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Abstract 

The intent of this study was to learn about children’s ability for independent conflict 

resolution in the Montessori early childhood classroom. The literature led to reviews of Conflict 

Resolution Education over the last six decades, the impact of the family’s styles of parenting on 

children’s understanding of conflict, and the pertinence of executive function and social 

emotional learning on a child's ability to effectively engage in independent conflict resolution. 

The teacher and aide created and used a collection tracking form for Pre- and Posttest for 

Frequency and Types of Conflicts, with 10 categories to determine the typical level of conflict 

over a two-week span. The teacher/researcher then engaged students in an eight-week 

intervention introducing techniques for peaceful resolution of conflict through read-alouds, 

conflict resolution instruction, breathing techniques, and circle time discussion. A parent survey 

was emailed to parents with the intent to gather results on parenting styles, but did not yield 

useful results. The pretest and post test instruments used revealed a 36% decrease in overall 

requests for adult intervention, with children engaging in independent resolutions in most areas 

of concern. Children were able to learn techniques that improved independent conflict resolution. 

Peace education and independent conflict resolution require regular, long-term attention to help 

students internalize the techniques and benefits of conflict resolution education. 

 

Key words: Conflict resolution education, Executive Function, Social Emotional Learning 

positive discipline, peace education, Montessori Method, normalization, emotional 

comprehension 
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Literature Review 

Introduction 

Every day across the United States, teachers are called upon to referee children’s conflicts 

in the classroom. In 2000, Stevahn, Johnson, and Wahl conducted a study on the effectiveness of 

conflict resolution training of 80 kindergartners. They found that the frequency of conflict occurs 

at the rate of 5-8 per hour (Stevahn et al., 2000). If a teacher were to spend four minutes 

resolving each of eight conflicts per hour, teaching time would be cut in half. Conflict resolution 

cannot be the sole province of the teacher, but can students learn to independently resolve their 

own minor problems? Can young students learn to differentiate between major and minor 

conflicts? Perhaps. One possible answer to those questions lies in the Montessori Method, which 

strives to make students independent in all aspects of life. 

This literature review will examine conflict resolution from its start in the home to the 

history of conflict resolution education as part of most public schools. We will review 

contemporary research on direct instruction of conflict resolution and finally, the current 

understanding and research on the neurological role of the brain in understanding the improving 

handling of conflict. Let us begin with defining conflict resolution as a process allowing two or 

more parties to move from disagreement to agreement in a peaceful manner. Conflict resolution 

education (CRE) intends to teach this process to children. 

The Family’s Contribution to Conflict Resolution 

The family unit is a child’s first exposure to understanding and learning about conflict 

and resolution. Grusec (2011) outlined the connection between children, families, and social 

emotional learning. Children require parental support to feel some degree of control over their 

actions.  
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Conflict between family members—whether involving parent and child, or two children, 

or more family members—begins a child’s understanding of social interaction and behavior used 

to achieve desirable outcomes. If children always have an adult acting as referee, they do not 

learn self-control and valuable social skills. Children who learn how to generalize conflict 

resolution skills to home, school, and non-school environments maximize the benefits of these 

skills and their quality of relationships (Johnson & Johnson, 2002, p. 36). Children who 

experience childhood trauma often struggle with relationships and academics. 

Jimenez, et al (2016) performed a secondary analysis of data from the Fragile Families 

and Child Wellbeing Study, a national urban birth cohort. This study included 1,007 urban 

children who had at least one adverse childhood experience (ACE) and sometimes greater than 

three.  

 This study revealed strong links between ACEs in early childhood and poor academic 

readiness by the end of kindergarten, which place children at elevated risk for poor 

educational achievement and subsequent health. Thus, adverse outcomes associated with 

ACE exposure begin in early childhood and impact multiple aspects of children’s lives. 

The findings from this study underscore the need for integrated cross-sector approaches 

to enhance the development of vulnerable children (Jimenez et al, 2016). 

 Teachers need to be sensitive to a child’s family situation as they observe and evaluate a 

child’s ability to engage in conflict resolution education. A school-aged child experiences a 

whole new set of opportunities to observe and practice conflict-resolution practices. The child’s 

teacher models conflict resolution techniques. Not all teachers have had exposure to positive 

conflict resolution and may rely on more authoritarian models to solve conflict. To mitigate this 

fact, most schools have some type of conflict resolution education, but often teachers can feel 
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overwhelmed by the implementation due to the time constraints that are imposed for academic 

pursuits. 

  The problem that many educators and administrators have regarding teaching con ict-

resolution skills is that it takes time away from academic readiness skills; test scores in subject 

areas such as mathematical and reading skills are important. This causes teachers to engage in a 

de cit mentality—the idea that if time is given to one subject, it must be taken away from 

another. They do not consider the idea that con ict resolution skills can actually be embedded in 

the daily curriculum (Jenkins, 2008). 

  Effective conflict-resolution instruction in school can create more efficient classrooms 

and thereby provide more time for learning. Schools have strived to achieve this goal for the last 

65 years. 

History of Conflict Resolution Education in Schools 

The 1960s was a decade devoted to the culture of freedom, peace, and basic human 

rights. During this time, many public schools adopted conflict resolution education programs to 

address classroom disruptions and to reduce anti-social behavior. These programs were seen as 

inexpensive curatives and remain popular to this day. A meta-analysis of conflict resolution 

education by Garrard and Lipsey (2007) identified 36 studies meeting their criteria for conflict 

resolution education programs. “No formal records document the prevalence of CRE-type 

programs, but knowledgeable estimates suggest that 8,500 to 20,400 of the approximately 86,000 

public schools in the United States have some sort of conflict resolution education program 

curricula” (p. 10). Garrard and Lipsey indicated that CRE programs were an attempt to respond 

to increases in school violence, and CRE programs were pursued by teachers trying to reduce 

disruptive classroom behaviors. This meta-analysis spanned ages from five to seventeen years 
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old. Most CRE falls into one of three delivery formats: direct skills instruction, peer mediation, 

or embedded curriculum.  

CRE programs focus on a wide array of skills such as negotiation strategies, collaborative 

solution-seeking, active listening, restorative justice, and conflict coaching. This vast body of 

CRE led Gerrard and Lipsey to recognize that the effectiveness of specific programs is variable. 

