from their homes. The Aboriginal 

participants have large extended families living in the community and often do not 

reside in the same home as their parent(s) or legal guardian. Due to the transient nature 

of remote communities, participants will often travel to other communities for 

significant cultural events such as funerals, men’s business, women’s business, sporting 

events and cultural programs such as painting and dancing. The selected students, 

however, generally return to the Papulankutja Remote Community once a particular 

event ends.  

 

4.6 TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Qualitative researchers use a comprehensive process to ensure the study is 

conducted in a trustworthy manner. Trustworthiness is vital during the research to 

provide accuracy of the results from the situation of the “researcher, the participant, or 

the readers” (Creswell, 2009, p. 191). Trustworthiness consists of four criteria:  

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Stringer, 2007). Table 4.3 

details the procedures used in this study to establish trustworthiness.  
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Table 4.3 

Establishing trustworthiness (Adapted from Stringer, 2007, p.58) 

 

Quality criterion Research technique 

Credibility 
 

Triangulation  

Member checking 

 

Transferability Detailed description of the phenomenon researched 

 

Dependability Audit trail 

Confirmability  Triangulation 

Reference to the researcher’s beliefs and assumptions 

In-depth methodological description 

 

 

4.6.1 Credibility 

Credibility provided reliability and plausibility to this study (Stringer, 2007). 

Two techniques can be used to assist credibility (Bryman, 2008). These are 

triangulation and member checking. Triangulation refers to making “use of multiple and 

different sources, methods, investigation, and theories to provide corroborating 

evidence” (Creswell, 1998, p. 202). The teacher-researcher used two methods of 

triangulation: multiple source triangulation and multiple data-gathering techniques 

(Berg, 2007). The multiple sources in this study were the participants, teacher-

researcher, critical friend and informant (Creswell, 1998). Multiple data collecting 

techniques included teacher-researcher observational and journal writing, critical friend 

observational framework (general and individual) and informant observation followed 

by one-on-one interview.  

 

The second technique used to ensure credibility was that of member checking. 

Member checking refers to “participants are given opportunities to review the raw data, 

analyses, and reports derived from research procedures” (Stringer, 2007, p. 58). 

Member checking was used by the teacher-researcher to confirm the accuracy of the 

results with the critical friend. The critical friend reviewed the final general and 

individual frameworks to ensure her observations in the Montessori pedagogy Early 

Childhood program were precisely represented.  
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4.6.2 Transferability 

The second demand of trustworthiness is transferability. Transferability is the 

ability to move the research into other settings or contexts (Stringer, 2007). This 

research was specific to a particular remote Aboriginal Early Childhood classroom.  

However, the sample size is representative of other Early Childhood classes in the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. Hence therefore, the findings can be transferred 

to other remote Early Childhood contexts. In this study the teacher-researcher aimed to 

provide “thick descriptions” for the benefit of other readers and in doing so enhance the 

possibility for transferability (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, p. 316). Furthermore, the teacher-

researcher delivered a detailed outline of the context in Chapter Two. Readers are able 

to self-evaluate the possibility of transferability within their own contexts.   

 

4.6.3 Dependability 

Dependability is providing a “detailed description of the research process” 

(Stringer, 2008, p.53). Dependability ensured research processes were clearly outlined 

and open to examination (Stringer, 2007). The teacher-researcher attempted to be 

transparent and provide detailed information to ensure another researcher would reach a 

similar conclusion to this study (Stringer, 2007). Specifically, to ensure the research 

could be repeated, the teacher-researcher implemented an “auditing approach” (Bryman, 

2008, p. 379). All documentation for each step of the research process is stored to 

ensure procedural dependability. The documentation includes raw data of video 

recording of the classroom, journal entries, general observational frameworks, 

individual observational frameworks, video recordings of one-on-one interviews, 

interview transcripts and documentation of the process of organisation and classification 

of raw data synthesis.  

 

4.6.4 Confirmability 

The final criterion of trustworthiness is confirmability. Confirmability, 

suggests the level at which the results of the study “actually took place” (Stringer, 2007, 

p.59). In qualitative research, confirmability refers to the researcher’s ability to be 

objective (Shenton, 2004). Techniques used to ensure confirmability include 

triangulation and procedures of an audit trail. These techniques limit the potential for 

researcher bias. The teacher-researcher of this study attempted to carry out procedures 

to establish documentation of the data analysis process. In addition, Chapter One 
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outlines a personal statement of the teacher-researchers beliefs and assumptions in 

relation to this study.  

 

4.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis is the process by which raw data is organised and summarised. 

The method of analysis for the qualitative data followed a format similar to that outlined 

by Miles and Huberman (1994) comprising data collection, data reduction, data display 

and verification/conclusion drawing. Figure 4.2 provides an overview of the data 

analysis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Overview of Data Analysis (Based on Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 

Data reduction is the process of organisation and classification. The data 

reduction process aimed to be a systematic examination of the data collected (Leedy & 

Ormond, 2001) and to develop understanding of the phenomenon being researched 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The teacher-researcher gathered and colour-coded the raw 

data to draw common themes or key words. The teacher-researcher colour-coded the 

data to identify common themes, patterns, symbols, topics and shared mind-sets. Within 

the study, the teacher-researcher interpreted the words and format for deeper meaning 

and symbolism rather than counting the number in content analysis (Berg, 2007; Payne 

& Payne, 2004). 

 

Data display provides “an organised, compressed assembly of information that 

permits conclusion drawing and action” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 11) Data displays 

can be presented in a chart, diagramor matrix format. The teacher-researcher used a 
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chart format to organise and classify the themes and key words evident in the data under 

the four specific research questions specific to this study. These four specific research 

questions were used as an initial form of data organisation providing a target for the 

collection of data in the chart (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The data display presented 

key themes within the data. Table 4.4 outlines the key themes.  

 

Table 4.4 

Key themes within the collection of data 

 

Specific Research Question 1: 

Student Response 
 Concentration and engagement 

 Student autonomy 

 Independence 

Specific Research Question 2: 

Student Behaviours 
 Suits students with high transiency 

 Student altruism and persistence 

 Peer teaching/peer modeling 

Specific Research Question 3: 

Language Development 
 One on one learning 

 Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers           

                 [AIEO] Participation 

 Montessori curriculum and development 

Specific Research Question 4: 

Community Involvement 
 Visits from parents and caregivers 

 Classroom environment and structure  

 

 

The final phase of data analysis is verification/ conclusion drawing. This phase 

of the data analysis process requires the researcher to reflect and understand the results 

of the research. The process of reflection and understanding may take an extended 

period of time (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

 

4.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The research was conducted in accordance with the guidelines of: (a) The 

University of Notre Dame Australia, (b) the Department of Education Western Australia 

regulations of confidentiality and parental/caregiver consent and (c) the Ngaanyatjarra 

Lands Council approval for Research. Approvals were sought and obtained from the 

Human Research Ethics Committee at UNDA (Appendix D), Department of Education 

Western Australia (Appendix E) and the Ngaanyatjarra Lands Council (Appendix F). 

The students, parents/caregivers and school staff were guaranteed anonymity. 

Throughout the research, names were not used. Relevant information was provided to 
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parents/caregivers of the students to ensure they were fully aware of the research 

purpose. Parents and caregivers of the participants received information sheets with a 

Ngaanyatjarra translation and consent forms with a Ngaanyatjarra translation to obtain 

informed consent (Appendix G). All journal entries, interview transcripts, observation 

frameworks and other data collected throughout the study are stored in secure facilities 

at the research office at The University of Notre Dame Australia for the next five years. 

All video recordings collected were for teacher-researcher reflection and not for public 

viewing. They are kept in secure facilities at the research office at The University of 

Notre Dame Australia for five years and will be destroyed thereafter.  

 

4.9 DESIGN SUMMARY 

Table 4.5 presents a chronological summary of the research design. 

 

Table 4.5 

Chronological summary of Research Design 

 

Schedule Source Activity 
August 2013 
 

UNDA Ethics clearance  

October 2013 Department of Education 

Western Australia 

Director’s approval to undertake 

research in a Department of Education 

Western Australia school 

October 2013 
 
 

Parents and caregivers of 

participants’ 

 

October to December 2013  Participants’, critical friend 

and informant 

Data collection through video recording, 

observational frameworks and one-on-

one interviews carried out for those 

wishing to participate in the inquiry  

 
January to December 2014 

  
Analysis of data 
 

January 2015 to July 2016  Draft report 
 

August 2016  Submit thesis 

 

 

 

4.10 CONCLUSION 

The research sought to explore the effect of Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood classroom. This chapter explained the research 

design that underlined and directed the study. The chapter provided justification for the 
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use of interpretivism as the theoretical perspective of this qualitative research and 

outlined the reasons for selecting an individual case study. Consideration was also given 

to explaining the use of data collection methods and data analysis practices. The 

following chapter will present the data on the four central categories of student 

response; student behaviour; language development; and community involvement 

within the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood class observed in this study. The data 

presented for each category will address the four specific research questions.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the research findings of this individual 

case study into the effect of Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program. These findings were the synthesis of four qualitative data 

collection methods: video recording by the teacher-researcher, journal writing by the 

teacher-researcher, ten observational frameworks by the critical friend and three one-on-

one interviews with the informant. The findings are presented in terms of the four 

questions of the research, namely: 

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

As previously stated, the critical friend was part of the Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

School Network Leadership Team and has over thirty years of teaching experience in 

remote Aboriginal education and mainstream education. Standard Australian English 

(SAE) is the critical friend’s first language. The critical friend was not Montessori 

trained nor had any interaction or affiliation with Montessori pedagogy prior to the 

study. The informant was a Ngaanyatjarra person, native speaker and Aboriginal 

Liaison Officer employed by the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. The informant 

was not trained by, nor had any affiliation with, Montessori pedagogy. SAE was an 

additional language for the informant. The teacher-researcher used the direct quotations 

from the informant’s one-on-one interviews. All responses during the data collection 

period were not edited and remain true to the informant’s statements. Permission was 

granted by parents and caregivers for all pictures used in this section of the research.  

  

 



 

 65 

5.2 RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

The research findings have been organised into four central categories in 

relation to the four research questions: student response, student behaviours, language 

development and community involvement. Table 5.1 provides an overview of the 

presentation of findings.  

 

Table 5.1 

Overview of the Presentation of Findings 

 

Research question one: 

Student response 

 

 Concentration and engagement 

 Student autonomy 

 Student independence 

Research question two: 

Student behaviours 

 Suits students with high transiency 

 Student persistence 

 Peer  modelling 

Research question three: 

Language development 

 One-on-one learning 

 Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers           

              (AIEO) participation 

 Montessori curriculum and development 

Research question four: 

Community involvement 

 Visits from parents and caregivers 

 Classroom environment and structure  

 

5.3 RESEARCH QUESTION ONE 

In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy 

within a remote Early Childhood program? 

 

Three key themes were evident in the data collected by the teacher-researcher, 

critical friend and the informant. These were: concentration and engagement; student 

autonomy; and student independence. The following three sections describe the teacher-

researcher, critical friend and informant observations of the student responses to 

Montessori pedagogy specific to research question one. Figure 5.1 presents the three 

themes within research question one. 
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Figure 5.1. Three themes within research question one: Student response to Montessori pedagogy. 

  

5.3.1 Concentration and engagement 

The first theme evident in the student response to Montessori pedagogy was 

concentration and engagement. Concentration is defined as the ability to focus all of 

one's attention on a task whilst engagement is viewed as the ability to stay on task and 

make meaningful connection with the experience (Oxford University Press, 2014). The 

theme of concentration and engagement was frequently commented on during the data 

collected. 

 

5.3.1.1   Teacher-researcher observations 

The teacher-researcher identified increased concentration levels within the 

classroom environment. Using Montessori pedagogy, the teacher’s structure of the 

learning program enabled the students in this study to select work of interest. The 

students observed within the Early Childhood Montessori classroom had a sound 

understanding of the classroom routine and exhibited concentration and engagement in 

their learning experiences. Specifically, the teacher-researcher described the 

environment whilst students were completing a three-hour work period. Figure 5.2 

depicts the classroom observed in this study during a three-hour work cycle. The image 

was taken during a video recording session by the teacher-researcher.  

Concentration 
and 

engagement

Student 
autonomy

Stuent 
independence

Three themes within research question one: Student response to Montessori pedagogy 
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Figure 5.2. Screen shot of the video recording taken by the teacher-researcher of the Papulankutja 

(Blackstone) Early Childhood classroom (from researcher’s own collection). 

