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Montessori	and	Accountability:	Developing	a	Moral	Compass	
By	Alice	Davidson,	with	contributions	from	Margaret	J.	Kelley	
Forest	Bluff	School		
	
In	Montessori	education,	we	view	each	child	as	inherently	capable	of	developing	a	strong	
sense	of	right	and	wrong.	A	child’s	moral	compass	is	not	something	we	impose	upon	
them—it	is	something	that	grows	within,	guided	by	experiences,	reflection,	and	consistent	
modeling	from	the	adults	in	their	lives.	For	that	moral	sense	to	take	root,	children	must	be	
allowed	to	experience	accountability	for	their	actions.	When	parents	shield	their	children	
from	consequences	or	defend	behavior	they	know	is	wrong,	they	unintentionally	
undermine	that	process,	creating	confusion	and	instability	in	the	child’s	understanding	of	
truth,	fairness,	and	responsibility.		
	
Many	parents	defend	their	children	out	of	love	and	protectiveness.	They	wish	to	spare	their	
child	from	discomfort,	embarrassment,	or	the	feeling	of	failure.	Yet	this	kind	of	protection,	
though	well-intentioned,	teaches	the	opposite	of	what	true	love	demands.	One	of	the	tenets	
of	Montessori	is	to	put	children	in	contact	with	the	real	world	in	age-appropriate	ways,	
trusting	that	they	have	the	inner	capabilities	to	grow	and	adapt	when	they	have	real	
experiences.	When	parents	constantly	justify,	minimize,	or	excuse	poor	behavior,	a	child	
misses	an	opportunity	for	feedback;	they	learn	that	honesty	is	flexible	and	that	integrity	
can	be	negotiated.	This	erodes	their	moral	foundation	and	leaves	them	uncertain	about	
what	is	right—not	because	they	cannot	feel	it,	but	because	the	adults	they	trust	most	are	
contradicting	that	inner	voice.		
	
In	Montessori,	children	learn	to	do	work	and	make	decisions	based	on	intrinsic,	not	
extrinsic	motivation.	We	trust	that	they	have	goodness	inside	of	them,	and	while	they	
absolutely	need	guardrails	and	guidelines,	we	can	best	serve	them	by	teaching	them	to	
distinguish	between	their	internal	drives,	and	to	take	action	in	accordance	with	their	
conscience.	Children	are	perceptive.	They	often	know	when	they	have	done	something	
wrong—whether	they	spoke	unkindly,	acted	selfishly,	or	disrespected	another.	When	their	
parents	immediately	defend	them	or	blame	others,	the	child	experiences	an	internal	
conflict.	On	one	hand,	their	conscience	tells	them	they	made	a	mistake;	on	the	other,	the	
parent’s	response	tells	them	they	are	in	the	right.	Over	time,	this	mismatch	between	inner	
truth	and	external	validation	creates	confusion.	The	child	begins	to	question	their	own	
moral	instincts	and	may	even	learn	to	ignore	the	pangs	of	conscience	altogether,	relying	
instead	on	external	approval	to	define	what	is	acceptable.		
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This	is	one	of	the	greatest	harms	of	over-defending	a	child:	it	separates	them	from	their	
natural	moral	compass.	When	children	are	consistently	told	they	are	right—even	when	
they	know	they	are	not—they	start	to	equate	love	with	being	defended	rather	than	being	
guided.	They	may	learn	that	relationships	are	maintained	through	justification	and	blame-
shifting	instead	of	honesty	and	repair.	Later	in	life,	these	patterns	can	manifest	as	difficulty	
accepting	feedback,	resistance	to	authority,	or	an	inability	to	take	responsibility	in	personal	
and	professional	relationships.		
	
In	Montessori	classrooms,	we	see	accountability	as	a	cornerstone	of	growth.	When	a	child	
makes	a	mistake—perhaps	they	take	another’s	materials	without	asking	or	speak	rudely	to	
a	classmate—we	respond	not	with	shame,	but	with	calm	guidance.	We	help	the	child	
reflect:	What	happened?	How	did	this	affect	others?	What	can	you	do	to	make	it	right?	This	
process	nurtures	empathy	and	clarity.	It	helps	children	see	that	they	can	correct	their	
mistakes,	that	doing	wrong	does	not	make	them	bad,	and	that	making	amends	restores	
both	harmony	and	self-respect.	
	
Accepting	that	your	child	can	be	wrong	is	not	a	sign	of	parental	failure—it	is	a	sign	of	
courage	and	wisdom.	When	you	model	accountability	yourself,	your	child	learns	that	truth	
is	not	something	to	be	feared.	They	see	that	mistakes	are	part	of	being	human,	and	that	
integrity	means	facing	them	with	grace.		
	