Researchers began to examine why some children responded to CRE better than others. 

Many programs focused on peer mediation curricula delivered in group settings, either 

intact classrooms or some other small group format. While the meta-analysis of this issue 

demonstrates that conflict resolution education is particularly useful with adolescents, the studies 

did not determine the efficacy in younger groups. The study focused on CRE’s effect on anti-

social behaviors, such as violence-aggression behaviors and bullying. This may in part explain 

why it was not effective for younger groups, since those behaviors are less identified in younger 

ages. Also, the studies were not culturally diverse enough to be generalized to all environments. 

The analysis recommended that additional studies measure the efficacy of this potentially 

beneficial and cost-effective programming. 

In the 1970’s, Psychologist Karl Pribram coined the term executive function (EF) to 

describe the functions of the prefrontal cortex that control reasoning, working memory, and self-

control—all necessary attributes for understanding conflict resolution. Conflict resolution 

education grew over time to include a deeper look at executive function and the individual’s 

ability to effectively resolve conflict. 

In the early 2000’s, researchers began looking at executive function in younger children 

and investigating whether its development could enhance creativity, flexibility, self-control, and 

discipline. Holmes, Kim-Spoon, and Deeter-Deckard (2017) analyzed the relationship between 
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executive function and peer problems though their longitudinal study, including students in early 

childhood through middle adolescence. They found that students experiencing higher levels of 

peer conflict also had lower levels of executive function, indicative of problem behaviors and 

social dysfunction.   

Understanding Executive Function and Emotional Comprehension 

Diamond and Lee (2011) found that executive function could be improved through 

computer training, with limited transfer, and through aerobic activity and traditional martial arts 

instruction, with greater efficacy. The latter two methods engage the whole child, with body 

movements dictated by mental discipline, and mental discipline shaped by body movements.  

Emotional comprehension is necessary for conflict resolution. Cao et al. studied 90 

Chinese children ages 3-6, administering the Test of Emotional Comprehension. Teachers 

evaluate students’ conflict resolution abilities using the Conflict Resolution Strategy 

Questionnaire and compare the results. 

The results showed that: (a) the preference of conflict resolution strategies differed in 

age, and girls tended to adopt positive strategies; (b) children's emotional comprehension 

grew with age; and (c) children's conflict resolution strategies and emotional 

comprehension were closely related. Children's emotional comprehension can positively 

predict the overall conflict resolution strategies and negatively predict negative strategies, 

whereas mental emotional comprehension can positively predict positive strategies. (Cao 

et al., 2023, p. 1) 

How do students develop emotional comprehension? Browning, Davis, and Resta (2000) report 

that children are naturally egocentric, focusing on their own needs until they learn how to resolve 

conflict in an equitable way instead of simply an egocentric manner. As a result, it is contingent 
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upon the adults in children’s lives to offer instruction to positively teach conflict resolution. 

Conflict resolution begins with children understanding their own feelings and learning to 

understand the feelings of others. Beyond that, children need to learn how to think through social 

conflicts step by step to discover resolutions. Direct classroom instruction can provide strategies 

for both tasks (p. 233). 

Social-Emotional Learning 

Social-emotional learning (SEL) focuses on helping students develop executive function, 

understand emotion, and resolve conflicts. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines the term this way: 

We define social and emotional learning (SEL) as an integral part of education and 

human development. SEL is the process through which all young people and adults 

acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, 

manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for 

others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 

decisions. (2025) 

CASEL goes on to outline the many benefits of social emotional learning: “an education 

that promotes SEL has a positive impact on a wide range of outcomes, including academic 

performance, healthy relationships, mental wellness, and more” (2025). All of these benefits 

derive from the basic human need for social connection. Nelson and DeLorenzo (2021) reference 

Seppälä: 

'The truth of the matter is that a sense of social connection is one of our fundamental 

human needs.'  Her research says that when we strive for material gain, social status, or 

accolades, we are really trying to find our social belonging and significance. In the same 
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article, Dr. Brené Brown is quoted 'A deep sense of love and belonging is an irresistible 

need of all people. We are biologically, cognitively, physically, and spiritually wired to 

love, to be loved, and to belong. When those needs are not met, we don't function as we 

were meant to. We break. We fall apart. We numb. We ache. We hurt others. We get sick.' 

(p. 15) 

Social-emotional learning programs provide direct instruction on strategies for developing 

executive function, improving empathy, and resolving conflicts. Teachers must also create a 

classroom environment that encourages students to independently use these strategies. 

 Conclusion 

The research demonstrates that conflict-resolution education is critical to student success. 

From the 1960’s onward, many schools developed various programs to teach CRE. It is 

considered an inexpensive and productive tool. For students to gain the ability to independently 

resolve conflicts, they must develop their executive function: the ability to control mind and 

body. In addition to developing executive function, students also must learn to monitor their own 

emotions and read and respond to the emotions of others. Direct instruction can help students 

develop both their executive function and emotional intelligence, making effective choices about 

their actions within a social environment. This direct instruction must lead to opportunities for 

peer-to-peer problem solving, in which students use what they have learned to peacefully reach 

resolutions with others. 

Social-emotional learning focuses on helping students gain these twin capacities for 

executive function and emotional regulation. This approach can reduce conflicts within the 

classroom, help students develop healthy self-image, facilitate socialization and friendship 

formation, and even enhance academic performance. Can the inclusion of direct instruction in 
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social-emotional learning enhance the peace education already foundational to the Montessori 

Method? 

Montessori Connections 

Peace education in the Montessori classroom begins with the Montessori Method, both in 

terms of its historical development and its modern application. This method already emphasizes 

creating peace between children in the classroom, but it can also include new social-emotional 

learning (SEL) strategies for helping children manage their own emotions and resolve conflicts 

with peers. Using a combination of strategies, teachers can help realize Montessori’s dream that 

children can become a promise of peace for the world. 