 

During the three-hour work period, students were given a large period of time 

to carry out their own activity and repeat it as many times as necessary (Cossentino, 

2006) as shown in the observation below: 

The students quickly moved to their chosen work. Some decided to sit on 

the floor with a mat and others at a table. There was minimal classroom 

noise and when students were interacting, it was generally done in 

Ngaanyatjarra (home language). Some students were working alongside 

others sitting at tables or on the floor to complete their work. One student 

was wandering around the room trying to decide which work she wanted 

to complete. The teacher guided the student to a work of interest and 

developmental appropriateness. 

 

The teacher-researcher detailed the learning experience of a seven-year old student 

during another three-hour work period: 

The student collected a mat from the basket and rolled it out on the floor. 

Independently the student selected a work and began carrying the pink 

tower material one at a time from the sensorial shelf. The student 

concentrated on the work for thirteen minutes independently. She was 

ordering the ten pink wooden cubes increasing progressively through the 

algebraic series of the third power, 1cm3 to 10cm3. She completed the 

work horizontally and vertically before beginning to pack away. She 

packed away, one cube at a time ready for the next student. She completed 
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the full learning cycle and moved to find the next work. She selected a 

practical life work and sits at a table.  

 

From the data recorded by the teacher-researcher, the student was engaged in 

the learning activity and displayed a sustained length of concentration completing the 

work task. The pink tower provided the child with a sensorial impression of dimensions: 

length, height and width.  The photo included is evidence of the pink tower task as the 

student completed this work. The task termed Practical Life work provided students 

with real life skills like care of the environment, and care of self. Examples of these 

learning tasks included the washing of hands, washing of clothes, cleaning furniture and 

pouring of liquids. A photo of the material that is a part of the Practical Life work are 

included to demonstrate the uniqueness of the Montessori materials. Figure 5.3 depicts a 

child within the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood cohort completing the pink 

tower and Figure 5.4 depicts a child within the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early 

Childhood cohort completing the brushing teeth exercise from Practical Life materials. 

   

Figure 5.3. Student of the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood cohort completing the pink tower 

(from researcher’s own collection). Figure 5.4. Student of the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood 

cohort completing the brushing teeth exercise in Practical Life (from researcher’s own collection). 

 

5.3.1.2   Critical friend observations  

The critical friend repeatedly commented during the data collection period on 

the concentration levels of students observed in this study. Specifically, the critical 

friend stated, “The class is quiet, each child is working independently on their own 

task.” During an observation period, the critical friend noted two students engaging in 

negative classroom behaviour. However during this period of disruption, the critical 
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friend observed another student in the class who remained engaged and concentrated on 

his work. Although the child occasionally observed at the negative behaviour, he 

continued to focus in his work. The critical friend commented:  

The student independently chose a work at a table. Two peers were in a 

power struggle and were teasing each other. The student was watching 

intermittently. He was working and often interrupted by other students 

however; he returned straight back to his work.  

 

From the comment of the critical friend, it is evident that within the classroom 

environment negative distractions arise for students. However within the classroom 

observed in this study, distractions were minimalised as students independently selected 

their work and subsequently were more likely to concentrate on a work of interest rather 

than engage in the disruptive behaviour. 

 

5.3.1.3   Informant observations  

During the data collection period the informant described the Montessori 

environment observed as, “Learning without anyone else humbugging 

(interfering/interrupting) them.” The informant commented on the difference between 

the concentration and engagement of students in a Montessori classroom and those of a 

non-Montessori classroom.  

The difference in Montessori is when tjitji (child) come in (to the 

classroom) and they (the child) chose what they want to do. They really 

focus on what they trying to do. The teacher can come, sit down and work 

with the tjitji (child). There is no other humbugging cause they’re (the 

other students) all doing other work (pointing around the different parts of 

the room). They are making their choice because they interested. 

 

The informant commented on the students interest and sense of control within the 

learning environment. Student’s observed within the Montessori classroom in this 

study, displayed mannerisms of autonomy and as a result each student was more likely 

to engage in their work. 

 

5.3.2 Student autonomy 

As presented in figure 5.1, the second theme evident in student responses was 

student autonomy. Autonomy is defined as “freedom from external control or 

influence” (Oxford University Press, 2014). Traditional child rearing practices of 

remote Aboriginal families encourage children to be autonomous (Australian 
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Government, Department of Social Services, n.d.). Children are able to make 

autonomous choices from a young age. Therefore, issues may arise for Aboriginal 

parents and teachers when preparing students for a more formalised school 

environment. In relation to the classroom observed, the critical friend stated, “Students 

are naturally autonomous and (the Montessori classroom) does not conflict with their 

autonomy”. The critical friend further added that this Montessori classroom appears to 

be student centered and aligns with Aboriginal students, as he or she is “already 

autonomous.” The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant frequently 

commented on the link between the students’ response to Montessori pedagogy and the 

student autonomy. It was felt that Montessori pedagogical teaching and learning 

practices supported remote Aboriginal students’ ‘natural’ autonomous traits congruent 

with traditional child rearing techniques given by parents and caregivers in the home 

environment.  

 

5.3.2.1   Teacher-researcher observations 

Within the Montessori environment observed in this study, students were able 

to select their own work. Works were presented in a sequential order. During the daily 

three-hour work period, the students were autonomous in selecting the location of where 

to work, what material to work with, the length of time to stay with work and the 

frequency of repetition. The teacher-researcher observed and recorded data of a student 

who had verbally requested to be shown the presentation of the hundred board work. 

However, Montessori materials are presented in a succession. The teacher-researcher 

worked one-on-one with the student to complete the sequence of materials to arrive at 

the child’s interest, this being the hundred board. Within the Montessori environment, 

the teacher-researcher recorded an example of a student’s independent desire to learn. 

Through the student’s desire to learn, the teacher-researcher was able to plan and 

program for learning enabling independent student success. A photo of the hundred 

board is included to give a context to this example (Figure 5.5).  
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Figure 5.5. Student of the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood cohort completing the hundred 

board (from researcher’s own collection). 

 

5.3.2.2   Critical friend observations  

The critical friend identified student autonomy as a key theme in the 

Montessori classroom observed. Whilst completing a general observational framework 

the critical friend was asked to comment on, “How do you think Montessori can support 

Aboriginal education?” The critical friend responded that the students’ “natural 

autonomy” was catered for within the Montessori classroom. Through the routines of 

the Montessori classroom, students’ were able to autonomously select work. The critical 

friend noted, “The role of the student is again, autonomous and social collaboration is 

not forced”. Furthermore, the critical friend used a coloured pen to highlight the terms 

frequently recorded on the individual observation framework to represent the student 

responses within the classroom. These terms included the phrases “independent 

choices”, “working independently” and “packed away independently”. The critical 

friend frequently noted students responding “independently” or "autonomously" in the 

classroom observed in this study.  

 

 

 



 

 72 

5.3.2.3   Informant observations  

The informant identified student autonomy as a key theme in the Montessori 

classroom observed. The informant stated, “They (the students’) chose what they want 

to do” and further explained: 

Yuwa (yes), its freedom. It gives them freedom and choice. When the 

student coming in they saying, “I’m going over there and I’m going over 

there do this”. Without the teacher saying you doing this, you doing this. 

It’s their choice. 

 

The informant confirmed that Aboriginal students’ in the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School 

exercise large levels of autonomy in their home life. The Montessori classroom 

provided consistency of autonomy from the students’ home life to the students’ learning 

environment. Ngaanyatjarra children exercise autonomy by freely moving around the 

streets of the community without parental supervision. From the age of approximately 

four-years old, children independently explore the community town site and this is 

viewed as an acceptable and cultural practice. 

 

5.3.3 Student Independence  

The third theme evident in the student responses was independence. 

Independence is defined as the ability to act without the control of authority, in a state 

of autonomy (Oxford University Press, 2014). Within the Montessori program, students 

were able to exercise control and independence over their learning. The teacher-

researcher commented: 

The five-year old student was sitting at a single table completing a creative 

work, painting. She chose the work herself, collected the work on a tray 

from the shelf, and collected a fresh glass of water. The student was 

working quietly, not interrupting the other student who sat across from her. 

The student worked on the activity for six minutes. She completed the full 

learning cycle by hanging her painting on the drying rack, washing the 

brush and cup for the water and placing all the materials back on the tray. 

She stood and placed the work on the shelf ready for the next student. 

 

The teacher-researcher noted, “The five-year old student independently takes a 

mat, rolls it on the floor and commences the pink tower sensorial work.” Students were 

able to decide and select what work he or she would like to complete throughout the 

day. Within the Montessori teaching and learning environment, it is expected that the 

work students select they will complete. Although there are numerous materials around 

the classroom, it is the role of the teacher to direct the student to a work of 
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developmental appropriateness and of interest if necessary for teaching and learning. 

The observation documented above is evidence of how this pedagogy of Montessori 

was enacted in this Early Childhood classroom.  

 

5.3.3.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

In the observations during the data collection period, the teacher-researcher 

identified six key terms used to describe the students movements in the Montessori 

program:  “student collects”, “student chooses”, “student sets up”, “the student 

independently…”, “student selects” and “the student packs away”. These descriptions 

used by the teacher-researcher highlighted the students’ independence where they were 

able to carry out their own choices of tasks in the teaching and learning environment. 

Within the Montessori program, students were able to pause a work task and return 

when they pleased. Over the period of time, other students were not allowed to disturb 

or manipulate the work of another student. The teacher-researcher described an example 

with a six-year old student, which occurred as followed: 

The student was now ready for the hundred board work. In this session, the 

teacher showed the student the location of the work in the classroom, how 

to unpack it and set it up for use. The teacher and student began with 

denominations of 10 (10, 20, 30 etc.), then the 1’s, 10’s, 20’s and so on. 

After fourteen minutes, the student indicated she is getting tired and would 

like to pause the work. The student collected her laminated name from the 

wall and places it at her desk. Subsequently, no other students were 

allowed to touch this work.  

 

The next day the teacher-researcher recorded, “The student has independently selected 

to return and continue the hundred board work, concentrating on the work for thirty-two 

minutes.” The student’s independent desire to revisit and complete the work from the 

previous day allowed her to successfully master the educational outcome of recognition, 

ordering and understanding of numbers one to one-hundred. Figure 5.3 depicts a student 

from the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood class performing the hundred 

board mathematical Montessori material. The student has placed the number tiles one to 

one hundred on the board and is now writing the numbers on a 10x10 grid. 

 

Students within the classroom observed often faced a variety of health issues. 

The student who wanted to come to school regardless of her health illustrates another 

example of independence within the Montessori classroom. Students often came to 
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school with medical issues. These issues may have caused the child to be restless. In a 

mainstream classroom setting students are typically in a whole class or small group 

setting for the majority of the classroom routine. The Montessori classroom observed in 

this study, allowed students to independently move around the room, select works that 

were of interest to them and complete the work in a comfortable position that the 

student preferred. The teacher-researcher described a five-year old student with a large 

abscess in the classroom environment:  

The student had been coming to school periodically over the last few days 

as she has a very large abscess in the groin region. The abscess had popped 

several times and outside of school. The student has generally been 

moving around the community naked or with underwear on due to the pain 

of clothing rubbing on the dressing. The abscess has limited her ability to 

walk. With her mother, the student regularly attended the community 

clinic to ensure the abscess was healing. Her family especially her mother, 

had paid special attention to ensure the student was resting. The student 

came to school today however, she is tired and struggling to walk around 

the room. The student verbally indicated that she really wanted to attend 

school. The teacher, mother and community nurse agreed that the student 

could attend school for an hour each day until her abscess healed. The 

student attended class today. She walked in and selected creative collage 

work. She picked up the tray and places it at a table. She collected the 

blank paper from the writing shelf and began her work. She concentrated 

on this work for eleven minutes. When she finished, she placed her work 

on the drying rack, washed her glue brush at the sink, placed the materials 

on the tray and places the work back to the shelf for the next student. The 

student selected a practical life pouring work.  

 

The five-year old student displayed high levels of independence by attending school 

regardless of her health. Within the classroom the student displayed the same level of 

independence by selecting the work that she wanted. The five-year old student 

conducted herself with independence and purpose. 

 

5.3.3.2   Critical friend observations  

During a general observation framework, the critical friend noted, “Students 

are used to pleasing themselves, therefore a Montessori program reduces the conflict 

between home and school” allowing the students to “suit the individual.” During an 

individual observation framework, the critical friend described a six-year old student 

completing a one-on-one writing presentation with the teacher-researcher as follows: 

The teacher and student have begun work on a mat on the floor. They were 

completing a daily writing activity. The student wanted to work 

independently after her discussion with the teacher. The student moved to 
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a desk to work independently. She was distracted by another student but 

returned to her work. The student was again distracted; she drummed her 

pencil on the desk for a moment but returned to her work.  

 

Although the behaviour of peers provides numerous opportunities for 

distraction, the six-year old student displayed high levels of independence whilst 

completing the work with the teacher-researcher, working independently on the task. 