Ultimately,	allowing	your	child	to	experience	and	accept	the	consequences	of	their	
behavior	builds	confidence,	empathy,	and	moral	clarity.	Shielding	them	from	accountability	
may	protect	their	feelings	in	the	short	term,	but	it	confuses	their	conscience	and	weakens	
their	inner	sense	of	right	and	wrong.	By	guiding	them	lovingly	toward	truth	and	
responsibility,	you	empower	them	to	grow	into	kind,	honest,	and	self-aware	individuals—
qualities	that	form	the	true	foundation	of	a	moral	life.		
	
Why	Holding	Children	Accountable	Matters	
Accountability	is	essential	for	the	development	of	values	and	character,	internal	
regulation,	and	healthy	relationships.	
	
Values	and	Character	
Accountability	supports	moral	development	and	internalization	of	values.	Holding	children	
accountable	is	not	merely	about	controlling	behavior;	it	is	about	helping	them	develop	a	
moral	compass.	When	children	are	asked	to	be	responsible	for	their	misbehavior,	they	
learn	that	rules	are	not	negotiable	and	that	their	actions	matter.	Their	conscience	is	
allowed	to	mature,	and	they	develop	the	habit	of	taking	ownership	of	their	actions	in	the	
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future.	Such	ownership	is	a	key	ingredient	of	moral	development:	recognizing	one’s	
mistakes,	acknowledging	harm	if	done,	and	taking	steps	to	repair	and	improve.		
	
It	builds	character,	integrity,	and	social	responsibility.	Beyond	the	“here	and	now”	
behavior,	helping	children	face	the	outcomes	of	their	actions	cultivates	deeper	qualities:	
honesty,	integrity,	respect	for	others,	ability	to	apologize	and	make	amends,	and	being	a	
trustworthy	community	member.	These	are	the	very	traits	that	character	education,	moral	
development,	and	social-emotional	growth	aim	to	instill.		
	
Internal	Regulation	
Accountability	fosters	self-discipline,	self-regulation	and	responsibility.	When	children	
understand	that	their	actions	have	consequences,	they	learn	to	think	ahead,	to	consider	
how	their	choices	affect	others	and	themselves,	and	to	internalize	expectations	rather	than	
just	react	to	external	control.	Teaching	children	responsibility	through	consistent,	logical	
responses	to	behavior	helps	them	become	more	independent	and	mature	over	time.	With	
this	accountability,	children	internalize	the	idea	that	they	are	agents	of	their	behavior.	
	
Healthy	Relationships	
Accountability	fosters	healthy	relationships	and	trust.	Children	learn	about	trust,	fairness,	
and	relationships	through	accountability.	When	a	parent	says,	“I	trust	you,”	and	then	when	
the	child	acts	against	that	trust	and	is	held	responsible,	the	child	learns	that	trust	can	be	
broken,	must	be	repaired,	and	is	meaningful.	Children	learn	that	relationships	are	not	
transactional	and	that	honesty	matters.	In	this	sense,	accountability	is	relational—not	
adversarial.	It	says:	We	are	on	the	same	team,	but	behavior	matters,	and	when	things	go	
wrong	we	fix	them	together.	
	
How	the	Montessori	Classroom	Supports	Accountability	
A	Social	Community	
A	Montessori	classroom	is	naturally	and	authentically	social.	The	work	students	do,	
especially	as	they	get	older,	is	often	centered	around	social	groups.	These	groups	arise	
spontaneously	among	the	classmates,	and	children	quickly	learn	how	to	behave	in	order	to	
have	other	people	want	to	choose	to	work	with	them.	The	work	itself	requires	them	to	
navigate	social	situations:	accepting	feedback,	taking	responsibility,	and	working	through	
conflict.	All	of	this	deeply	enforces	their	sense	of	accountability,	as	their	actions	have	direct	
consequences	with	their	friends	and	the	work	that	they	do	all	day.		
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Freedom	Within	Limits	
While	some	people	believe	that	Montessori	is	a	place	where	children	can	do	whatever	they	
want,	and	some	people	believe	that	Montessori	is	a	place	where	there	are	an	excess	of	rules	
and	restrictions,	the	truth	is	some	combination	of	the	two.	Children	are	given	precisely	the	
freedom	they	can	handle,	given	the	responsibility	they	are	able	to	demonstrate.	Their	
freedom	has	thoughtful	and	specific	limits.	A	child	who	has	exhibited	responsible	decision	
making	will	be	allowed	to	choose	the	work	they	want	to	do	on	a	given	day.	A	child	who	has	
been	distracted	or	distracting	to	their	peers	will	have	a	reduced	number	of	choices,	and	
perhaps	no	choice	in	where	they	work	until	they	are	able	to	show	better	decision	making.	
Their	freedom	expands	and	contracts	in	accordance	with	their	inner	discipline.	All	of	this	
supports	accountability,	as	a	child’s	actions	have	a	direct	correlation	with	their	privileges.		
	