The Montessori Method: Origins    

      Montessori lived in a time of change. The emerging fields of psychology and 

anthropology were rapidly developing. Scientists were becoming aware of both the health and 

psychology of children, delving into an area that had been largely ignored. Sigmund Feud, Carl 

Jung, and Albert Adler worked at the same time as Montessori, and she both learned from and 

influenced these great thinkers. Additionally, Italian education specifically was undergoing a 

radical change. In The Secret of Childhood (1966), Montessori references a speech by Victor 

Emmanuel III, King of Italy in 1900, declaring the coming era to be “the century of the child.”  

She goes on to describe these exciting developments in the foreword of The Discovery of the 

Child: 

Times have changed, and science has made great progress, and so has our work; But our 

principles have only been confirmed, and along with them are conviction that mankind 

can hope for a solution to its problems, among which the most urgent are those of peace 

and unity, only by turning its attention and energies to the discovery of the child and to 
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the development of the great potentialities of the human personality in the course of its 

formation. (Montessori, 1967, p. ix-x) 

            Montessori dedicated herself to the discovery of the child when she opened Casa dei 

Bambini in 1907, her first place of observation of children. It was the birth of an educational 

reform movement. The American Montessori Society (AMS) website refers to this key period: 

“Maria Montessori initially practiced psychiatry but soon shifted her focus to education, studying 

pedagogy and questioning existing methods for teaching children with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities” (AMS).  

          In her classroom, Montessori applied her scientific approach to observation, a method 

modern Montessorians use regularly in their own classrooms. Observation of children’s learning 

led Montessori to develop a learning model called “the Four Planes of Development.” By 

recognizing the natural interests of the child, Montessori mapped out sensitive periods of 

learning occurring in the ages of 0-24 years old. She observed significant transformational gains 

during the years 0-6, which she coined as the absorbent mind. 

Figure 1:  

The Four Planes of Development, 
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Association Montessori Internationale 

Montessori recognized that each plane held its own focus and sensitivity for development in 

specific areas. Children display an amazing capacity for learning during these sensitive periods. 

By providing didactic materials and experience-rich environments, teachers can help children 

begin self-construction. 

            Over the course of her career, Montessori came to champion children as a pathway to 

peace, not just in the classroom, but throughout the world (Moretti, 2021). The philosophy 

behind the Montessori Method calls upon teachers to teach the whole child—physically, 

mentally and spiritually. Montessori recognized that the nature of the child is intrinsically good. 

Children deserve respect and dignity. By exploring the interconnectedness of humans on the 

planet, educators can help children learn to take responsibility for and provide care for others. 

Teachers should model choices available to children, helping them understand how their actions 

affect others and their environments. This understanding leads in time to the development of 

students’ moral character. 

Today's Montessori Method 

The modern Montessori classroom still uses the method pioneered by Montessori more 

than a century ago. Peace education in the Montessori classroom therefore includes the child’s 

own sense of self-esteem, the child’s relationship with others (including the teacher), and the 

child’s relationship with the materials and the wider world beyond the classroom. When 

problems arise in any of these relationships, the child needs guidance for resolving conflicts. 

Figure 2:  
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The Montessori Triad  (courtesy of Growing Curiosity Community School)

Conflict Resolution

As with all matters within the Montessori classroom, conflict resolution involves both 

students and teachers, each acting as moral agents. Teachers must help students gain

independence in terms of resolving conflicts but also must maintain ambient awareness of those 

conflicts and step in when students need help. Teachers should do so by applying the best

practices of positive discipline and growth mindset. By helping students learn to resolve

conflicts, teachers set them up for success in the classroom and beyond. 

For conflict resolution skills to become intrinsic and habitual in students, they must

become part of a child’s personal repertoire of problem solving. In addition to direct instruction, 

teachers need to provide a context in which peer-to-peer strategies can be applied. As Diamond 

and Lee (2011) point out, “cross-age tutoring occurs in Montessori mixed 3-year age groups. 

Such child-to-child teaching has been found repeatedly to produce better (often dramatically

better) outcomes than teacher-led instruction” (p. 961). So, students need both simple strategies

that they can utilize to resolve conflicts and also the opportunity to work with other students to

do so. 
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Put another way, students need the chance to develop their executive function (EF)—the 

capacity to think about and regulate their behavior in a social context. The Montessori classroom 

has its own approach to teaching executive function. 

Diamond and Lee (2011) note that while Montessori did not reference social-emotional 

learning or executive function, Montessorians have long used the term “normalization” to refer 

to the internalization of strategies within a child’s repertoire. Normalization corresponds to a 

shift from disorder to order, from impulsivity to self-discipline. It involves the child exerting 

mental control over physical activity and using physical activity to undergird mental control. 

According to Diamond and Lee, “At age 5, Montessori students showed better EF’s than peers 

attending other schools. They performed better in reading and math and showed more concern 

for fairness and justice” (p. 961). This concern for fairness and justice provides the starting point 

for conflict resolution. 

In Positive Discipline in the Montessori Classroom, Nelson and DeLorenzo outline 

numerous strategies that teachers can use to help students learn conflict resolution. To start with, 

teachers must establish the expectation of grace, courtesy, and respect in all interactions in the 

classroom, thereby making conflicts an exception rather than a rule.  

Children learn to focus on solutions rather than blame. Developing the capacity for 

executive function improves the child’s self-control and decision making within social contexts. 

However, to make effective choices when working with others, children must develop an 

understanding of their choices in approaching conflict. The teacher must model approaches to 

conflict, and support student learning as they navigate conflict. In addition to providing direct 

instruction, teachers can also invite students to participate in creating their own strategies for 

conflict resolution. By allowing the class to brainstorm ways that they can peacefully resolve 
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conflicts, teachers can foster buy-in from students and can encourage peer mediators to help 

resolve problems. Instead of providing a series of imperative statements such as “Talk it over 

respectfully,” teachers can ask open-ended questions, such as, “How could you talk this problem 

over respectfully?”  

One powerful tool for recording and utilizing student-suggested strategies is the “Wheel 

of Choice.” This wheel is a circle divided into “pie slices,” each of which lists a conflict-

resolution strategy that students can use. By recording student suggestions on the wheel and 

posting it on the classroom wall, the teacher reminds students of the choices available to them to 

resolve conflicts. The wheel also helps peers suggest resolution strategies to help their friends 

(Nelson & DeLorenzo, p. 176). They can also create small Wheels of Choice to keep for 

themselves and use in other locations. In addition to the “Wheel of Choice,” the instructor can 

facilitate peer-to-peer conflict resolution by establishing a “peace table” where students can 

peacefully discuss disagreements and work toward resolution (p. 222). While children work out 

their differences at the peace table, teachers should exercise reflective listening to monitor their 

progress and assess the needs of their young problem solvers. 

