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Session 4

TRANSFORMING SOCIETY – 
TAKING CRITICAL ACTION AND 

ACTIVISM AS A MONTESSORI EDUCATOR
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WELCOME to Session 4: 
Transforming Society:

Taking Critical Action and Activism as a 
Montessori Educator 

AGENDA: 
1. Wholeness 
2. Norms 
3. Pre-work readings and videos
4. Overarching discussion questions
5. Case Study Discussion 
6. Project Description
7. Wholeness 
8. Post-Session 4 Project 
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Wholeness Opening



Recommit to Group Agreements

Take time now to silently review the group agreements. Remind yourself of the group's 
commitment to these norms. Also recognize that it is hard to perfectly follow every 
norm in every conversation. Therefore, as you review the group norms, identify one 
norm that you want to focus on for this specific session and be intentional about 
re-committing to it. This will help you recognize and actively practice these agreements  
and translate them to other aspects of your life. 

Have each group member briefly SHARE: 
Which agreement do you want to focus on during this specific conversation and 
how can the community support you? 
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● experience discomfort
● be present!
● be transparent in our thinking - when the 

going gets rough, turn to wonder (check in 
with yourself)

● speak your truth 
● It’s okay to leave with questions and 

thoughts still alive (know it’s possible) - the 
seed planted here can keep growing in the 
days ahead

● Expect and accept non-closure
● Learn to respond to others with honest 

open question 
● own your intention and your impact 
● what is offered is by invitation not demand 

- trust and learn from the silence
● confidentiality - respect what is shared  

Community Agreements



FLIPPING THE SCRIPT WITH 
MICRO-AFFIRMATIONS

POST-Session 3
PROJECT 
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What is an example of a micro-affirmation that 
you implemented? 
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Session 4 Preparation Work 
Reading: “Community organizing to end the school-to-jail track” by Ben 
Kirshner and Ricardo Martinez, June 11, 2015.1

Video: “9-year-old activist saves Chicago school, dreams big.” MSNBC, May 
26, 2013. (watch until 4:30)2

DISCUSS the following questions within your 
BREAKOUT SESSION: 

1. What is Critical Action? 

2. What skills did the students from the 
prep work need to learn before 
becoming activists?

3. What skills did you need to learn prior 
to becoming an activist? 

"Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the 
integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and 

bring about conformity to it, or it becomes the practice of freedom - the means by 
which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to 

participate in the transformation of the world." 
-Paulo Freire
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https://www.fromthesquare.org/community-organizing-to-end-the-school-to-jail-track/#.WPQTTdLyvIV
http://www.msnbc.com/melissa-harris-perry/9-year-old-activist-saves-chicago-school-dre


Breakout Session #1 

1. What is Critical Action? 

2. What skills did the students from 
the prep work need to learn before 
becoming activists?

3. What skills did you need to learn 
prior to becoming an activist? 
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Please have one representative prepared to share out 
whole group. 



What is critical action?

Definition: informed by critical consciousness  and action 
with a goal and purposeful outcome

Skills:

●  comprehension and communication
● analysis - critical consumer 
● perspective
● collaboration
● solidarity 
● empathy
●
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Whole Group 
Discussion  

● How can we as teachers help ourselves 
and our students learn and develop the 
skills needed for critical action? 

● How does Critical Action and Activism 
work as a tool to disrupt and dismantle 
racism and white supremacy?

12



Case Discussion
As a group, discuss your reactions, reflections, and responses to the case. Here are the 
case discussion questions again for reference: 

1. Using a critically conscious lens, what is the dilemma (or dilemmas) in the case? 

2. For whom is it a dilemma? 

3. Why is this a dilemma? 

4. What values or principles are at stake? 

5. What practical and/or policy considerations are at stake?  

6. How does your racial identity development and positionality influence your 
feelings and  reactions to the case? How does this impact what you think are the 
dilemmas in the case and why? 