Within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, the teacher-researcher was able 

to work one-on-one with students to provide specific support to each of the students.  

 

5.3.3.3   Informant observations  

The informant was a native Ngaanyatjarra speaker and was able to interpret 

student dialogue in the Montessori classroom. From the bilingual understanding, the 

informant described the theme of independence in relation to students’ school and home 

life. The informant stated in an interview: 

I started to see kids focusing on what they wanted to do. And I was 

thinking “wow, this is good, this is a good way of learning”. Cause if we 

have kids with problems like hearing, “they can’t sit down and then they 

get up quick”. But they are sitting down… (With the teacher) and taking 

time… one on one… they not getting up and coming and going. (Then 

other kids start) Thinking “Hey! She’s not walking out, she’s just doing it” 

and then they thinking “Hey! I’ll just sit down do something like that” 

Yuwa (yes), and it works for the tjitji (child), cause all the little kids, they 

want to do something by themselves, yuwa (yes). So it’s a really good way 

of teaching, with Montessori. 

 

The informant described the Montessori environment, “Kids focusing on what they 

wanted to do” because he or she is interested in the work.” Within the Montessori 

classroom observed in the study, students focus independently on work. Students were 

able to select a material of their choice and the location of where they would like to 

work. The student was able to independently decide how many times they would like to 

repeat the material.  

 

5.3.4 Summary 

The data revealed three main themes in relation to students’ response to 

Montessori pedagogy. The data revealed that students responded positively to 

Montessori pedagogy as they were able to select works of personal interest and were 

able to select the location in which to complete the work. Students were therefore, more 
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likely to engage in the experiences with enthusiasm and interest as they had choice and 

control over their learning.  

 

5.4 RESEARCH QUESTION TWO 

In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy 

within a remote Early Childhood program? 

 

Three key themes evident in the data collected by the teacher-researcher, 

critical friend and informant were: Montessori pedagogy suiting the transient nature of 

remote Aboriginal students; persistence; and peer modelling. The following three 

sections describe the observations of these student behaviours to Montessori pedagogy 

specific to research question two. Figure 5.6 presents the three themes within research 

question two. 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Three themes within research question two: Student behaviours to Montessori pedagogy 

  

5.4.1 Transience of remote Aboriginal students 

As presented in Figure 5.6 the first theme relates to the transience of remote 

Aboriginal students. Remote Aboriginal families frequently travel between communities 

due to cultural traditions such as funerals or ‘sorry business’, ‘men’s business’ or 

‘women’s business’. Sporting events such as football carnivals and softball also cause 

families to be itinerant. Transience affected the classroom observed in this study as the 

teacher-researcher often had an increased ‘visitor’ attendance. Students may disappear 

for days, weeks or months at a time, depending on the event. The Montessori 

pedagogical routine remained consistent for the Early Childhood classroom in this 

study. Therefore, students were able to actively engage in the classroom routine without 

any ‘transition’ period. Students observed in this study, commonly arrived late to class 

or may have arrived from another community throughout the school day. As there is 
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limited whole class instruction in a Montessori pedagogy classroom, students were able 

to arrive periodically during the day and immediately engage in the classroom with 

minimal disruption to the other students. Minimal whole class instruction in the 

classroom observed in this study, allowed students who were late or absent for periods 

of time to return to the classroom setting with ease and minimal disruption to the 

learning program.  

 

5.4.1.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

During the data collection period, the teacher-researcher described a normal 

morning three-hour work period as followed: 

The classroom was quiet and students were working independently. When 

the students verbally communicated, they used their home language 

(Ngaanyatjarra). Within the first sixty-minutes of the session, three 

students arrived separately. Each student entered the classroom, selected a 

work quietly and began independently. Minimal disruption was made to 

others. 

 

Students of the classroom observed in this study regularly arrive to class after the start 

of the school timetable. When students arrive, they have often not eaten breakfast. 

During the data collection period, the teacher-researcher wrote: 

A seven-year old student arrived late and he was hungry. He had no 

breakfast before arriving into the classroom. Independently, he collected 

all his own breakfast from the Practical Life shelf and fridge (Weetabix, 

milk, bowl, spoon and placemat). He set up his work and ate. He 

completed the full learning cycle by washing and drying his bowl, placing 

the milk in the fridge. 

 

Similarly, the teacher-researcher described another student arriving late to class. The 

teacher-researcher commented, “The six-year old student quietly collects a mat, rolls it 

out on the floor and collects a book from the language shelf. He concentrates on the 

work for four minutes and does not distract other students.” 

 

Remote Aboriginal students regularly travel to other communities or regional 

centres for long periods of time to visit family or attend cultural events such as funerals. 

Once the student arrives at the destination, transport can also be a major influence on 

students not returning to their community as cars may be broken down or there is 

limited access to spare parts or money for fuel. The teacher-researcher observed an 

eight-year old student who has been absent from the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early 
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Childhood class for over seven months. The student has now returned. “When the 

student returned to the Montessori classroom, she remembered the routine and 

classroom structure from term two.”  

 

Another student of five-years of age, returned from Alice Springs having been 

absent for ten months. The student was absent as she was visiting his father’s family 

near the East MacDonnell Ranges (Northwest of Alice Springs). The teacher-researcher 

stated, “The student moved around the classroom with ease, as he remembers the 

process of the Montessori classroom. The student completed the full learning cycle with 

minimal teacher directed instruction.” The teacher-researcher recorded the following 

observation when a six-year old student moved from Kiwirrkurra Early Childhood 

class. The Kiwirrkurra classroom used Montessori pedagogical teaching and learning 

practices. When the student arrived in Papulankutja (Blackstone) Remote Community 

the teacher-researcher commented: 

The student knows the routine. He is easily able to adapt to the classroom 

even though he does not know any of his peers. His mother is from 

Papulankutja (Blackstone) and the families have been living in Kiwirrkurra 

with the father’s family. The mother and father have separated due to 

domestic violence issues and the father is now in Alice Springs Prison. The 

student will now be living permanently in Papulankutja. His learning was 

minimally disrupted as the classroom and the classroom materials are the 

same as the previous learning environment. The student’s previous teacher 

in Kiwirrkurra transferred his Personalised Learning Plan (PLP) and the 

current developmental levels for Practical Life, Sensorial Education, 

Language and Mathematics to ensure a smooth transition process occurs 

for the student. 

 

The Kiwirrkurra Early Childhood student was able to easily adapt to the new 

environment in Papulankutja Early Childhood environment, as he was familiar with the 

common routines of a Montessori program. Familiarity of routine, structure and 

learning materials within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, provided 

students with continuity in the learning environment. Continuity allowed the students to 

enter the classroom with clear expectations of their role within the environment.  

 

5.3.4.2   Critical friend observations  

During the data collection period, the critical friend noted in a general 

observation framework, “The role of Montessori materials helps students as there is 

limited time wasting which is important to itinerant students.” Each Montessori material 
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has a particular direct aim and the students were able to enter the learning environment 

and engage with work. The critical friend commented, “There are [sic] a wide variety of 

works suiting different age and developmental appropriateness which helps students 

who are itinerant.” Within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, visiting 

students were able to engage in work even though the teacher-researcher was not 

familiar with the student. The materials were readily available and consistent with the 

student's prior experiences in the classroom.  

 

5.3.4.3   Informant observations  

During the data collection period, a five-year old student and six-year old 

student from Mantamaru Campus visited Papulankutja for two weeks during ‘sorry 

business’. During ‘sorry business’, Mantamaru students were able to learn the 

Montessori routine. The teacher-researcher noted the following comment made by a 

Papulankutja student to the Mantamaru visitors, “This isn’t Mantamaru, you gotta do it 

Blackstone (Papulankutja) way!” The student proceeded to demonstrate to the visiting 

students how to unroll a mat, lay out their work on the mat and complete the full 

learning cycle. When the informant was asked about the previous comment, she 

responded: 

Yuwa (yes)! They (Papulankutja kids) proud of it! They really proud that 

it’s in Blackstone. They know what they have do but when they go to 

another school they don’t feel comfortable and they think back that 

Blackstone way is better, doing that Montessori. And it’s ninti (smart). 

 

The informant identified that the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood students 

felt a sense of pride in the Montessori pedagogy program in their classroom. The 

Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood students assisted the visiting students 

through peer teaching and peer mentoring.  

 

5.4.2  Persistence 

The second theme evident in the theme related to student behaviour was 

persistence. Persistence is defined as the “continuing in an opinion or course of action in 

spite of difficulty or opposition” (Oxford University Press, 2014). Persistence presented 

as a common behaviour in the Montessori pedagogical classroom observed in this study. 

Persistence was built into the program routine as students must wait their turn to use the 

material. This was evident when a student who had completed the full work cycle, 
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replaced the material ready for his peers. Within the Montessori classroom observed in 

this study, only one ‘copy’ of each material was placed in the environment. Therefore, 

students exercised behaviours of persistence by waiting for a turn. 

 

5.4.2.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

To complete a full work cycle, the students ‘reset’ the material for his or her 

peers. The behaviour of selflessness ensured the Montessori classroom maintained a 

student-centered manner. The teacher-researcher commented, “Students cleaned up after 

themselves, the classroom remained in a neat and orderly manner with limited teacher 

direction.” The teacher-researcher described a five-year old student who had completed 

the full work cycle of colour box two. When she had completed the work she “Began to 

pack away each colour tablet, placed the lid on the box and placed the work back on the 

shelf for the next student.” The direct aim of the colour box two material is to teach 

visual discrimination by colour. Figure 5.7 depicts a Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early 

Childhood student completing colour box 2.  

 

Figure 5.7. Student of the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood cohort completing colour box one 

(from researcher’s own collection). 

 

Within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, students frequently 

did not complete the full work cycle in one session due to the student tiring, or a 

scheduled break or end of a three-hour work period. Instead of packing the material 
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away unfinished, the student placed a laminated copy of his/her name on the work. The 

teacher-researcher described an example of this process: 

A six-year old student began metal inset work. The work is an open ended, 

creative task. It was a new work, only placed on the shelf today and 

created a lot of excitement amongst the students. The student experimented 

with the new work and concentrated for over fourteen minutes. However, 

she was interrupted and called over by another student in the room. The 

other student teased her and she began to cry, staying under the table for 

seven minutes. During the whole process a five-year old student who was 

sitting at a desk completing the spindle box work, has been observing to 

see if she had finished with the metal inset work. The five-year old student 

stood four times over the twenty-one minute period to see if the six-year 

old student had finished with the new work. Even when the student was 

not at the desk however, was crying under the table, the five-year old 

student did not touch or sit down at the work. She only looked around the 

room to see where she was. After a few minutes, the six-year old student 

came out from the desk, returned to pack away the metal inset work and 

placed the work on the shelf. It is only now the five-year old student 

placed her laminated name on the spindle box work and began the work of 

the metal insets. 

 

In this study, when a new work was added to the Montessori classroom, 

students demonstrated behaviours of persistence potentially due to the core routines of 

the Montessori pedagogical teaching and learning practices. Figure 5.8 illustrates 

student of the Early Childhood classroom observed in this study complying the spindle 

box material. The spindle box Montessori material aims to associate symbol and 

quantity to numbers zero to ten including the value of zero.  
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Figure 5.8. Student of the Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood cohort completing the spindle box 

material (from researcher’s own collection). 

 

5.4.2.2   Critical friend observations  

Whilst completing an observational framework, the critical friend was asked to 

indicate if the student being observed demonstrated persistence. The critical friend 

indicated students were demonstrating persistence by “returning to unfinished tasks 

after a break” and “demonstrating pro social behaviour.” The critical friend further 

commented, “the Montessori classroom promotes caring and cooperation.” Students in 

the Montessori classroom observed in this study regularly demonstrated behaviours of 

persistence.  

 

5.4.2.3   Informant observations  

In this study, persistence was an attribute identified in students observed in this 

study. During a one-on-one interview the informant stated, “They (the students) have to 

have patience for like ten minutes.” Students must be willing to “sit down, watch and 

wait for their turn.” The student’s interest in the material supported the development of 

personal attributes of persistence, patience and turn taking.  
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5.4.3 Peer modelling 

The third theme evident in the student behaviour was peer modelling. The 

Oxford University Press Dictionary (2014) defined peer by “a person of the same age, 

status, or ability as another specified person.” Within the Montessori classroom, peer 

modelling formed the core to the multi-age grouping structure. Peer modelling enabled 

younger students to aspire to the achievement of the older students in the classroom. 

Older students were able to present themselves as role models and engage in peer 

modelling with the younger students. Additionally, peer mentoring through multi-age 

grouping allowed the older students to consolidate and refine their learning. 