Misbehavior and Positive Discipline 

Montessori teachers cannot shift all responsibility for conflict resolution to students. 

When the nature of the conflict makes a student unsafe physically, emotionally, or socially, the 

teacher must intervene. But beyond these urgent situations, the teacher must also ambiently 

monitor conflicts within the classroom, recognizing that a misbehaving child is a discouraged 

child: 
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When [children] experience a strong sense of belonging and significance, they make 

decisions about life and themselves to create a healthy personality. When they do not feel 

a strong sense of belonging and significance, they usually make unhealthy decisions to 

compensate. This usually leads to misbehavior. (Nelson & DeLorenzo, p. 33) 

Nelson and DeLorenzo indicate an environment of positive discipline most closely aligns 

with the authoritative style of parenting, which is simultaneously kind and firm, providing 

students with choice, and involving them in decision making (p.25). This approach is geared 

toward helping students discover how capable they are. When parents have this authoritative 

approach to parenting, the student experiences the same at-home discipline environment that will 

ideally exist within the Montessori classroom. When the approach differs, the student may 

experience a cognitive dissonance moving from one adult environment to another. If the 

parenting style is radically different from the authoritative style of the classroom, the child may 

struggle with navigating the class.  

Understanding the discipline in the home environment can help the teacher welcome 

students into the disciplined structure of the Montessori classroom. Understanding also equips 

the teacher to meet students where they are when helping them face and overcome conflicts. 

Maria Montessori devoted her life to developing a child-centered approach to education. 

She believed the child would ultimately be the creator of peace in our world. As a result, the 

Montessori Method was developed to serve the child. Participating in a community that cares for 

all of its members, children learn grace and courtesy lessons that are provided just like any other 

lesson. The teacher offers lessons that explain the place of humans in the larger world, introduces 

cultures from around the globe, and helps children see the interconnectedness of the world. 
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Children learn they are part of a great cycle of life in which every member—human, plant, and 

animal—has goodness and value and must be treated as such. Humans have a special place and 

responsibility in this vast scheme, and children are encouraged to consider themselves 

peacemakers empowered with instruction to take their place in the great wheel of life.  

Background of the Problem 

Throughout the fall months, my assistant and I found children waiting in lines for our 

attention. While I provided lessons or was talking to one student, other students would interrupt 

or form lines to ask for assistance of various kinds. Work time became very challenging, and I 

wondered what the cause was. I observed my environment to determine possible blocks for the 

children to be able to help themselves to necessities for classroom work. I implemented various 

practices to make independence easier to achieve. I instituted an “Ask three friends for help 

before approaching the teacher” guidelines. The lines persisted. I continued to observe and alter 

aspects of the environment to address impediments to independence. Eventually, I added a 

question chair. It was removed from areas where I provided lessons, so delivering the lessons 

became easier, but still growing lines of children remained waiting, sometimes for 20 minutes or 

more, for adult attention. My aide and I discussed other possible interventions. Eventually we 

determined that much of the needs centered around adjudicating conflict.  

Children were not focused on morning work and instead waited for long periods to have 

their moment of direct attention. It was clear the children were accustomed to coming to an adult 

and informing the adult of their concern, large or small, and waiting for resolution to come 

through adult intervention.  General tattling was common. “He bumped into me.” “They stuck 

out their tongue at me.” “She said I wasn’t coloring in the lines but I was!” One of the most 

common issues was when children would insert themselves into an established line and the 
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offended party would approach the adult to rectify the problem. All of these interruptions made 

transitions between tasks challenging and time consuming, and instructional time was severely 

decreased. With 27 children in the classroom with only two adults to adjudicate problems, the 

line became a revolving door of complaints and was draining for students and adults alike.  

The problem persisted into the playground, with children constantly approaching the 

playground staff to assist with turn taking and rules of games, sharing of equipment, and 

enforcement of kindness. It also was evident in special education areas like music, art, and 

physical education instruction. The problem pervaded the cafeteria and many other areas of our 

daily lives. 

I began to wonder about the possible reasons this issue existed, and I returned again to 

my Montessori teacher education. The children understood the expectations for grace and 

courtesy but lacked the empowerment to independently apply these concepts and manage their 

own disagreements. This research began in order to evaluate effective conflict resolution and 

whether 4- and 5-year-olds were able to learn techniques to resolve simple conflicts 

independently, without adult intervention. 

Grace and courtesy lessons are given routinely in Montessori classrooms. These lessons 

are designed to aid children in learning social norms and navigating their place in the classroom 

community: 

Grace and courtesy lessons help children to successfully navigate the social environment 

of their classroom and beyond! Children are not born with social skills, yet adults often 

scold them for not using manners they were never taught. You may have memories of 

being scolded for breaking a social norm that you didn't know existed. It's an isolating 
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experience. Grace and courtesy skills provide a road map to developing respectful 

relationships and achieving belonging and significance within the classroom. One of the 

wonderful components of the Montessori pedagogy is the idea that social skills can and 

should be taught proactively, at all levels, to promote an environment of mutual respect 

and dignity. (Nelson & DeLorenzo, 2021, pp. 74-75) 

The need for deeper involvement and more direct instruction about peace and instruction in this 

classroom was precipitated by the feelings of being overwhelmed trying to manage the constant 

interruptions and requests for addressing minor quandaries. The question became whether a 

classroom of 27 students could be provided instruction in conflict resolution and whether 

students would be able to act with agency on their own behalf in minor situations. 

Purpose of the Study 

The Montessori method already emphasizes creating peace between children in the 

classroom, through grace and courtesy lessons certainly, but also through an 

environment that fosters collaboration rather than competition, and a broad sense of connection 

to the world as a whole. Inherent in Montessori environment are opportunities for students to 

learn conflict resolution. The children have freedom of choice, but within limits. The 

environment provides one of each specific material, which children must take turns to use. They 

have the opportunity to engage a partner in their work and also learn to politely decline to let a 

peer join their work. By adding new social-emotional learning (SEL) strategies to the peace 

education in my room, I hoped to help children more effectively manage their own emotions and 

resolve conflicts with peers independently. 
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With a more varied combination of strategies and direct instruction, we wondered if 

teachers could help realize Montessori’s dream for children to become a promise of peace for the 

world. My research study included two main research questions. 