Trusting	the	Child’s	Inner	Guide	
A	final	point	for	accountability	relates	to	the	view	the	adults	take	of	children.	The	
conventional	school	method	is	based	on	the	philosophy	that	a	child	is	an	empty	vessel	into	
which	adults	pour	knowledge.	Dr.	Montessori	held	a	different	view.	She	believed	that	there	
was	a	wise	inner	guide	inside	of	children	that	already	has	positive	impulses	and	
constructive	wisdom.	Her	method	of	education	is	built	upon	providing	an	environment	
where	that	inner	guide	can	direct	a	child	to	productivity	and	development.	However,	she	
cautioned	that	this	does	not	in	any	way	mean	that	children	can	be	trusted	to	do	whatever	
they	want.	In	fact,	it	is	abundantly	easy	for	children	to	stray	from	a	positive	course	of	
growth	and	exhibit	“deviations,”	as	she	called	them,	from	development.	Adults	need	to	first	
respect	the	existence	of	a	child’s	inner	guide,	and	then	also	provide	the	feedback	and	
consequences	to	ensure	that	this	guide	grows	in	strength	and	productivity.	By	recognizing	
the	guide	and	encouraging	its	growth,	children	are	able	to	develop	accountability.		
	
Practical	Advice	for	Parents	
Research	and	practical	guides	point	toward	these	key	strategies:		
	
Set	clear	expectations	and	rules.	Children	thrive	when	they	know	what	is	expected	of	them.	
Ambiguous	or	inconsistent	expectations	lead	to	confusion.	Use	logical,	related	
consequences.	When	misbehavior	happens,	apply	consequences	that	make	sense	(i.e.,	
relate	to	the	behavior)	rather	than	arbitrary	punishments.	For	example:	if	a	child	breaks	
something	because	they	were	careless,	part	of	the	consequence	might	be	helping	fix	or	
replace	it.	Be	consistent	and	follow	through.	Threatening	a	consequence	but	not	enforcing	
it	teaches	children	that	rules	are	negotiable.	Consistency	reinforces	trust	and	clarity.		
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Engage	in	reflection	and	problem-solving.	After	the	consequence,	when	your	child	is	calm,	
talk	with	your	child:	“What	happened?	How	did	your	action	affect	others?	What	will	you	do	
differently	next	time?”	These	reflective	questions	deepen	learning.	Take	note	that	the	
younger	the	child,	the	shorter	this	conversation	should	be.		
	
Maintain	connection	and	support.	Accountability	should	not	come	at	the	expense	of	your	
relationship.	Use	empathy:	convey	your	love	and	belief	in	their	capacity	while	holding	
expectations.		
	
Balance	accountability	with	praise	and	positive	reinforcement.	Accountability	is	important,	
but	children	also	need	to	know	what	good	behavior	looks	like	and	to	be	affirmed	when	they	
meet	expectations.		
	
Model	accountability	yourself.	This	is	one	of	the	most	important	actions	we	can	take.	
Children	learn	not	only	from	what	we	say	but	what	we	do.	When	a	parent	acknowledges	
their	own	mistakes,	apologizes,	and	corrects	course,	children	gain	powerful	lessons	in	
integrity.	We	are	not	perfect.	Our	children	will	learn	more	from	what	we	do	than	what	we	
lecture	them	on.	Recognizing	our	imperfections,	taking	responsibility,	and	offering	genuine	
apologies	show	our	children	what	accountability	looks	like.		
	
Conclusion		
The	act	of	holding	children	accountable	is	less	about	punishment	and	more	about	guiding	
them	into	the	world	as	responsible,	ethical,	self-aware	individuals.	Research	supports	the	
idea	that	when	children	know	their	actions	matter,	and	when	they	understand	the	
outcomes	of	their	behavior—including	mistakes—they	become	better	equipped	for	life’s	
challenges.	They	develop	self-regulation,	moral	clarity,	social	responsibility,	resilience,	and	
integrity.		
	
Conversely,	shielding	children	from	the	natural	and	logical	consequences	of	their	actions—
or	defending	them	automatically	regardless	of	their	choices—serves	them	poorly	in	the	
long	run.	It	can	confuse	their	moral	orientation,	hinder	their	growth,	and	deprive	them	of	
the	rich	learning	opportunities	that	mistakes	and	accountability	provide.		
	
As	parents	and	educators	who	believe	in	the	Montessori	approach,	the	goal	is	to	walk	
beside	children	in	this	learning	process:	to	set	clear	expectations,	to	respond	consistently	
and	fairly,	to	guide	reflection,	and	to	maintain	a	foundational	relationship	of	trust	and	
respect.	In	doing	so,	children	learn	that	they	are	part	of	a	community,	that	their	actions	



All rights reserved © 2026 Forest Bluff School 
To read more articles visit https://forestbluffschool.org/blog/ 
 
 
 

6 

matter,	and	that	they	are	capable	of	taking	responsibility—qualities	that	serve	them	and	
society	for	a	lifetime.	
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