 

5.4.3.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

Within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, the teacher-researcher 

worked one-on-one to present developmentally appropriate materials to students. The 

teacher-researcher described an occasion when the teacher was presenting the addition 

strip board to an eight-year old student. The teacher-researcher stated: 

The teacher and the student walked over to the mathematics shelf. The 

teacher removed the addition strip board materials from the shelf and 

walked over to a desk of the student’s choice. The teacher began to present 

the material to the student. The student began completing five addition 

equations. During this time, a six-year old student walked over and began 

observing the student’s work. The six-year old student was invited by the 

teacher to collect a chair and observe at the desk. The eight-year old 

student concentrated on the work for seventeen minutes.  

 

The next day the teacher-researcher further described an eight-year old 

student’s behaviours, “The student returned to continue the addition strip board. The 

six-year old student also returned to continue observing for nearly three minutes.” The 

teacher-researcher stated, “The eight-year old student concentrated for a further twelve 

minutes before the process of packing away and placing the materials on the shelf for 

another student to use.” Peer modelling allowed the younger student to observe the 

material he would complete in the future. Peer modelling in the Montessori classroom 

generated engagement with the learning material for the younger student. Figure 5.9 

depicts the situation of a Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood student completing 

the addition strip board with an AIEO and a younger student observing the presentation.  
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Figure 5.9. Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood student completing the addition strip board with 

an AIEO and a younger student observing the presentation (from researcher’s own collection). 

 

5.4.3.2   Critical friend observations  

During the data collection period, the critical friend commented on peer 

modelling, “Older students model positive classroom behaviours and younger students 

copy these behaviours.” Younger students, new or visiting students were able to observe 

the classroom behaviours and routines demonstrated by the older students. Peer 

modelling permitted the teacher-researcher to work one-on-one with an individual 

student on his or her PLP.   

 

5.4.3.3   Informant observations  

The informant commented on peer modelling in the Montessori classroom 

observed in this study. The informant stated students in the Montessori classroom 

observed discussed peer modelling. The informant stated students discussed in their 

home language (Ngaanyatjarra), “I’ll just sit down do something like that” (referring to 

another student sitting down on a mat, completing a work). An individual student was 
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able to observe his or her peer in the classroom setting to engage in the learning 

environment.  

 

5.4.4 Summary 

As presented in Figure 5.4, the data revealed three main themes in the students’ 

behaviours to Montessori pedagogy. These themes were transiency in remote 

Aboriginal students, persistence and peer modelling. Analysis of the data obtained from 

the teacher-researcher, critical friend and key informant supported the view that 

Montessori pedagogical teaching and learning practices encouraged positive student 

behaviour. This was evident as younger, new and visiting students were frequently 

observed by their peers. Students demonstrated pro-social behaviours such as turn 

taking, patience in waiting for a turn to use the material and persistence in completing 

the task. These attributes allowed students to engage in a positive environment, 

achieving sound learning outcomes. 

 

5.5 RESEARCH QUESTION THREE 

In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning 

and development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

Through comprehensive data analysis that coded and reviewed all evidence, 

three themes congruent with language learning and development: one-on-one learning; 

AIEO participation; and Montessori curriculum development. Figure 5.10 outlines the 

three themes.  

 

 

Figure 5.10. Three themes within research question three: Language learning and development  
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5.5.1 One-on-one learning 

Tuition that is termed “one-on-one” learning allows the teacher to work on an 

individual level with a student to better cater for his or her needs. The teacher-

researcher was able to work closely with the students who had English as a second or 

third language because of the classroom structure. She was also able to support the 

learning of Standard Australian English and the Ngaanyatjarra language development. 

One-on-one learning involves both the teacher and the student working together towards 

a common individual goal without distraction from peers.  

 

5.5.1.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

The Montessori pedagogical classroom observed in this research supported 

one-on-one learning. The teacher-researcher recorded: 

The teacher worked with four students a last twenty-nine minute period 

using sandpaper letters. Once the three-period lesson was completed, the 

student moved off to their desired workspace (table or mat) and practice 

writing one of the sounds.  

 

The teacher-researcher detailed an observation, “The five-year old student is completing 

a three-period lesson with sandpaper letters t, p and m. The teacher worked with the 

student one-on-one for six minutes. The student was able to name, recognise, associate 

and recall the three sounds.” The daily routine of the Montessori classroom observed in 

this study permitted the teacher-researcher to work one-on-one with students to develop 

SAE language skills whilst the other class members were actively engaged in work. 

 

5.5.1.2   Critical friend observations  

The critical friend recorded that within a mainstream teaching setting, “one-on-

one learning is rare.” Within the Montessori classroom observed in this research the 

critical friend stated the classroom routines “made allowances for one-on-one student 

teacher learning.” Within a remote Aboriginal classroom, student conflict regularly 

occurs. In this study, the teacher-researcher was able to remove herself from the 

classroom with minimal disruption to other students as each student worked 

independently. The critical friend stated:  

A five-year old student was having a disagreement with another student. 

She tried to leave the classroom. The teacher quickly spoke one-on-one 

with her quietly. The teacher redirected her to a work where she 

concentrated for seven minutes. 
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The teacher-researcher was able to promptly intervene with the student who 

displayed antisocial behaviour as other students were independently completing their 

own works and were not reliant on the teacher-researcher to complete their task. 

 

5.5.1.3   Informant observations  

From the informant’s classroom observations she commented, “Tjitji (child) 

they are learning one-on-one.” The informant stated in an interview:  

I can see the difference that when there’s a big group to when there is one-

on-one learning. There is interference in the big group and then there’s 

nothing when it’s one-on-one. Those tjitji (child), they learning. Yuwa 

(yes), walykumunu (good). 

 

During whole class learning situations, the teacher-researcher found it difficult to 

provide individually appropriate learning experiences in the development of language. 

Working one-on-one with students allowed the teacher-researcher to cater for the 

students’ level of language development in SAE and the home language of 

Ngaanyatjarra. 

 

5.5.2 Aboriginal and Islander Education Officer (AIEO) participation 

As outlined in Figure 5.8, the theme of language development relates to the 

importance of the AIEO participation. AIEO’s “provide support and assistance to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, their parents/guardians, teachers, the 

school and the community” (Department of Education Western Australia, 2012). AIEO 

participation enabled the remote Aboriginal students to engage with Montessori 

materials in their home language (Ngaanyatjarra). Many early childhood students had 

limited understanding of SAE. Within the Montessori classroom observed in this study, 

AIEOs presented Montessori materials at the students’ level of language development. 

Therefore, students were less likely to be left behind academically due to their limited 

SAE, as the lessons addressed and targeted their individual learning needs. 

 

5.5.2.1   Teacher-researcher observation 

The teacher-researcher described the process of teaching AIEO’s the 

Montessori materials, “In DOTT [Duties Other Than Teaching] sessions, the teacher 

worked with the AIEO’s to demonstrated how to complete a three-period lesson with 

the sandpaper letters. The teacher-researcher presented the material to the AIEO’s. The 
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AIEO’s practiced and modelled with each other and the teacher-researcher for eight 

minutes. The next day the teacher-researcher commented:  

The AIEO worked one-on-one with a six-year old student on a mat to 

present the letters f, j and r in the three-period lesson formant. The AIEO 

checked the student sandpaper letters record sheet to identify which sounds 

the student was currently working on. The AIEO used the child’s home 

language (Ngaanyatjarra).  

 

During the data collection period, a five-year old student from Warburton 

Remote Community arrived in Papulankutja (Blackstone) Early Childhood classroom.  

The student had limited SAE. The AIEO worked one-on-one with the student to 

complete the sandpaper letter presentation in the child’s home language 

(Ngaanyatjarra). The AIEO displayed a sense of pride and commitment to the three-

period lesson using the sandpaper letters. AIEO’s in the classroom observed in this 

research provided the crucial linguistic link between the student’s home language 

(Ngaanyatjarra) and school life of SAE. 

 

5.5.2.2   Critical friend observations  

During a general observation framework the critical friend noted, “AIEO’s are 

able to bridge the language gap” between SAE and the students home language 

(Ngaanyatjarra). The critical friend commented, “AIEO’s are able to work one-on-one 

with students in the room to help with teasing and language difficulties.” The role of the 

AIEO in a remote Aboriginal setting can often be to defuse negative behaviour within 

the learning environment, as teachers do not speak Ngaanyatjarra. The Montessori 

classroom observed in this study aimed to provide AIEO’s with professional training to 

develop their skill set in using Montessori materials thus enabling positive one-on-one 

learning experiences in the child’s home language (Ngaanyatjarra) and SAE. 

 

5.5.2.3   Informant observations  

The informant commented numerous times regarding the connection between 

AIEO’s and the development of SAE language through translating to students in 

Ngaanyatjarra. In the Montessori program observed in this study, the teacher-

researcher's lessons were presented in the child’s home language or the language of the 

school. In Papulankutja (Blackstone) Remote Community the students’ native language 
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is Ngaanyatjarra. AIEOs were able to present the materials in Ngaanyatjarra. The 

informant stated: 

The teacher and the AIEO need to work together and when the tjitji (child) 

just comes in new to school, first time, the AIEO is important for the teachers 

and for the tjitji’s (child’s) learning. 

 

Within this remote Aboriginal context, the collaboration of the teacher-

researcher and the AIEO was key to a successful learning environment. The class 

observed in this study was comprised of seventeen Aboriginal participants and one non-

Aboriginal participant. The teacher-researcher and AIEOs collaborated to present 

Montessori materials in SAE and Ngaanyatjarra to cater for each student's current level 

of language development.  

 

5.5.3 Montessori Curriculum and development 

The third theme evident in addressing the research question related to language 

learning and development, through Montessori pedagogy is focused on the curriculum 

development. The theme of curriculum development was repeatedly commented on by 

the teacher-researcher. The Montessori National Curriculum (Montessori Australia 

Foundation, 2011) is an approved alternative curriculum in Australia. The teacher-

researcher of this study used the Montessori National Curriculum (Montessori Australia 

Foundation, 2011) to inform, plan and assess the students of the Papulankutja 

(Blackstone) students. Language within the Montessori classroom observed in this study 

occurred through direct and indirect preparation. Indirect preparation occurred during 

practical life and sensorial education exercises by preparing the hand and development 

of concentration. The indirect exercises developed the students’ pincer grip, lightness of 

touch, firmness of touch and refinement of the fine motor skills. Examples of these 

exercises used are spooning, cylinder blocks and map pieces to develop the student’s 

pincer grip for writing. Direct preparation provided the child with the knowledge of the 

meaning of each symbol and the mechanism of writing. Examples of these exercises 

included are the sandpaper letters, moveable alphabet and metal insets to teach the 

specific names of each letter and begin writing short words or phrases.  

 

5.5.3.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

Universally, Montessori classroom routines and materials are consistent. The 

teacher-researcher of this study, researched the routines and materials used to teach 
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students the acquisition of language within Montessori pedagogy. She was able to 

indirectly and directly teach the acquisition of language to the students. Indirectly, the 

teacher-researcher guided students to exercises that prepared the child’s hand. The 

teacher-researcher commented, “The four-year old students had limited fine motor 

control and she encouraged the student to continue working with the Sensorial 

Education material of the cylinder blocks to continue his development of the hand.” 

Once the child has worked comprehensively with the indirect materials, he or she is able 

to begin to work one-on-one with the teacher-researcher or an AIEO with the direct 

materials, the sandpaper letters, metal insets and the moveable alphabet.  

 

5.5.3.2   Critical friend observations  

During the data collection period, the critical friend stated mainstream 

language development teaching materials “are constantly changing. The teacher is not 

given enough time to consolidate new skills, teaching methods and philosophies.” The 

critical friend followed by stating Montessori language materials “have had over one 

hundred years of refinement” and “have clear purposes.” The Montessori National 

Curriculum (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011) presents clear teaching and 

learning practices used within a Montessori classroom. The critical friend noted, “The 

curriculum caters for a wide variety of levels of development.” The classroom observed 

in this research, used Montessori pedagogy and materials to support language 

development in both SAE and Ngaanyatjarra.  

 

5.5.3.3   Informant observations  

Ngaanyatjarra is the informant’s first language. The informant recognised the 

challenges remote Aboriginal students faced when learning SAE. The informant 

commented, “There are two worlds we got to learn, cultural (Ngaanyatjarra) way and 

Western way. When the teacher comes (to school) in their mind, English/Western way 

and when the AIEO and students comes in, they in the Ngaanyatjarra wangka 

(language).” When questioned regarding Montessori materials and the teaching and 

learning environment the informant, stated, “Yuwa (yes), same education from all over 

the world but different wangka (language).” Remote Aboriginal students’ SAE language 

development should not hinder the development of other learning areas. Within the 

Montessori classroom observed in this study, AIEOs worked one-on-one with students 

in their home language (Ngaanyatjarra). 
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5.5.4 Summary 

Analysis of the data revealed three main themes addressing the research 

question concerning language learning and development through Montessori pedagogy. 