1. What strategies and implementations can help children increase independent conflict 

resolution? 

2. Can 4- and 5-year-old students learn to manage most interpersonal conflicts independently 

without seeking adult intervention? 

Subsidiary Question: Do parenting styles at home affect children’s ability to engage in 

peace education? 

Location and Participants 

This study took place in a public-school Montessori classroom in a kindergarten in a 

midwestern city in the United States. The class consisted of children aged 4 to 6 years old. 

Parents signed consent for 22 participants. A parent survey was also given to 21 parents to 

determine if parenting styles had an impact on children’s ability to learn independent problem-

solving. 

Research Design and Methodology 

The research study was a single-group pretest-posttest design using a teacher/researcher-

designed instrument to track the frequency of adult interventions related to conflicts. The 

intervention implemented by the teacher/ researcher in between the pre- and posttests consisted 

of a series of instructional strategies and educational materials to teach conflict resolution. The 

intervention was documented with images and notes. 
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The 12-week study used the same research-designed instrument, the pre- and posttest

data collection Tracking Form for Pre- and Posttest for Frequency and Types of Conflicts

(Appendix B). The design of the tracking document was influenced by the experiences of the

teacher/ researcher who had already encountered conflict resolution issues in the classroom. Ten

categories were selected that range from hitting to bullying (Figure 3).

Figure 3:

Categories of Conflicts that Required Adult Resolution

The intervention

consisted of 15-20

minutes of social-

emotional learning

opportunities three

times per week for

eight weeks. These

learning opportunities

included direct instruction in SEL and CRE strategies, modeling of positive conflict resolution,

use of tools such as the peace table and the Wheel of Choice, reading of books about resolving

conflicts, and conversation with students during circle time. This instruction sought not only to

equip students with strategies to resolve conflicts but also to awaken in them a desire to take

agency in regulating their emotions and managing their relationships. Table 1 shows the

chronological plan for the 12-week program of peace instruction, beginning and ending with the

pre- and post-test of conflicts within the classroom.
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Posttest of Conflicts Within the Classroom

At the close of the study, the teacher and aide used the instrument, Tracking Form for

Pre- and Posttest for Frequency and Types of Conflicts (Appendix B). Knowing the research on

the significance of home life and circumstances on a child s school day, the teacher/researcher

designed a survey to gather data to answer the subsidiary question related to parenting style. As

Table 1 indicated, it was sent out to the parents/guardians of the students in the class during the

ninth week of the study.

Parent Survey on Discipline Styles

A 30-item survey regarding discipline in the home was sent to parents via email. This

information was intended to help the researcher categorize the disciplinary parenting style a child

experiences outside of the classroom. (Appendix C: Parent Survey of Discipline Styles).
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The hope was that insights into home parenting styles would help the researcher 

understand the child’s baseline ability to adopt and practice the peace education and independent 

conflict resolution strategies provided within the classroom. 

Design of the Parent Survey 

The survey presents 30 statements about parenting style, such as “I often hold 

conversations with my child about expectations for behavior prior to an event or gathering” or 

“Members of our family all do their own thing. We don’t discuss rules.” Each statement is 

followed by a Likert scale of possible responses in five categories from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree. For each item in the survey, parents circled one of the selections to indicate 

their level of agreement with a given statement of parental style. 

Though the survey items were not identified by category to the parent responders, each 

item had been coded to represent one of four parenting styles: 

 Authoritarian: The parent makes the rules and enforces them, expecting obedience from 

the child: Our family has established rules that must be followed. 

 Authoritative: The parent and child together discuss rules and agree on expected 

behavior: Our family has rules and established expectations that we discuss. 

 Permissive: The home environment is not largely focused on rules, providing freedom 

with occasional intervention: Our family has some rules, but they are not strictly 

enforced. 

 Neglectful: The parent does not discipline the child: Members of our family all do their 

own thing. We don’t discuss rules. 
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Coding of the results 

Parents marked level of agreement with a given statement, selecting the appropriate 

Likert scale item. Though these scale items were not labeled as such to parent participants, they 

were coded in the standard manner: 

 Strongly Agree: +2 
 Agree: +1 
 Neither Agree nor Disagree: 0 
 Disagree: -1 
 Strongly Disagree: -2 

 
Each statement in the survey results in a range of scores from +2 to -2 for the associated 

discipline style. For example, if a statement is coded as indicative of the “Authoritarian” 

parenting style, the respondent who marks “Strongly Agree” for the statement would be scored 

with a +2 for “Authoritarian” parenting style. The respondent who marks “Strongly Disagree” 

would be scored with a -2 for the “Authoritarian” parenting style. 

A respondent who marks “Neither Agree nor Disagree” would be scored with a 0 for the 

“Authoritarian” parenting style, indicating that the statement did not apply one way or the other. 

That result could indicate a true neutrality on the part of the parent, or it could indicate an item 

that the parent does not know how to interpret. For example, the statement “I feel angry when 

my child misbehaves in public” is meant to test for an “Authoritarian” discipline style. But some 

respondents may mark “Neither Agree nor Disagree” because they take exception with the term 

“angry,” preferring to think of themselves as “disappointed” or “embarrassed.” This feature of 

the survey allows participants to deselect items that confuse them, rendering a score of 0. 

The survey includes statements that break down into the following discipline styles: 

 Authoritarian: Nine statements, for a possible score between 18 and -18 (statements 
3, 4, 6, 9, 15, 18, 23, 25, 28) 
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 Authoritative: Eight statements, for a possible score between 16 and -16 (statements 
1, 5, 10, 14, 20, 21, 26, 29) 

 Permissive: Seven statements, for a possible score between 14 and -14 (statements 2, 
7, 11, 12, 17, 22, 30) 

 Neglectful: Six statements, for a possible score between 12 and -12 (statements 8, 13, 
16, 19, 24, 27) 
 

Each survey respondent received scores for their responses to each statement about 

parenting style. Then all scores for each style were tallied. In the end, each participant had a 

score for each parenting style. To preserve privacy, each respondent received a number identifier 

that matched the number identifier used for the child on the class role. For example, Parent 5 had 

a set of responses, and Parent 7 had a separate set of responses. 

