
 
 

A Montessori Approach to Discipline 
 

In Montessori education, children are encouraged to develop independence, self-discipline, 
and a strong sense of order. Understanding this mindset is key to a Montessori approach to 
discipline, both at school and at home. 
 
The Importance of Consistency and Clear Expectations 
Young children thrive on consistency. This means that all adults in the household must have 
the same expectations and respond to behaviors in a consistent way. When expectations 
vary, it confuses children and undermines their understanding of what is acceptable 
behavior. For example, if a child demands five more minutes of playtime and sometimes 
gets a “yes” and other times a “no,” they will be left wondering why the response changes. 
This is why it’s essential to set clear, consistent boundaries and stick to them, even when it’s 
inconvenient. 
 
Children often test limits as a way to explore and understand their environment, not 
necessarily because they want to misbehave. When a child pushes boundaries, they are 
simply trying to figure out what makes the adult “tick”—when is a limit flexible, and when is it 
firm? By providing clear and consistent limits, children feel secure in knowing what to expect, 
which reduces confusion and frustration. 
 
Preventing Negative Behaviors 
A proactive approach can help prevent many negative behaviors. Recognizing signs that 
your child may be approaching a limit can help you redirect their energy before things 
escalate. Some children benefit from advanced warnings before transitions (e.g., “We’ll be 
going outside soon. Finish up your book, and we’ll be ready”). Others may respond better to 
offering a couple of choices (e.g., “It’s time to go to bed. Would you like to pick a book to 
read, or would you prefer to sing a lullaby?”). By anticipating triggers and offering choices, 
you can reduce the likelihood of power struggles and increase cooperation. 
 
Handling Difficult Behavior 
Despite our best efforts, children will sometimes lose control. In these moments, it’s important 
to remain calm and consistent. Here’s a step-by-step guide to handling difficult behavior in a 
Montessori-inspired way: 
 

• Stay Calm and Control Your Reactions 
Even if you feel upset, it’s important to speak in a calm and measured tone. Children 
need to see that the adult is in control of the situation, which helps them regain their 
own composure. 

 
• State the Behavior and the Limit 

In a clear, matter-of-fact tone, name the behavior and the limit: “I see that you threw 
your toys, and now your room is a mess. It’s not okay to throw things.” This sets a firm 
but non-judgmental boundary. 
 



 
• Allow Time to Calm Down 

When a child is upset, they may not be ready to talk about their behavior right away. 
Give them space to calm down. Avoid engaging in conversations about the behavior 
during this time. We talk about "calming the body" at school, and this idea is just as 
important at home. If the child is unable to calm themselves, offer them a simple 
choice: “Would you like to sit in the kitchen or hold my hand while you calm down?” If 
they cannot make a choice, be prepared to guide them: “I’ll hold your hand until you 
feel calm enough to talk.” 
 

Avoid setting arbitrary time limits. Some children may need only a few minutes to regain 
control, while others may require more time. The key is to allow your child to determine when 
they are ready to engage. 
 

• Give a Logical Consequence 
The consequence should be directly tied to the behavior. Instead of using generic 
consequences like taking away a favorite toy (which may have no meaning to the 
child), choose something related to the situation: “We can have breakfast once you 
clean up the toys,” or “I can see you’re not ready to join us in the kitchen. Would you 
like to read a book in your room or stay in the living room while I cook dinner?” This 
teaches children that their actions have natural consequences. 
 

• Follow Through Consistently 
If you set a consequence, be prepared to follow through, even if it takes longer than 
expected. If you expect your child to clean up before breakfast, stay firm, even if it 
means taking more time than planned. It’s essential to avoid arguing or negotiating. 
Simply restate the expectation, like: “It’s time to clean up. You can have breakfast 
after you’ve cleaned up.” Repeat this calmly, without adding more dialogue. The 
more consistent you are, the more your child will understand that the limits you set are 
non-negotiable. 
 

Staying Consistent Through Challenges 
Changing discipline approaches can be difficult, and the first few days or weeks may be the 
hardest. However, once your child understands that the rules are clear and consistent, they 
will feel less inclined to test those limits. Consistency is key! Also, practicing calming 
techniques, such as deep breaths or alone time, during neutral moments (when things are 
calm) can help your child regulate their emotions when difficult situations arise. 
 
Positive Attention and Encouragement 
Most attention-seeking behaviors can be minimized or avoided by providing positive 
attention. Montessori children thrive when they are given opportunities to help and take on 
responsibilities. Incorporating tasks that allow your child to feel independent, like setting the 
table or helping with chores, can foster a sense of accomplishment and purpose. 
In addition, ramping up positive attention can go a long way. Aim to provide at least three 
positive comments for every instance of discipline. For example, you might say: 

• “You did a great job washing the dishes today—thank you for helping!” 
• “You were so responsible when you walked to the car without running.” 
• “I love how gently you’re playing with the dog.” 



Descriptive, meaningful praise helps children feel noticed and valued. It also teaches them 
that positive behaviors are the best way to receive attention. By giving more attention to 
positive behaviors and less to negative ones, children learn that they can earn praise for 
doing the right thing, rather than seeking it through misbehavior. 
 
Conclusion 
A Montessori approach to discipline emphasizes clear boundaries, consistency, and respect 
for the child’s developing independence. By maintaining calm, giving children the time they 
need to regulate themselves, and offering logical consequences, you help them learn 
responsibility and self-discipline. Providing positive attention and praise further reinforces 
good behavior, fostering a healthy and supportive environment for your child to thrive. Stay 
patient and consistent, and remember that discipline is a tool for teaching, not punishing. 
 