These themes were: one-on-one learning, AIEO participation and Montessori 

curriculum development. Students were able to develop linguistically regardless of their 

current ability of Ngaanyatjarra or SAE due to the one-on-one teaching of Montessori 

curriculum and materials through the teacher and AIEOs collaborating together. It is 

concluded that the pedagogy of Montessori teaching and learning supported the 

language learning and development of the Aboriginal students within the research 

study.  

 

5.6 RESEARCH QUESTION FOUR 

In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to 

interact within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

  

Two key findings emerged from the data analysis related to this research 

question relative to community interactions: visits from parents and caregivers and 

classroom environment and structure. Figure 5.11 presents the two themes within 

research question four.  

 

 

Figure 5.11. Two findings within research question four: Community involvement  

 

5.6.1 Visits from parents and caregivers 

The visits from parents and caregivers were frequently commented on by the 

teacher-researcher through the video recording observations. The critical friend used the 

general and individual observational frameworks to document this evidence. The 

informant reported on these findings through one-on-one interviews.  

 

Visits from 
parents and 
caregivers

Classroom 
environment 
and structure

Two findings within research question four: Community involvement 
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5.6.1.1  Teacher-researcher observations  

During the data collection period the teacher-researcher stated, “When parents 

and caregivers came into the classroom students enjoyed sharing their skills. The 

parents and caregivers were able to sit with their child and complete work 

predominantly in Ngaanyatjarra. There was no physical fighting and minimal teasing.” 

During the data collection period a grandmother visited the classroom and she said, 

“Yuwa (yes), walykumunu (good) classroom.” Parents and caregivers visited the 

classroom to work one-on-one with their child. Another mother visited the classroom 

regularly and the teacher-researcher described, “The mother and two-year old daughter 

visited her six-year old son. The mother, two-year old daughter and six-year old son sat 

on the floor and worked with the colour box one. The mother and son worked with the 

material in the child’s home language (Ngaanyatjarra) however, the colours are said in 

English.” Montessori pedagogy enabled parents to work with their school aged and 

young children. Once the children learn the classroom routine of collecting a mat, a 

work task and packing it away, they are able to work independently within the learning 

environment. Within the classroom observed in this study, the visitors that arrived were 

able to positively interact with their child during their learning experience, assisted by 

the repetition of routine and class structure.  

 

5.6.1.2   Critical friend observations  

During the data collection period the critical friend recorded times that parents 

and caregivers visited the classroom. The critical friend noted, “Parents and caregivers 

are able to be in the room, and assist with students’ learning the Montessori routine in 

home language (Ngaanyatjarra).” When parents and caregivers visited the Montessori 

classroom, the critical friend stated “they feel comfortable and validated. The 

Montessori classroom in this research caters for independent work and the use of 

Ngaanyatjarra language between visitors and students.  

 

5.6.1.3   Informant observations  

The informant discussed visits from parents and caregivers several times 

during the one-on-one interviews with the teacher-researcher. The informant stated, 

“Yuwa (yes), I see when the mummy comes in to sit down in the class. She (the 

mummy) is watching, looking after the kids and helping them in Ngaanyatjarra. Sitting 

down one on one with her child.” Community involvement through visits from parents 
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and caregivers formed strong links between school and home life for the student. 

Montessori pedagogical practices created a positive one-on-one teaching and learning 

environment for parents and caregivers to engage in their child’s learning. Parents and 

visitors in the classroom observed were encouraged to speak Ngaanyatjarra with their 

child in learning experiences to build a strong connection between the students home 

and school life.  

 

5.6.2 Classroom environment and structure 

The classroom environment and structure was viewed as key to engaging the 

community and evidence of these interactions are documented below.  

 

5.6.2.1   Teacher-researcher observations  

The teacher-researcher recorded on numerous occasions the role and 

importance of the classroom environment and structure. For example: “The classroom 

needed to be clean and organised before the students came into the learning 

environment. The materials were attractive and complete for the students, parents and 

caregivers to work with.” The consistent routine within the classroom observed in this 

study, allowed parents and caregivers to be involved in their child’s learning as there 

was stability and predictability in the Montessori classroom structure.  

 

5.6.2.2   Critical friend observations  

During the data collection period, the critical friend frequently commented on 

the calmness, order and beauty of the classroom observed in this study. She commented, 

“The beauty and order is a contrast to the community environment” and “the quiet 

reduces emotional outbursts.” The Montessori pedagogical classroom of this study 

provided support to positive teaching and learning experiences for parents and 

caregivers. The critical friend recorded, “The students are learning how to keep their 

space tidy and clean. Parents can see what students are doing at school and can do the 

same at home also.” Parents and caregivers of the participants of this study regularly 

visited the classroom and engaged in positive teaching and learning experiences.  

 

5.6.2.3   Informant observations 

As a local Ngaanyatjarra community member, the informant commented on the 

importance for students to learn how to care for their environment. The informant 
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stated, “When tjitji (child) is doing cleaning, sweeping, they don’t do that at home but 

coming to school and learning how to do all those things, it an opportunity for them to 

go home and do it at home. It’s a good thing!” The students demonstrated to parents and 

caregivers their role in caring for their environment in the classroom. Within the 

Montessori classroom observed in this study, community involvement encouraged 

parents and caregivers to hold similar teaching and learning experiences in the students’ 

home life. 

 

5.6.3 Summary 

Analysis of the data revealed two main themes in addressing research question 

four related to community involvement within the Montessori classroom: visits from 

parents and caregivers; and classroom environment and structure. Community 

involvement through Montessori pedagogy encouraged a strong link and transfer of 

skills between the students’ school and home life. Students’ roles and expectations 

within the classroom were clearly outlined for parents and caregivers. It was possible 

that these skills were able to be transferred to the home environment. The Montessori 

classroom routine and environment remained consistent. Community involvement was 

encouraged as the parents and caregivers were able to engage in their child’s learning in 

SAE and Ngaanyatjarra, knowing what was expected and how the classroom worked.  

 

5.7 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the findings of the research were presented under the four 

research questions: student response to Montessori pedagogy; student behaviour in 

response to Montessori pedagogy; language learning and development in the 

Montessori pedagogy classroom; and engagement of the community by parents and 

caregivers in the Montessori classroom observed in this study. The findings of each of 

these research questions were outlined and revealed a number of different themes. In 

summary, the research study has shown that the Montessori pedagogy has impacted on 

the Aboriginal students in the Early Childhood classroom. The Montessori pedagogy 

encouraged positive student behaviour, supported language learning and development, 

as this approach allowed students to develop their capabilities in both Ngaanyatjarra and 

SAE. Finally, community involvement was promoted as parents and caregivers were 

able to engage positively in their child’s learning, as partners in the education process.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. The general 

research question for the study was: What is the effect of Montessori pedagogy on 

Aboriginal students in a remote Early Childhood program? The four specific research 

questions addressed were: 

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

The following chapter considers each of these four specific research questions in light 

of the key themes that have emerged from the study and discusses the significance of 

each within the context of current educational literature. 

 

6.2 STUDENT RESPONSE TO MONTESSORI PEDAGOGY 

In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy 

within a remote Early Childhood program? 

The findings of the research suggest that remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

students respond to Montessori pedagogy in three ways: concentration and engagement; 

student autonomy; and student independence. Current literature in Aboriginal and Early 

Childhood education supports these responses.   

 

6.2.1. Concentration and engagement 

Recent literature concerning Aboriginal education supports teaching and 

learning practices to engage Aboriginal students in classroom environments. Teachers 

and AIEOs need to collaborate to build an environment to assist in the process of 
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engagement. Specifically, Price (2012) stated, “A culturally competent teacher, along 

with increased members of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples employed in 

schools, will foster engagement with, and participation by, local Indigenous 

communities, and will build positive learning relationships with Indigenous children” 

(p. 168). Attendance and engagement are closely linked within remote Aboriginal 

educational settings (MCEECDYA, 2010).  To build student engagement, educators 

should work in partnership with parents, caregivers and the wider community. 

Literature suggested that schools and institutions should seek to incorporate traditional 

Aboriginal child-rearing techniques into classroom teaching practices (Harrison, 2005; 

Yunkaporta, 2009; Robinson & Nichol, 1998). Montessori pedagogy fosters learning 

and engagement by strategies that support the autonomy of the child.   

 

The findings of this research indicated that within a Montessori classroom, 

distractions are minimised. Therefore, students are able to concentrate and engage in 

learning experiences. The remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students of this study, 

demonstrated high levels of concentration as the learning experiences planned and 

undertaken were of personal interest. The Montessori classroom also provided a clear 

classroom structure and routine for students to develop their skills of concentration. The 

current lead policy in Aboriginal education in Western Australia indicated that it is the 

role of education facilities to build strong community and school relationships to 

support genuine engagement and interaction (Department of Education Western 

Australia, 2015). As noted in the study, the positive relationship and engagement of the 

community encouraged the students to attend and be actively involved in the classroom.  

 

Montessori pedagogy provided the opportunity for the teacher and AIEO’s to 

work one-on-one with students. The students' self-selected the work that they would like 

to complete. As a result, the students’ were engaged as the tasks undertaken were of 

personal interest (Montessori, 1966). Current literature supports the direct correlation 

between Aboriginal ways of learning and personal interest. Specifically, Harrison 

(2011) commented, “Aboriginal students are more motivated by activities where the 

meaning is self-evident” (p. 42). Literature pointed to the importance to making learning 

meaningful and exciting for students (Greeno, 1998; Leeper & Henderlong, 2000). In 

addition, teaching and learning practices should link to prior learning. Aboriginal 

students are engaged in learning tasks by relating the content to personal interest 
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(Harrison, 2011). Within the Montessori pedagogy, the role of the teacher is to link the 

students with Montessori materials to ensure learning is meaningful and engagement 

and concentration occurred (Lillard, 2005). There are numerous examples of the 

students' engagement with the Montessori materials that have been documented in this 

research.    

 

6.2.2 Autonomy 

Self-reliance and autonomy is a key characteristic of traditional child-rearing 

techniques (Harrison & Sellwood, 2016). Montessori pedagogy, the focus of this study, 

provided a learning environment that aligned with Aboriginal cultural child-rearing 

practices. The fourth principle of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) stresses the need for 

educators to support the “histories, cultures, languages, traditions, child-rearing 

practices and lifestyle choices of families” (p. 13). These traits are reflected in the 

literature which highlight the importance of developing students’ skills of independence 

and self-reliance (Gollan & Malin, 2012). Montessori pedagogy provides a learning 

environment that aligned with this principle. Therefore, there is a natural connection 

between the school and home environment. Recent literature suggests, “Aboriginal 

parents control their children more indirectly than non-Aboriginal parents” (Harrison, 

2011, p. 156). The findings of this research indicated that Montessori pedagogy aligns 

strongly with Aboriginal child-rearing techniques. Independence is a central 

characteristic of Montessori methodology (Block, 2015; Cossentino, 2005; Harrison & 

Sellwood, 2016; Johnson, 2016). Therefore, the school teaching and learning 

environment was better suited to the Aboriginal child’s home environment (EYLF). The 

EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) strongly supports the aligning of child-rearing practices and the 

learning environment.  

 

It is well recognised that people have a basic need for autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 

2001). Autonomy is a core element of a Montessori classroom as children learn best 

when they have freely chosen the activity (Feez, 2010; Montessori Australia 

Foundation, 2011; Lillard, 2005). Within the Montessori pedagogy there is a strong 

emphasis on freedom of choice and movement (Block, 2015; Cossentino, 2005). A child 

in a Montessori environment is encouraged to explore and discover through the 

materials (Johnson, 2016).  
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Within the Montessori pedagogy classroom observed student autonomy was 

demonstrated. Literature suggests that the level of autonomy presented in a Montessori 

classroom can often be surprising to visitors (Lillard, 2005). The high levels of student 

autonomy within the Montessori classroom correlates to Aboriginal student’s home life. 

Literature pointed to the importance of connecting teaching and learning practices to 

students’ way of life as currently mainstream methods of education are not supporting 

learning as strongly as needed (Tjitayi, 2013).  

 

6.2.3 Independence 

Recent literature in Aboriginal education supports the concepts of 

independence and freedom for Aboriginal students. Specifically, Harrison (2011) noted, 

“Aboriginal students in their first years at school, such non-compliance is generally 

innocently carried out” (p. 157). Montessori teaching and learning practices support the 

Aboriginal students in a way that is very similar to their home environment. Research in 

Aboriginal education highlights the importance of traditional Aboriginal child-rearing 

techniques such as independence and autonomy (Beresford, Harrison, 2011; Harrison & 

Sellwood, 2016; Partington & Gower, 2012; Perso & Hayward, 2015; Price, 2012). 