Survey Structure 

The survey features 30 statements focused on the following topics: 

 Statements 1 through 8 focus on rules in the home setting. 

 Statements 9 through 12 focus on discipline. 

 Statements 13 through 16 focus on misbehavior and its consequences 

 Statements 17 through 20 focus on parenting style. 

 Statements 21 through 24 focus on bedtime routines. 

 Statements 25 through 27 focus on screentime rules and enforcement. 

 Statements 28 through 30 focus on cooperation between parents on discipline. 

 
Basic descriptive statistics were used to calculate the relationships between the data from 

the 30 questions. 

Results 

This section presents the results of the pretest and posttest data from the instrument, 

Tracking Form for Pre- and Posttest for Frequency of Types of Conflicts (Appendix B) to answer 
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research question 2: Can 4- and 5-year-old students learn to manage most interpersonal conflicts 

independently without seeking adult intervention?  

The section also presents a small preview of the results of the parent survey contained in 

Appendix C: Parent Survey of Discipline Styles. This instrument aimed to gather data to respond 

to the subsidiary question: Do parenting styles at home affect children’s ability to engage in 

peace education? The survey yielded results that were not significant to answer that question, as 

will be discussed. 

In addition, this section presents the findings from the intervention, which address 

research question 1, What strategies and implementations can help children increase independent 

conflict resolution? 

Results of the Pre Test 

The teacher and assistant collected data for two weeks prior to the start of the research, showing 

the number of times students approached teachers to solve conflicts. These complaints were 

categorized as “cutting” in line, hitting, unkindness, tattling, rule breaking, disturbing others’ 

work, name calling, bullying, bad words, and other, as well as appropriate requests for help.  

Figure 4 displays the frequency and categorization of requests for adult intervention to 

resolve student conflicts from data prior to the conflict resolution intervention.  
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Figure 4:

Pre Test Tally Results

Adults were engaged 125 times over a two-week period, with 28 of those requests deemed

necessary for adult intervention. Of interest were the two highest categories of “cutting” in line,

and general tattling of various minor concerns otherwise not categorized. Also of interest were

the conspicuously low issues of name-calling and bullying. This population of students does not

engage in name-calling or more severe bullying, which is sometimes seen in children’s

populations.

Results of the Posttest of Conflicts in the Classroom

Figure 5 displays the frequency and categorization of requests for adult intervention to

resolve student conflicts from data post-conflict resolution intervention.
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Figure 5:

Post-Test Tally of Conflicts in the Classroom

The overall number of requests for intervention fell from 153 incidents to 98. This

reflects a 36% reduction from the Pre-Test count.

However, interestingly, the category of cutting in line had no significant decline.

Incidents of cutting started at 31, and posttest 30 incidents were documented. This conflict

continues to be the issue brought up the most requiring adult intervention. Students have been

overheard saying “We are all going to the same place and we all will get there. It doesn’t matter

what place you are in line.” In the kindergarten world of social justice, this has proven to be

unaffected by role playing, grace and courtesy lessons, or peaceful conversation. Cutting in line

remained a struggle throughout the entire study. Perhaps, the magnitude of the issue was felt

more keenly by the students and underestimated by the adults. It rose to the level of “justice

versus injustice.” As a result, when adults suggested that students could just ignore line cutting,

students felt that solution was tantamount to ignoring criminal behavior, from an adult’s

perspective. Instead, they wanted the offense to be addressed and redressed.
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The graph does, however, show a reduction in students seeking adult intervention in other 

conflicts, particularly unkindness, disturbing others’ work, tattling, and use of bad words. The 

data showed increased agency of students in resolving conflicts on their own, using the wide 

variety of techniques taught in the classroom. 

Discussion 

This section will tell the story of the conflict resolution intervention, which unbeknownst  
 
to the researcher at the onset of the research, would become the most informative in learning 
 
about how children learn to solve conflicts and do so as independently as possible. Therefore, the 

researcher has chosen to include this explanation in the discussion of the research. The weekly 

timeline will punctuate this description of the intervention. 

Weeks One and Two 

The program began with a pretest assessing the frequency and types of conflicts within the 

classroom. 

 
Week Three 

Peace instruction began by reading the book What Should Danny Do? School Day, by 

Ganit and Adir Levy. This series of books follows Danny, who aspires to be a real superhero, 

wears a cape, and develops his “power to choose.” Readers follow Danny through his day and 

help him choose what he should do during various scenarios. Readers watch Danny make good 

choices and also observe what happens when Danny makes poor choices. The story helps 

students recognize that their own real-life actions can improve their situation or make things 

worse.  

 

 



CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN THE MONTESSORI CLASSROOM                              33

Figure 6:

Cover of “What Should Danny Do? School Day.”

The students were excited and loved following Danny through his day. When Danny

found himself at a decision point, students initially made Danny choose good options producing

the best outcomes. As we progressed, I encouraged students to see what would happen if Danny

made a poor choice. Interestingly, this was not popular. One student exclaimed, “Danny should

NOT do that! That’s not using your superpower.”

After reading the story, I led the children in a discussion about whether they had a

superpower and introduced the idea that all of them have the power to choose. When voting to

choose Danny’s path, most children knew the way Danny should act and initially resisted hearing

the portions of the story where Danny’s mistakes were amplified by his poor choices. Complaints

like, “NO! That is a very bad choice!” came from many students in the group.

In our next session, we read more sections of the same book. We began a discussion

regarding problems we experienced in our classroom. The class voted on our top five choices

about problems we experience. Students chose the following concerns:

Skipping (cutting) in line
Being too loud during work time
Fighting
Wrestling
Being mean
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Figure 7:

Whiteboard of Problems that Students Listed A.

We then discussed the ranking of our concerns. The

students believed fighting was the biggest concern,

second was meanness, cutting in line was third,

wrestling was fourth, and being loud in the classroom

was fifth.   