7. How does the racial identity development and positionality of the people in the 
case influence your feelings and reactions to the case? How does this impact what 
you think are the dilemmas in the case and why? 
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Critical Action Case Study*
Melanie was an exceptionally hard-working and critically reflective White fifth grade 
student. In the last parent-teacher conference, Mrs. Duman, a White teacher who had 
been at the school for over 7 years, noted that Melanie was thriving in her class. Mrs. 
Duman’s class was based on a year-long curriculum exploring critical reflection and 
activism. It was March and students were just beginning to work on their final projects 
which was always a major highlight for the upper elementary students. Students chose 
their own topic, crafted the design of their project, and presented it to the entire fourth, 
fifth, and sixth grade student body, as well as many parents who chose to attend the 
final presentations. The last three months of school were spent working on these 
projects that ranged from research papers to experiments to multimedia creations. 
Melanie strongly felt that her final project should educate her fellow students and 
teachers; she wanted to bring awareness about a current issue that was rarely discussed 
at her school. 

Almost every night after dinner Melanie and her parents would watch the nightly news 
together. One night Melanie watched a report on the death of Tamir Rice, a 12 year old 
African American 7th grade student, as a result of the actions of two White male police 
officers. Tamir had been at a neighborhood park playing with an Airsoft replica gun. 
Another person at the park called 9-1-1 reporting that someone, likely a juvenile, was 
pointing a gun at people and the caller noted that the gun was probably fake. Within 
two seconds of the police officers arriving on scene, one of the police officers shot 
Tamir and he died the next day. 

Melanie could not believe that there were so many people who defended these police 
officers for their immediate use of deadly force against a 7th grader and that they would 
not face any charges. She decided that the alarming amount of deaths of Black men and 
women and students at the hands of police officers and the shocking lack of indictment 
or charges was what she wanted to focus on for her final project. Melanie felt that a 
multi-media project would be the best way to educate, engage, and hopefully move 
people to outrage and action. She spoke to her parents about the project and they 
supported her commitment to reporting the facts and realities honestly and openly 
through visual images and video clips. The next day, Melanie expressed her project 
topic and design to Mrs. Duman who was very supportive and interested to see how 
this project would develop.

*These cases studies are based on real scenarios; identifying details have been changed. 
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Over the next two months, Melanie’s project blossomed. Using iMovie and other online 
programs, she mixed images, news reports, video clips, various reports and her own narration 
to create a powerful and graphic critique of the murders of Black people by predominantly 
White police officers. Mrs. Duman was extremely impressed at Melanie’s commitment to 
activism and her refusal to gloss over or minimize the horrifying realities as well as holding 
police departments and the United States responsible for these deaths. She had even reached 
out to a nearby Black Lives Matter chapter to interview the activists and featured their voices 
throughout the mini documentary. Yet Mrs. Duman had some concerns in regards to sharing 
this with the rest of the class and the larger school community. There were some students at 
the school with parents who were police officers, including one of Melanie’s fellow classmates. 

Mrs. Duman was also concerned about student reactions to the graphic images/videos as well 
as how some White students may treat the few Black students who attended the school after 
the presentation. 

The date for the final presentations was right around the corner. For the following week 
students would be working in pairs to practice their presentations. Melanie’s project was by far 
one of the most extensive, well-researched, and elaborate projects in the class. Yet Mrs. 
Duman was torn about whether Melanie should be allowed to present her project to the 
school community. While she knew that this was true critical action and it should be shared 
with a wider audience, she wasn’t sure how other students and parents would respond. Not 
allowing Melanie the opportunity to present would be silencing her activism and robbing other 
students of the knowledge that Melanie had thoughtfully and purposefully gathered. At the 
same time, parents wielded a lot of influence and Mrs. Duman was worried about how they 
might respond to Melanie’s project, possibly calling for the end to this assignment or the 
public presentations.

*These cases studies are based on real scenarios; identifying details have been changed. 15



Breakout Session #2:

1. How might your racial identity 
development and positionality be 
affecting the emotions you are feeling 
and how you would respond if you were 
Mrs. Duman? 

2. How do you take stock of your own 
obstructionism -- passive or otherwise? 
What helps you stay accountable to 
your critical consciousness? 
a. Obstructionism - neglecting, 

avoiding, delaying, or preventing a 
process or change or action 
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Whole Group 
Discussion  

What are the opportunities 
for critical action and racial 
justice work in your life? 
What action are you taking 
today?
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Closing Thoughts (20 minutes)

• How does Critical Action and Activism 
work as a tool for to disrupt or dismantle 
racism and white supremacy?