Independence is at the core of Montessori pedagogy, as the classroom allows for as 

much freedom and independence as possible, dependent on the students developmental 

level, leaving them free to engage in the chosen activity (Montessori Australia 

Foundation, 2011). Students are able to independently select what activity that would 

like to complete, when they would like to repeat it, for the duration they desire and 

where they would like to complete the activity (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011, 

Lillard, 2005; Feez, 2010). Within the Montessori pedagogy environment, the role of 

the teacher is to help students work independently with minimal adult support. Student 

independence then transpires to children from an early age, developing the individual's 

self-confidence (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011). 

 

Current Early Childhood policies and current Aboriginal education literature 

indicated students respond to teaching and learning when participation, engagement, 

connection, resilience, confidence and independence are carried out in the classroom 

setting (ACECQA, 2012; Barblett, 2010; Brewer, 2006; DEEWR, 2009; McLachlan, 

Fleer & Edwards, 2010). Specifically in Aboriginal Education, Price (2012) 

commented, “Teachers could ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
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move towards a student-centric, teacher-guided learning environment in which the 

student takes primary responsibility for their own learning and educational outcomes” 

(p. 123). These attributes are at the heart of the Montessori pedagogy and were evident 

in much of the data collected in this research study.  

 

6.2.4 Summary 

The findings of the research highlighted that remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood students responded to Montessori pedagogy in three ways: concentration and 

engagement; autonomy; and independence. There is evidence to suggest that there is a 

connection between traditional Aboriginal child-rearing techniques, Aboriginal ways of 

learning and Montessori pedagogy.  

 

6.3 STUDENT BEHAVIOUR IN RESPONSE TO MONTESSORI PEDAGOGY 

In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

The findings of the research suggest that student behaviour in the classroom 

can be viewed in three ways: suits students with high transiency; student persistence; 

and peer modelling. Current literature in Aboriginal and Early Childhood education 

support these responses.  

 

6.3.1 Suits students with high transience 

The data from the teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant identified 

that remote Aboriginal students are often absent or late to class due to cultural events. 

Literature suggested that there are various reason why Aboriginal students are more 

likely to be transient (Harrison, 2011). These reasons include: attending funerals, 

visiting family, and being in closer proximity to a family member who may be in jail 

(Harrison, 2011). The findings from this research highlighted that Montessori pedagogy 

provided a classroom routine and structure that minimalised the effect of interruptions 

to the students' learning. The Montessori classroom allowed students to independently 

begin a task and without being directly affected by peers arriving sporadically. 

Beginning a lesson at the start of the day can often be difficult because the students 

arrive at random times of the day (Harrison, 2011). Montessori pedagogy classrooms 

facilitate a ‘no time wasted’ approach, making the most of every learning opportunity. 
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Ideally, students are always learning and can adjust to high levels of transiency through 

familiar classroom routines.  

 

The findings of this research identified that Montessori pedagogy 

complemented remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students’ cultural traditions 

(DEEWR, 2009). When students returned from visiting other communities for cultural 

reasons they were able to resume learning activities with minimal teacher guidance, 

demonstrating student autonomy and independence. According to DEEWR (2009), 

Early Childhood educators should “honour the histories, cultures, languages, traditions, 

child rearing practices and lifestyle choices by families” (p. 13). Student transiency is a 

result of cultural traditions and students attending these cultural traditions should be 

planned for by schools and integrated into teaching and learning practices (ACECQA, 

2012; DEEWR, 2009).  

 

In relation to the duration of the absence, it is recognised that students are 

expected to attend family business, such as funerals, and that these events may “last for 

a couple of weeks rather than a day” (Harrison, 2011, p. 51). Within the school context, 

students, parents, caregivers and the wider community may not feel comfortable and 

culturally safe in the school environment. Schools should value and encourage diversity 

enabling students, parents, caregivers and the wider community to feel supported in the 

school environment thus increasing student attendance and engagement regardless of 

student transiency (MCEECDYA, 2010). Commentary from the participants in this 

research study indicated that the parents of the students in the classroom appeared to be 

comfortable and supported through the Montessori pedagogy.  

 

6.3.2 Student persistence 

The findings from this research indicated that Montessori pedagogy encourages 

the behaviour of persistence with students through this approach. Persistence is 

demonstrated through turn taking and patience in waiting for a specific learning material 

in the classroom program (Cossentino, 2005; Regni, 2015). Each material had only one 

copy in the learning environment. Students had to exercise prosocial behaviours while 

waiting to complete the task of their choice when a peer was already engaged with the 

activity.  The collective response of the people observing in this study, confirmed that 
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the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students exercised high levels of persistence to 

work with the material of their choice.  

 

The data confirmed that the students in the Montessori classroom felt a 

strong sense of pride for their learning environment. Specifically, the informant 

stated: 

Yuwa (yes)! They (Papulankutja kids) proud of it! They really proud that 

it’s in Blackstone. They know what they have do but when they go to 

another school they don’t feel comfortable and they think back that 

Blackstone way is better, doing that Montessori. And it’s ninti (smart). 

 

Literature confirmed that within an Aboriginal education program, Aboriginal students 

need to feel pride in their learning environment (Sarra, 2008). The Papulankutja Early 

Childhood students felt proud of their classroom. Current lead policy documents in 

Early Childhood education support the concept of pride for the environment and that it 

comes from students’ culture and language being respected. The response of students to 

teaching and learning practices increases when the learning environment embraces 

children’s culture and language as they feel valued and safe (MCEEDYA, 2010; 

DEEWR, 2009; Department of Education Western Australia, 2012).  

 

6.3.3 Peer modelling 

The data from this study indicated that Montessori pedagogy supported peer 

modelling in the teaching and learning environment. Multi-aged grouping is a key 

characteristic of Montessori classrooms (Cossentino, 2005; Feez, 2010; Lillard, 2005). 

The social environment of the Montessori classroom uses multi-age grouping as a way 

of enhancing the meaningfulness of peer relationships. Multi-age grouping allows the 

student to use these skills in real-life situations (Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011; 

Lillard, 2005). Multi-age grouping reflects a family environment as students aspire to 

the older peers and other students learn to treat those younger with respect and care 

(Montessori Australia Foundation, 2011). Through multi-aged groupings, students 

engage in peer modelling. Peer modelling was evident in the student behaviour of the 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood cohort. Through the practice of peer modelling, 

students are directly and indirectly observing one another. Aboriginal people learn by 

“observation, modelling, imitation” (Harrison, 2011, p. 44) and not just by listening and 

speaking (Harris, 1984; Hughes, More & Williams, 2004).  
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Peer modelling was viewed as central to the culture of the Montessori 

classroom and this aligns with current Aboriginal education literature (Harris, 1984; 

Harrison, 2011, Hughes, More & Williams, 2004). Early Childhood policy documents 

highlight that peer modelling allows children to “mirror, repeat and practice the actions 

of others, either immediately or later” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 36). Peer modelling generated 

positive student behaviour and provided a safe and secure learning environment 

(DEEWR, 2009). Imitation is a key contributor to a child’s neurological development as 

he or she repeats actions within the environment around him or her. This process is 

entitled, “Mirror Neuron Systems” [MNS] (Meltzoff, Williamson & Marshall, 2013). 

Montessori pedagogy supports current research in paediatric neuroscience of MNS and 

aligns with Aboriginal traditions of learning by observation and imitation (Harrison, 

2011).  

 

6.3.4 Summary 

The data by the teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant emphasised 

that remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students responded to Montessori pedagogy in 

three ways: suits students with high transiency; student persistence; and peer modelling. 

Literature highlighted the importance of Montessori pedagogy providing a teaching and 

learning pedagogy that supported and respected Aboriginal culture, traditions and 

history.  

 

6.4 LANGUAGE LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT  

In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning 

and development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

The results of the research suggested that language learning and development 

in a remote Aboriginal early childhood using Montessori pedagogy was supported in 

three ways: One-on-one learning; AIEO participation; and Montessori curriculum and 

development. Current literature in Aboriginal and Early Childhood education support 

these responses.   

 

6.4.1 One-on-one learning 

The findings of this research indicated that one-on-one learning within the 

classroom assisted the teacher and the AIEO’s to cater for the children's specific 

learning needs. The teacher and AIEO’s role within the Montessori environment was to 
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connect the students to the learning materials appropriate to their level of development 

(Cossentino, 2005; Johnson, 2016). The connection process occurred in both SAE and 

Ngaanyatjarra with the teacher and the AIEOs collaborating and promoting the use of 

both languages. Montessori pedagogy uses individualised instruction and students 

receive directions one-on-one. 

 

Current literature in Aboriginal education confirms that students do not 

respond well to large group instruction. Specifically, the remote Early Childhood 

students have limited knowledge of SAE and may only speak Ngaanyatjarra. The 

AIEOs are the main connection for the children as they can communicate in the home 

language. The EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) strongly supports and respects the position of 

students’ home languages. The Montessori classroom observed in this study provided 

one-on-one learning for students in SAE and in Ngaanyatjarra.  

 

6.4.2 AIEO Participation 

Those involved in the data collection, who observed the classroom of this 

study, indicated that the AIEOs participation in the learning environment, especially in 

language development was essential. The AIEOs participation in the classroom 

supported and assisted the students' development of their home language 

(Ngaanyatjarra) and lead to the development of SAE. Literature and policy documents 

in Aboriginal and Early childhood education indicate that the student’s home language 

must be respected, valued and reflected in the teaching and learning practices (DEEWR, 

2009; Harris, 1984; Hughes, More & Williams, 2004; Perso & Hayward, 2015).  

 

The literature on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Officers 

(AIEO’s) is significant to language development in remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

students as AIEO’s provide the link between home and school environment. AIEO’s 

were able to communicate with the students in home language and act as a bridge for 

teachers in SAE. Specifically, DEEWR (2009) stated, “Educators promote learning 

when they value children’s linguistic heritage and with family and community members 

encourage the use of and acquisition of home language and SAE” (p .40). The 

collaboration of the AIEO’s and the teacher both delivering language lessons in SAE 

and Ngaanyatjarra provided a foundation for the two to work together. The teacher and 
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the AIEOs built positive professional relationships to work with the students (DEEWR, 

2009; Harris, 1984; Hughes, More & Williams, 2004; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 

 

6.4.3 Montessori curriculum and development 

The findings of this research indicated that Montessori curriculum and 

practices supported the development of the student’s language in both SAE and in 

Ngaanyatjarra. The development was supported directly and indirectly from the teacher 

and AIEO’s (Regni, 2015). The Montessori curriculum was generally presented in one-

on-one presentations to the children and allowed the teacher and AIEOs to cater to the 

students level of language. Through the use of one-on-one delivery, the child does not 

run the risk of being shamed by his or her peers and assists in the development of self-

confidence. Current literature in Aboriginal education highlights the importance of 

building self-confidence and not shaming students in the educational setting (Harrison, 

2011; Perso & Hayward, 2015; Price, 2012). 

 

6.4.4 Summary 

The data from this research specified that Montessori pedagogy supported 

language learning and development in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program in 

three ways: one-on-one learning; AIEO participation; and Montessori curriculum and 

development. Literature stressed the significance of Montessori pedagogy providing a 

teaching and learning pedagogy that reinforced and appreciated Aboriginal culture, 

especially, the embedding of the Ngaanyatjarra language.   

 

6.5 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  

In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to 

interact within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

The outcomes of the research indicated that community members engaged in 

the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood that was using Montessori pedagogy. Two 

themes evident from the study were: visits from parents and caregivers; and classroom 

environment and structure. Current literature and policy documents in Aboriginal and 

Early Childhood education are consistent with these themes (DEEWR, 2009; DEEWR, 

2016; Department of Education Western Australia, 2015; Guenther, 2012; Harrison & 

Selwood, 2016; Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; National Congress for 

Australia’s First Peoples, 2016; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 
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6.5.1 Visits from parents and caregivers 

The findings of this research point to the positive partnerships between the 

school staff (teachers and AIEO’s) and the parents and caregivers. Current policy 

documents highlight that, “Children thrive when families and educators work together 

in partnership to support young children’s learning” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 9). Montessori 

pedagogy created a positive one-on-one learning environment for parents and caregivers 

to engage in their children’s learning. The data suggested that parents and caregivers 

were able to engage in positive teaching and learning experiences with their child in 

Ngaanyatjarra and in SAE. Current policy documents indicate that schools that work in 

partnership with the community have opportunity for greater success in making 

sustainable change (Department of Education Western Australia, 2012; MCEEDYA, 

2010).  