Week Four

In week four, we discussed solutions to our

concerns. We decided that using our words should be

the first response: saying, “stop” or “I don’t like that.” If

these verbal strategies did not resolve the issue, students next suggested leaving the situation or

running away. If these attempts to disengage still did not end the conflict, students suggested the

third option of telling a teacher.

Figures 8:    Figure 9:

Students Solutions Student Solutions
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For a simple example, if someone were being mean, the offended student was empowered 

to tell the person how they felt: “What you said made me feel bad.” If no apology came, the 

student might choose to simply walk away and ignore the mean behavior. It was often difficult 

for students to determine if this choice was appropriate. 

Skipping in line presented a more challenging situation for students. They have a strong 

sense of social justice and struggle with the idea that something may not be resolved into 

fairness. We discussed talking kindly: “I think you skipped in front of me, and that is not fair.”  

The struggle came when the offending person refused to correct the situation. We discussed that 

sometimes, you can’t make someone choose the right thing to do, or that the other person may 

not think they have done anything wrong: ”No, I was here.” As will be shown later, the justice 

issue of skipping in line proved a particularly thorny problem for students to resolve.           

       Week Five 

At this point I introduced the idea that sometimes people disagree, and students can 

choose to ignore the situation. This led to our next discussion about pebble (small) or boulder 

(large) problems. This concept was initially introduced to some of the students by the school 

counselor the previous year to help students understand that problems have different degrees of 

seriousness, and the resolution strategies need to fit the magnitude of the issue.                  

My intent in re-introducing the concept was to aid students in understanding if they 

encounter a small problem, like someone skipping in line, they can ignore it. Not all problems 

can be corrected. This has proven to be a difficult concept for 4- to 6-year-olds. They still want a 

resolution, and preferably their own.   
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Week Six

After identifying our main concerns and deciding on potential resolutions, I created the wheel of

choice which is a visual reminder of potential resolutions students can opt to utilize in resolving

their own problems.

The Wheel of Choice is a technique that Jane Nelson and Chip DeLorenzo discuss in

Positive Discipline in the Montessori Classroom (pp. 176-183). When students approached

teachers with issues, they were asked to consider their options using the Wheel of Choice to try

to solve their problems independently.

Choices included the following:

Compromise, work it out
Walk away
Peace Rose conversation
Bugs and Wishes technique
Ask an adult for help

Figure 10 Wheel of Choice

Bugs and wishes is another strategy for primary

classrooms found in Positive Discipline in the

Montessori Classroom (pp. 206-207). Students were

taught to use the phrases to express themselves

respectfully. When there is a concern, students can say

to a friend, “It bugs me when you . . . , and I wish you

would . . .” This simple exercise is effective in teaching

self-expression and standing up for yourself, without

resorting to name calling and anger.   

Shortly afterward, I received an encouraging email from a parent:
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We appreciate all your hard work and how much you have helped ______ learn

and grow. ______ and [his sister] got in an argument the other day before dinner. During

dinner _______ initiated a conversation about his feelings. He has been doing more of

this lately, expressing how he feels after he has had some time to cool down. We had a

good conversation about their argument, and it was good for [his sister] too. I feel like

the work you have been doing with him at school contributed to this.

I was thrilled to hear back that parents were seeing growth, outside of the school day, applying

the lessons independently.

Week Seven

In week seven, we addressed the volume of our voices in the classroom. Figure 11 shows

the voice level visual used in our school:

Figure 11:

Voice Level Visual
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During our morning meeting, we discussed issues of controlling our voice volume.

Twenty-seven students can quickly become very loud. I often used a small chime to alert

students when our volume was too high. The chime was being used several times every day

during morning worktime. In our circle time, we discussed that it is hard to focus on reading and

working when the classroom gets too loud. I reminded students that we had agreed to use “quiet

llama” hand signals when the classroom gets too loud. As a prompt to facilitate the use of quiet

llama during the morning work time, I pointed out to a student privately that the room was very

loud and encouraged her to stand and hold the quiet llama hand symbol in the air. After a few

moments, others noticed and stood with her until the room fell silent. I thanked her, and the

students returned to work quietly. This became a common event in our room for several days.

One student excited by the possibilities asked, “Could we try it in the cafeteria?” I encouraged

her to try it. It worked well in the classroom, though, it still remains one of our regular concerns.

Week Eight

Figure 12:

Cover of “My Magic Breath”



CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN THE MONTESSORI CLASSROOM                              39

In week eight, we introduced another book, My Magic Breath, which teaches students

about noticing their physical reactions when they are getting upset and helps them control those

feelings and react appropriately. When practicing breathing techniques, students were prompted

to notice how their bodies felt before and after the exercise.

Students were already familiar with breath work as an introduction to making silence—a

Montessori technique used to build mindfulness in children. Students were also instructed in a

breathing technique in which the teacher asks students to take a deep breath while elevating a

hand for the count of five. While lowering their hand, they exhale to the count of five.

Students were introduced to a new technique called five-finger breathing. The student

holds up one hand with fingers spread and uses the index finger of the other hand to trace up and

down each finger, inhaling on the upstroke and exhaling on the down stroke. This technique

requires no special tools and can be done anywhere. Figure 13 shows a visual to teach the five-

finger breathing technique.

Figure 13:

Five-Finger Breathing

This technique, derived from Middle Eastern spiritual

practices, has been incorporated into many mindfulness

programs, including yoga. It had a significant impact on many

students’ day-to-day use of conflict-resolution strategies. For

example, one student came to the aide indicating frustration

that a peer had removed his name from the snack table and

proceeded to sit down with their own snack.
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The first student had been washing his hands in preparation when he lost his place. The

aide asked the student, “How does this make you feel?” and “Can you tell your friend how you 

feel?” The student responded, “I think I might need a breath first.”  

Figure 14: 

Expandable Breathing Ball

To continue our breathwork, I shared the expandable Breathing Ball

with students during circle time. Each student was able to take a turn

and demonstrate deep inhalation and exhalation, including movement 

into our awareness of our bodies ’reactions. We discussed what

happens to our bodies when we take time to breathe deeply. Students 

commented on how they felt their shoulders and body relax. This

added a sensorial work to our understanding of peace. 