• How can we as teachers help students 
learn and develop the skills needed for 
critical action?

REFLECT and then SHARE: 
• What are the major understandings 

and actions steps you are taking away 
from this session?
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Critical Action 

POST-Session 4
PROJECT 
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Transforming Society
Taking Critical Action and Activism as a Montessorian 

We define critical consciousness as an ability to recognize, understand, and reflect on 
interlocking systems of oppression and to take action to resist them4. Critical 
consciousness involves reflection on the interaction of privilege and oppression in 
your daily life, as well as reflection on how systems of oppression are institutionalized. 
In addition to reflection, critical consciousness includes action to resist oppression. 
Taking action in your personal life includes may take a lot of different forms: (1) 
interpersonal relationships; (2) conversations you have with others about the systems 
of oppression (e.g., socializing one another's critical consciousness versus bigotry talk). 
Action within larger social systems includes joining together with other people to build 
a community of resistance that will collectively work toward dismantling systems of 
oppression.

The development of critical consciousness is important in teacher training because it 
contributes to teacher competence in classroom culture, student assessment, discipline, 
and family engagement5. In the process of developing critical consciousness, teachers 
are challenged to explore power dynamics in the classroom. This enables teachers to 
incorporate an understanding of how sociopolitical and economic systems shape 
people's experiences. In turn, informed by such understanding, the teacher’s ability to 
validate human experiences and establish alliance increases. 

The development of critical consciousness also involves recognizing and challenging 
personal biases regarding aspects of social identity such as race, gender, or nation of 
origin; this in turn provides for a deeper understanding of how internalized and 
interpersonal oppression shape teaching practices. Moreover, an understanding of the 
institutionalized oppression enables teachers to support students' resistance to unjust 
structures and practices.
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Critical Action Project   
● Goal: For you to take action NOW.

● With this project, you will take critical 
action by creating and/or 
implementing something in the next 
two weeks before Session 5. 
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Critical Action Project   
Steps:
1. Before Session 5, create the first version of a 

finished project (and start to implement if 
you can!)

2. Email your project to the whole cohort 24 
hours before Session 5. 

3. Present the project in Session 5 (and any 
results or experiences so far). You will have 
6-8 minutes to present and then have time 
for questions and feedback from the 
cohort.

4. Implement the project after Embracing 
Equity!
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Critical Action Project   

We will take 3 minutes now to 
brainstorm ideas, ask 

questions, and/or learn about 
previous projects.
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Post-Session 4 Project: 
Create a TOOL for Critical Consciousness
Choose one of the following options, or create your own! The goal of this tool 
is for it to be useful for you in your day-to-day teaching practice.
 
 ___ Scorecard on Lessons: Create a tool to evaluate the Critical 
Consciousness in your lesson plans. Use these scorecard weekly with at least 
one of your lessons. 

___ Critical Action Assessment: Create a guide for checking for 
microaggressions and stereotypes in books. 

___ Learning to Cultivate Classroom Culture: What are at least 3 classroom 
culture techniques that promote critical consciousness? How and why? 
Implement these in your classroom. 

___ Responding to Trauma: Write a 1-2 page reflection and synthesis of 
race-based trauma and some relevant resources that you could utilize to 
support students. 

____ Student Activism: Help students develop their identities as activists by 
intentionally highlighting how students are doing critical action inside or 
outside of the classroom. 

BEFORE THE FINAL Embracing Equity Session, email your project 
to everyone in your cohort. 
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Wholeness Closing



Call to Action

● Email your Teacher Education 
Program about Embracing Equity 
and what was missing in your 
training.

● Find a colleague to sign up for an 
upcoming Embracing Equity 
session.

● Implement a different 
microaffirmation tomorrow.

● What else?...
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Embracing Equity Buddy
You will now be joining a breakout 
session with someone in our group 

who will be your accountability 
partner. 

Please exchange your contact 
information and set up a time to 

connect and share BEFORE Session 5. 
This will be the opportunity for you to 
practice presenting your critical action 

project. 



See you next time for our 
final Embracing Equity 

Session #5!  
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