 

It is essential for schools to build strong relationships with the parents, 

caregivers and wider community. To build strong relationships, all school staff need to 

be patient, respectful and build their knowledge and acceptance of cultural traditions 

community (Commissioner for Children and Young People, 2015; Department of 

Education Western Australia, 2015; Harrison & Selwood, 2016; Lester, 2013; 

McKnight, 2016; Munns, O’Rourke & Bodkin-Andrews, 2013; Nakata, 2007; National 

Congress for Australia’s First Peoples, 2016; Osborne, 2013; Perso & Hayward, 2015). 

The purpose of undertaking this research study was to explore whether the outcomes of 

an alternative Montessori pedagogy would provide a more culturally appropriate 

education for this remote Aboriginal Early Childhood classroom. It would appear from 

the responses of the parents and caregivers that such a curriculum may facilitate greater 

community participation. 

 

6.5.2  Classroom environment and routines 

The data from this study revealed that the Montessori classroom was engaging 

to parents, caregivers and the wider community. In addition, the classroom environment 

fostered positive teaching and learning experiences for the students and their families to 

share with one another. The importance of community involvement is crucial in the link 

between the home and school environment as parents/caregiver and families are 

“children’s first and most influential educators” (DEEWR 2009, p. 5). Early Childhood 

environments should support relationships and engagement of parents, caregivers and 
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the wider community. The Montessori class in this research was clean, organised and 

welcoming to visitors. The aim of Montessori pedagogy is to provide children and 

visitors with learning environment that enhance and support “development of social, 

intellectual and ethical independence” (Montessori Australia Foundation 2011, p. 3).  

 

Current policy documents in Early Childhood education highlight that, learning 

environments should be welcoming to students, parents and caregivers and the 

community (ACECQA, 2010; DEEWR, 2009.). As stated, “Learning environments are 

welcoming spaces when they reflect and enrich the lives and identities of children and 

families participating in the setting and respond to their interests and needs” (EYLF, 

2009, p. 15). Learning environments should permit Aboriginal parents, caregivers and 

the wider community to support their children’s education and attendance. Providing a 

culturally inclusive and best practice teaching and learning environment can “help 

Aboriginal children get the best start to life” (Department of Education Western 

Australia, 2012, p. 5). Evidence from this study into the impact of Montessori pedagogy 

in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program suggests that the classroom 

environment and routines play an important role in engaging parents and caregivers in 

their children's education.  

 

6.5.3 Summary 

The findings of this study highlighted the impact of Montessori pedagogy on 

community engagement in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program in two ways: 

visits from parents and caregivers; and classroom environment and structure. The 

importance of Montessori pedagogy providing a teaching and learning practice that 

strengthened and respected the building of strong relationships with the parents, 

caregivers and wider community in the remote context is well supported by current 

research.  

 

6.6 CONCLUSION 

This chapter provided an explanatory and analytical discussion of the data 

provided in Chapter Five. The data presented for each of the four key themes alongside 

relevant literature according to each specific research question. This chapter provides 

the basis for the final chapter: Chapter Seven: Conclusion.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

7.1 PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

The purpose of the research was to observe and describe the effect of 

Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program to ascertain 

whether this alternative method of education provides a more culturally appropriate 

practice. The Closing the Gap Report 2016 stated that the majority of Indigenous 

children in remote locations are not reaching minimum standards (DPMC, 2016). Thus, 

underpinning this study, is the belief that Aboriginal children must be provided with 

every opportunity to reach, or exceed, minimum standards in literacy and numeracy. 

Montessori pedagogy may enable Aboriginal Early Childhood students in a remote 

community to engage more readily in the learning program, thus supporting the 

development of their literacy and numeracy skills.  

 

7.2 DESIGN OF THE RESEARCH 

The methodological structure underlying this research was that of an individual 

case study. This individual case study of the Early Childhood class in Papulankutja 

Remote Community was explored to better understand the effect of Montessori 

pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program.  The general research 

question for this study was: What is the effect of Montessori pedagogy on Aboriginal 

students in a remote Early Childhood program? The four specific research questions to 

be addressed were: 

1. In what ways do Aboriginal students respond to Montessori pedagogy within a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

2. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on student behaviour within a 

remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

3. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy impacted on language learning and 

development within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

4. In what ways has Montessori pedagogy engaged community members to interact 

within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program? 

 

Data collection methods used were: (a) video recording and an observational 

framework by the teacher-researcher; (b) journal writing by the teacher-researcher; (c) 
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ten observational frameworks completed by the critical friend; and (d) three one-on-one 

interviews with the informant. The teacher-researcher video recorded the classroom 

program at various times during the week to document daily events and activities. The 

data were recorded using the observational framework. The teacher-researcher 

maintained a journal throughout the study recording her annotations and impressions of 

how the participants in the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood class responded to 

Montessori pedagogy. The critical friend observed the program and completed 

observational records (general and individual). 

 

Data analysis consisted of identifying themes through content analysis and use 

of research questions. Content analysis was applied to the journal entries, general 

observational framework, the individual observational framework and transcribed 

informant one-on-one interviews. These forms of data provided anticipatory data 

consolidation through the use of themes and key words. Interim data consolidation was 

utilised through coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). For the data presentation, the 

journal entries, general and individual observational frameworks, and transcribed 

informant one-on-one interviews were colour-coded according to themes. Conclusions 

were drawn directly from the research questions and supported by the data through 

content analysis.  

 

7.3 GENERAL RESEARCH QUESTION ADDRESSED 

What is the effect of Montessori pedagogy on Aboriginal students in a 

remote Early Childhood program? 

 

The findings from this study draw numerous comparisons between Montessori 

pedagogy, traditional Aboriginal child-rearing techniques and The Early Years Learning 

Framework (EYLF) (DEEWR, 2009). The EYLF is the key policy for Early Childhood 

education in Australia. This Framework has five specific principles and outcomes 

(Table 7.1). To address the general research question, links will be drawn between the 

findings of this research into Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program and the five principles of the EYLF.   
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Table 7.1 

Five principles of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009, p. 12-13). 

Principle One Secure, respectful and reciprocal relationships 

Principle Two  Partnerships  

Principle Three High expectations and equity 

Principle Four Respect for diversity 

Principle Five Ongoing learning and reflective practice 

 

7.3.1.1   Principle One: Secure, respectful and reciprocal relationships 

(DEEWR, 2009, p. 12) 

The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant collectively reported that 

the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students of this study were engaged and 

confident in their learning experiences (DEEWR, 2009). Specifically, the informant 

highlighted that the students were engaged and concentrated on their tasks as they were 

of personal interest. She commented, “They are making their choice because they are 

interested.” The students displayed a sense of self-confidence and respect (DEEWR, 

2009). They actively participated in the learning environment both independently and 

with their peers (DEEWR, 2009; Montessori Australia Foundation, 2009). Another 

student response to Montessori pedagogy was that of autonomy. Specifically, the 

critical friend noted the “natural autonomy” of remote Aboriginal students and how this 

response aligns with traditional child-rearing techniques. The Montessori program in 

this study provided the students with a “secure base for exploration and learning” 

(DEEWR, 2009, p. 12).  

 

During the data collection period, the informant observed that the participants 

of this study supported the “visiting students”, that is, students who were stopping over 

for short periods of time in the classroom. The informant commented: 

Yuwa (yes)! They (Papulankutja kids) proud of it! They really proud that 

it’s in Blackstone. They know what they have do but when they go to 

another school they don’t feel comfortable and they think back that 

Blackstone way is better, doing that Montessori. And it’s ninti (smart). 

 

The informant highlighted that the students of the remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

program were proud of their learning environment. The regular students assisted the 
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visiting students attending the program to learn about the responsibilities by a 

combination of teamwork and collaboration with their peers. The students, teacher-

researcher and AIEOs interacted in ways that demonstrated the secure, respectful 

relationships that they had developed in the learning environment. 

 

7.3.1.2   Principle Two: Partnerships (DEEWR, 2009, p. 12) 

 The teacher-researcher commented on the strategies that she employed when 

working one-on-one with AIEOs to prepare the Montessori Language materials. This 

process of the adults collaborating together helped the students to directly develop their 

skills in SAE and promoted the partnership between the teacher-researcher and the 

AIEOs. An example of working in partnership with the AIEOs in the learning 

environment was the use of sandpaper letters. Specifically, the informant noted that the 

teacher-researcher and the AIEOs were able to work together to cater for language 

development needs specific to the student’s level of SAE and Ngaanyatjarra. She 

commented: 

I can see the difference that when there’s a big group to when there is one-

on-one learning. There is interference in the big group and then there’s 

nothing when it’s one-on-one. Those tjitji (child), they learning. Yuwa 

(yes), walykumunu (good). 

 

Montessori pedagogy provided the teacher-researcher and the AIEOs with a 

structure to engage in one-on-one active teaching and learning in Ngaanyatjarra and 

SAE (DEEWR, 2009; Montessori Australia Foundation, 2009). In addition, one-on-one 

learning provided a structure for parents, caregivers and families to engage in the 

teaching and learning environment (DEEWR, 2009). The research showed that parents, 

caregivers and the wider community were welcomed into the classroom environment 

and engaged in active participation and learning with their child. Specifically, the 

critical friend remarked that when parents and caregivers visited the program “they feel 

comfortable and validated.” This statement by the critical friend is evidence of a 

culturally sensitive and genuine partnership between students, parents, caregivers, 

community members, AIEOs and the teacher-researcher. The teacher-researcher and the 

AIEOs worked together to share ideas and collectively make curriculum decisions. The 

teacher-researcher felt privileged to work alongside Ngaanyatjarra people in the day-to-

day classroom routines and especially in conducting this study. 
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7.3.1.3   Principle Three: High expectations and equality (DEEWR, 2009, 

p. 12) 

The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant reported that the students 

were able to freely select their own work and carry out the learning tasks with minimal 

teacher interruption. The students demonstrated levels of high expectation as they were 

independently accountable for their learning (DEEWR, 2009). Specifically, the teacher-

researcher noted that students were able to pause and restart their learning activity when 

they wished. The teacher-researcher observed an example: 

After fourteen minutes, the student indicated she was getting tired and 

would like to pause the work. The student collected her laminated name 

from the wall and places it at her desk. Subsequently, no other students were 

allowed to touch this work.  

 

The action of pausing the learning activity highlighted the student’s ability to recognise 

when she required a short break. In addition, the student’s peers respected her choice to 

pause and did not interfere with the activity. The process of pausing and returning to the 

activity provided a clear practice to ensure “all children have opportunities to achieve 

learning outcomes” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13).  

 

The informant commented on the concentration levels observed. She noted: 

The difference in Montessori is when tjitji (child) come in (to the 

classroom) and they (the child) chose what they want to do. They really 

focus on what they trying to do. The teacher can come, sit down and work 

with the tjitji (child). There is no other humbugging cause they’re (the 

other students) all doing other work (pointing around the different parts of 

the room). They are making their choice because they interested. 

 

Students held high expectations of themselves in the Montessori learning environment. 

Independently the students took ownership of their learning experiences (Montessori 

Australia Foundation, 2009). As a result, the students were able to “achieve educational 

success” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13).  

 

The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant commented on the 

presence of peer modelling within the program. For example, the critical friend stated, 

“older students model positive classroom behaviours and the younger students copy 

these behaviours.” Through peer modelling, students were able to demonstrate their 

learning experiences to those visiting the classroom. Students, parents, caregivers and 
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family members interacted in a positive way showing reciprocal relationships. The 

informant highlighted an example of positive relationships. She remarked: 

Yuwa (yes), I see when the mummy comes in to sit down in the class. She 

(the mummy) is watching, looking after the kids and helping them in 

Ngaanyatjarra. Sitting down one on one with her child. 

 

This observation made by the informant is evidence that Montessori pedagogy involves 

students, parents, caregivers and family members as active participants in their child’s 

learning. These opportunities provided practices for effective “inclusion and 

participation” in students' learning (DEEWR, 2009, p.13).  

  

7.3.1.4   Principle Four: Respect for diversity (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13) 

The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant noted that the Montessori 

curriculum and practices in the program supported the “values and beliefs of the 

individual families and communities” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13). The findings indicated 

that the needs of the children and their families were being incorporated into the 

classroom routine. Specifically, the critical friend stated that the language development 

and learning program “made allowances for one-on-one teacher learning” with the 

teacher-researcher and the AIEO’s. The program respected the students’ culture and 

most importantly, home language. As stated in the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009), “respecting 

diversity means within the curriculum valuing and reflecting the practices, values and 

beliefs of families” (p. 13). The Montessori program in this study aimed to respect 

diversity by supporting the students, their families and the wider community’s values 

and beliefs.  

 

The teacher-researcher, critical friend and informant commented on the high 

transiency of students in the program. As stated in the context chapter, students of the 

program often travelled to other remote communities for cultural events and may arrive 

late during the classroom learning routine. For example, the teacher-researcher 

remarked: 

Within the first sixty-minutes of the session, three students arrived 

separately. Each student entered the classroom, selected a work quietly and 

began independently. Minimal disruption was made to others. 