In our next session, we added small stones and explored lying down with the stone on our 

belly and taking deep breaths to feel the stone rise and fall, and increasing focus on the deep

breaths. At the end of the week, I introduced an additional calming space that included the 

expandable breathing ball and a 1-minute timer. Students could sit comfortably on a pillow and 

practice deep breathing with the ball. It became a popular activity.

Week Nine

Throughout the research period, 5K students were assigned to read The Peacekeeper

Series. (See Figure 15.) These 24 decodable books are published by Bivens Publishers and are

available on Amazon and other Montessori product websites. Pictures show students using

materials commonly found in typical Montessori classrooms and introduce simple problems and 

their resolutions, culminating in the character becoming a “peacekeeper.” The 5K students were

instructed to first read the book to themselves, read it to a 4K friend, and finally to a teacher. This
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assignment provided an opportunity for older students to help the younger students engage in the

experience of the Peacekeeper series, while giving them a mentorship role in sharing their

reading skills. It taught both students that simple experiences give opportunities for all students 

to become peacekeepers. This also provided cross-curricular skill transfer of peace education.

Figure 15

Peacekeeper Series Set – Marianne Bivins

The impact of this work became evident when the 

5K students were then assigned to draw a picture

representing being a peacekeeper. Figures 16-19 

show the drawings and text generated by students as

they imagined themselves as peacekeepers.

Figure 16      Figure 17

Student Peacekeeper drawing A    Student Peacekeeper drawing B
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Figure 18 Figure 19

Student Peacekeeper Drawing C Student Peacekeeper Drawing D

Week Ten

During our culminating week, students made peace bracelets, created pictures of what

peace meant to them, and received a special peace necklace to help them remember to be

peacekeepers.

Weeks Eleven and Twelve

In the last two weeks, the teacher and aide completed the Posttest for Frequency and Types of

Conflicts in the classroom, counting the same issues identified in the pre-test.

Results of the 12-Week Program of Peace Instruction in the Classroom

My first research question: What are strategies and implementations for teaching

children to increase independent conflict resolution, was answered through the implementation

of various methods. While no one approach was the clear tipping point, using varied approaches

did seem effective. Children were observed utilizing various techniques, including the Wheel of
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Choice and the peace table. At times students seemed to use the peace rose to roleplay how to 

resolve a conflict, even when there was no actual conflict. They approached it like other 

Montessori work to practice. I felt this was valuable and encouraged them to work through ideas 

in that manner. Students enjoyed using the breathing ball and used it intentionally for the most 

part. 

Routinely, students reminded peers of appropriate choices and suggested possible 

resolutions to conflicts. They had come to see themselves as peacemakers within the classroom 

and sought ways that they could resolve conflicts and help others do the same. Students were 

able to suggest potential steps of conflict resolution when asked, and all students exhibited 

increased agency when resolving conflicts. 

My second research question was also affirmatively answered: Can 4- and 5-year-old 

students learn to manage interpersonal conflicts independently without resorting to seeking adult 

intervention? 

Through this research, I understand the need to pursue a more proactive approach to 

Peace Education in my classroom.  Research continues to show the positive effects of social 

emotional learning, executive function and conflict resolution on future academics, peer 

relationships, and enhanced well-being. Dr. Montessori’s scientific methods have been proven 

over decades. Her dream of future world peace is in the hands of the children. 

My subsidiary question proved to be less definitive. Do parenting styles at home affect 

children’s ability to engage in peace education? There were many reasons for this discussed in 

the limitations below. The data I collected simply did not answer the question I was asking. The 

survey yielded interesting results but was ultimately not relatable to the parent style and the 

child’s ability to engage in peace education. 
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All respondents to the parent survey of discipline styles scored significantly in the

“Authoritative” category, to varying degrees. Two respondents scored weakly in the authoritative

category indicating they agreed with only a few of the authoritative responses. One respondent

scored strongly authoritative, reflecting agreement with the vast majority of statements. Most

respondents clustered in the center, similar to a bell curve.

Figure 20:

Distribution of Authoritative Rankings

Limitations

The study design anticipated some parents in categories other than “Authoritative.” The

lack of significant responses in the other categories makes the result unhelpful for commenting

on how parenting style might affect student learning of conflict resolution strategies.

The preponderance of “Authoritative” results might reflect the actual styles of parents. It

seems likely that because the Montessori program in my public school is an elective choice,
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parents who choose this option may lean toward an authoritative parenting style. Indeed, 

anecdotally, I can say that most of the parents are quite involved with their children’s education. 

The results also might be due to my own bias as an authoritative parent, producing questions that 

may have been leading. And the results might be due to respondent bias since participants were 

not anonymous and no doubt sought to choose the “right” answer instead of the “true” one each 

time. 

Using the data to make any correlation to children’s conflict resolution at school was not 

feasible. However, I feel I did learn a bit about creating surveys and what constitutes a good 

instrument. 

Conclusion 

Overall, I was pleased with the results of my study and the shift occurring in the 

classroom toward independent conflict resolution. It became a common refrain in the classroom 

to discuss being a peacekeeper. Reminders were necessary when some students forgot their 

techniques and strategies for independence. “How can you be a peacekeeper in this situation?”  

Many students were able to incorporate ideas of peaceful resolution in conversations. One 

example was when a student had a complicated layout of materials on a work rug. A second 

student moved too rapidly and accidentally disrupted the work. The first child was obviously 

dismayed by the damage, and two more peers stopped their work to help fix the layout. One 

child was overheard saying “That’s how a peacekeeper acts!” 

Though the parent survey results preclude sweeping correlations, it did provide a wealth 

of granular information in the responses from specific households. Some households are strongly 

“Authoritative” while others are more moderate. 



CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN THE MONTESSORI CLASSROOM                              46 
         

   

Many parents verbally communicated in favor of providing peace education, and conflict 

resolution techniques during the time of the study. In general, parents of these students are 

engaged in their learning and understand the concept of peace is a central theme in Montessori 

education. When more serious concerns arose that needed to be communicated to parents 

involved, parents expressed that they agreed to further address their student to impress peaceful 

resolutions as a path to growth and maturity in their student’s emotional learning. This further 

supports the idea that the choice to enter Montessori education predisposes a style of parenting 

and engagement. 
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