 

The program respected the students and families’ traditional practices and heritage by 

providing a classroom routine that minimalised the impact on student learning if the 
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student was late to class or absent. The Montessori classroom routine provided an 

independent and autonomous teaching and learning environment for students. 

 

Aboriginal children are encouraged to be autonomous (Harrison & Sellwood, 

2016). Self-reliance is a key characteristic of traditional child-rearing techniques 

(Harrison & Sellwood, 2016). The fourth principle of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) 

highlighted that educators must support “histories, cultures, languages, traditions, child 

rearing practices and lifestyle choices of families” (p. 13). The findings of this study 

confirmed that the classroom supported autonomy and self-reliance. For example, the 

informant commented in an interview: 

I started to see kids focusing on what they wanted to do. And I was 

thinking “wow, this is good, this is a good way of learning”. Cause if we 

have kids with problems like hearing, “they can’t sit down and then they 

get up quick”. But they are sitting down… (With the teacher) and taking 

time… one-on-one… they not getting up and coming and going. (Then 

other kids start) Thinking “Hey! She’s not walking out, she’s just doing it” 

and then they thinking “Hey! I’ll just sit down do something like that” 

Yuwa (yes), and it works for the tjitji (child), cause all the little kids, they 

want to do something by themselves, yuwa (yes). So it’s a really good way 

of teaching, with Montessori. 

 

This observation by the informant is evidence of the respect for diversity in the 

Montessori program. The teaching and learning experiences can be presented in SAE or 

in Ngaanyatjarra by the teacher-researcher and the AIEOs. The students are “born 

belonging to a culture” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13). The Montessori Early Childhood 

program supported and respected the students, families and wider communities 

Ngaanyatjarra culture.  

 

7.3.1.5   Principle Five: Ongoing learning and reflective practice (DEEWR, 

2009, p. 13) 

The informant observed that the AIEOs of the program provided a crucial link 

between the students’ home and school life. The AIEOs were able to communicate to 

the students in their home language, Ngaanyatjarra. The teacher-researcher and the 

AIEOs collaborated on a regular basis. The teacher-researcher worked one-on-one with 

AIEOs to present a range of Montessori materials in Practical Life, Sensorial Education, 

Mathematics but especially Language, to cater to the child’s current level of 

development in both Ngaanyatjarra and SAE. The teacher-researcher and the AIEOs 
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became co-learners and worked together to build their professional knowledge of 

Montessori teaching and learning practices. For example the teacher-researcher 

commented: 

The AIEO worked one-on-one with a six-year old student on a mat to 

present the letters f, j and r in the three-period lesson formant. The AIEO 

checked the student sandpaper letters record sheet to identify which sounds 

the student was currently working on. The AIEO used the child’s home 

language (Ngaanyatjarra).  

 

This statement by the teacher-researcher reinforces the AIEOs professional teaching and 

learning practice with students. The teacher-researcher and AIEOs collaborated to 

discuss the process to complete the sandpaper letters presentation with the student 

sandpaper letters record sheet. The AIEOs presented educational lessons to the children 

in Ngaanyatjarra instructional language however, the content was communicated in 

SAE. AIEOs of the program are the bridge between the students’ home and school life 

(DEEWR, 2009).  

 

7.3.2 Conclusion 

The findings of this research have been linked to the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009). 

The specific research questions related to student response, student behaviour, language 

learning and development, and community engagement. The findings of this research 

clearly indicate the potential for Montessori pedagogy as a viable alternative practice of 

education for remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students. Section 5.2 described the 

findings of this research directly relating to the four specific research questions. The 

researcher of this study noticed a strong link between the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) and 

the specific research questions. These findings were strongly reflected in the five 

principles of the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) and the four specific research questions.  

 

7.4 SUMMARY 

This research has made a contribution to the scholarly debate on Montessori 

pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. Due to the limited 

body of literature in the area, the study indicated that Aboriginal students in a remote 

Early Childhood program may be constructed with a readymade disposition to 

Montessori pedagogy. Tjitayi (2013) commented on Anangu (Aboriginal) education and 

the need to find an education process that supports Aboriginal children. She noted: 
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If a tree is not growing properly, we have to seek really hard to find the 

problem. When we look at the tree, we see only to top part but we need to 

look deeper at the roots. We must look deep inside to see what is not working. 

In Anangu education, sometimes we spend all out time looking at the leaves 

and the branches, but we need to look well below the group to understand 

what is it really happening to our children…We need to see the education 

process as beginning from a seed and think about how we can support the 

growth of our children to stand strong on their own (p. 10).  

 

Within the Montessori pedagogy program observed in this study, the Early Childhood 

students learnt to take responsibility for their own learning and to be purposeful. 

Additionally, the students learnt to be persistent, not give up on a challenging task and 

recognised the benefits of sharing with others. Remote Aboriginal Early Childhood 

students exercise high levels of autonomy within traditional Aboriginal child-rearing 

techniques and Montessori pedagogy supports these behaviours.  

 

7.5 IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE PROFESSION 

The research on Montessori pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early 

Childhood program has implications for the following stakeholders: 

 Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 

encompassing, Department of Education Western Australia and the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network 

 Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) encompassing Montessori 

Australia Foundation 

 Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers (AIEOs) 

 Parents, caregivers and wider community of Papulankutja Remote Community 

 University’s School of Education 

 Remote Teaching Service 

 

7.5.1 Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 

encompassing, Department of Education Western Australia and the 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network 

This study has implications for The Department of Education, Employment 

and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) encompassing, Department of Education Western 

Australia and the Ngaanyatjarra Lands School Network. Trialling an alternative method 

of education may address “closing the gap” (DEEWR, 2016, p.1) between Indigenous 
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and non-Indigenous students in Australia. Montessori pedagogy in a remote Aboriginal 

Early Childhood program may have the capacity to align traditional child-rearing 

techniques and the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009). Government agencies of Australia who are 

designing curriculum for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students might well 

consider this study. 

 

7.5.2 Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) encompassing Montessori 

Australia Foundation (MAF) 

This study has implications for the Association Montessori Internationale 

(AMI) and specifically, Montessori Association Foundation (MAF) in Australia. The 

process of delivering Montessori training may need to be reconsidered to make the 

pedagogy more accessible to teachers and AIEO’s in remote Aboriginal communities. 

In addition, Montessori training could be extended to parents, caregivers and the wider 

community to build strong partnerships between the school and wider community. The 

teacher-researcher acknowledges the issues that surround Aboriginal education are 

complex and no single alternative method of education would contest these concerns. 

However, Montessori pedagogy should be acknowledged as an alternative method of 

education in a remote Aboriginal setting.  

 

7.5.3 Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers (AIEOs) 

This study has implications for the training of Aboriginal and Islander 

Education Officers (AIEOs). AIEOs are the bridge between the students’ home and 

school life. Therefore, AIEOs should be provided with adequate initial and ongoing 

training to support their professional development. Particularly, the Department of 

Education Western Australia could reconsider the current education support training 

programs for AIEOs to include an introduction to Montessori teaching and learning 

practices, especially in remote Aboriginal contexts.  

 

7.5.4 Parents, caregivers and wider community of Papulankutja (Blackstone) 

Remote Community 

The findings of this research indicate active participation of parents, caregivers 

and the wider community can provide strong teaching and learning opportunities for 

students in remote Aboriginal Early Childhood classrooms. This research clearly 

highlights the importance of the role of parents and caregivers in their children’s 
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development and the school. Parents, caregivers and wider community should be 

included in children’s teaching and learning environment as they are the first teachers in 

a child’s life. The implication of this study lies in the need for parents, caregivers and 

wider community of Papulankutja (Blackstone) Remote Community and schools to 

work side-by-side to support students’ learning and development.  

 

7.5.5 University’s School of Education 

This study has implications for University’s School of Education providers. 

Pre-service teachers could be alerted to alternative methods of education, including 

Montessori pedagogy. Current Aboriginal education literature stated that “little change” 

(DMPC, 2016, p. 6) has been made to closing the gap between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students. University’s School of Education providers may wish to provide 

more information on alternative methods to deliver a more culturally relevant teaching 

and learning environment for Indigenous students.  

 

7.5.6 Remote Teaching Service (RTS) programs 

This study has implications for the Remote Teaching Service (RTS) programs 

in Australia. Remote Teaching Service (RTS) programs aim to provide teachers in 

remote schools with a solid foundation of information for working with remote 

Indigenous students and building relationships with the parents, caregivers and 

members of the wider community (Department of Education Western Australia, 2016). 

The programs may need to be adapted to provide teachers who are beginning their work 

with Early Childhood students in remote Aboriginal communities with information 

regarding alternative educational approaches to better suit traditional Aboriginal child-

rearing techniques. An alternative approach that could be discussed with beginning 

teachers is Montessori pedagogy.  

 

7.6 FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

This study suggests two future research possibilities. Firstly, a longitudinal 

study could be undertaken that observes the Papulankutja Campus Early Childhood 

students over an extended period of time, for example, one to five years. The study 

could be undertaken at the beginning and end of each school year. A longitudinal study 

would allow for fine-tuning of the current study and for possible greater generalisation 

of Montessori pedagogy within a remote Aboriginal Early Childhood program. 
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Secondly, the research could be extended to several simultaneous studies 

across a variety of contexts. The current study focused on the Ngaanyatjarra Lands 

School Network, Papulankutja Campus Early Childhood students. The study could be 

expanded to include Kiwirrkurra Campus Early Childhood students as this classroom 

piloted Montessori pedagogy in 2012. Research could be extended to other Montessori 

pedagogy programs in Indigenous programs in Australia. For example (a) Torres Strait 

Islands: Thursday Island, Badu, Kubin, Boigu, Iama, Poruma and Erub (b) Aurukun, 

Cape York, (c) Lockhart River, Cape York, (d) Redfern, New South Wales, and (e) 

Armidale, New South Wales. The future research possibility could lead to greater 

capacity for generalisation and cross-context comparison.  

 

7.7 PERSONAL IMPACT 

The motivation for this research stemmed from the researcher’s involvement 

and passion in remote Aboriginal education in two of the most remote communities in 

Australia. The researcher was concerned about the quality of education being provided 

to Aboriginal students in these remote contexts. She feels that the findings from this 

study suggest that Montessori pedagogy has the potential to provide a more culturally 

relevant teaching and learning practice for remote Aboriginal Early Childhood students. 

The researcher believes that Montessori pedagogy provides a practice where the 

classroom teacher and AIEOs can work together in the learning environment. 

Montessori pedagogy accepts the “histories, culture, languages, traditional, child-rearing 

practices and lifestyle choices” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 13) of the Ngaanyatjarra families. 

Montessori pedagogy allowed the researcher to build relationships with AIEOs, parents 

and the wider community that are friendships for life. In fact, Montessori pedagogy was 

the vehicle for providing the initial connection. From her studies, the researcher believes 

that the Montessori classroom is a unique teaching and learning environment as the 

space belongs to the students and not to the teacher. The teacher only prepares the 

environment. The parents, caregivers, wider community and AIEOs feel safe and secure 

entering the learning environment because the children have ownership, not the teacher. 

The researcher took the initiative to undertake her own research into Montessori 

pedagogy. From this research, she has confirmed her passion in Aboriginal education 

specifically, Early Childhood education students and Montessori pedagogy. Since the 

completion of the research, she has travelled to Italy to complete the Association 
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Montessori Internationale (AMI) Primary Diploma and has been exposed to a method of 

education that supports Indigenous students’ culture and their natural development.  
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Appendix A  

Teacher-researcher: Observational Framework (Sample) 
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Appendix A  

Teacher-researcher: Observational Framework (Example) 
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Appendix B 

Critical Friend: General Observational Framework Part A (Sample) 
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Appendix B 

Critical Friend: General Observational Framework Part A (Example) 
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Appendix B 

Critical Friend: General Observational Framework Part B (Sample) 

 
 

 



 

 125 

Appendix B 

Critical Friend: General Observational Framework Part B (Example) 
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Appendix C 

Critical Friend: Individual Observational Framework Part A (Sample) 
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Appendix C 

Critical Friend: Individual Observational Framework Part A (Example) 
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Appendix C 

Critical Friend: Individual Observational Framework Part B (Sample) 
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Appendix C 

Critical Friend: Individual Observational Framework Part B (Example) 
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Appendix D 

Informant: Transcribed one-on-one interview (Example) 
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Appendix E 

Human Research Ethics Committee Approval from The University of Notre Dame  
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Appendix F 

Government of Western Australia, Department of Education Approval Letter 
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Appendix G 

Ngaanyatjarra Lands Council Research Agreement 
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Appendix H 

Participant information sheets and consent forms  
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