
Q&A with Breakthrough Guides 
Tuesday, April 10, 2018 

 
Ideally, how many adults are in a Montessori classroom? 

- There should always be 2 adults in the classroom during the morning work cycle (8:45 - 11:45 
am) in order to support students while also fostering independence.  

- During moments of busy transition (mainly, our transition to recess and then to nap), we prefer to 
have 3 adults present. 

 
How does Breakthrough respond when guides or assistants have a sick day? 
We make sure there is a substitute for anyone who is out in order to maintain our ideal ratios of adults to 
children. 
 
Do you think the classrooms have all the materials you need? How supported do you feel when it 
comes to purchasing new materials for the school? 
Breakthrough purchases the Montessori materials while daily supplies (such as snack, flowers, practical 
life materials like fruit) are provided by the family community with additional support offered by the 
SHA. This works well for our classroom teams.  
 
How easy is it usually for nappers and non-nappers to organize themselves during the nap-time? 
This depends on each classroom. Your guide can provide a detailed description of how nap-time works in 
your child’s classroom. 
 
What do you think may help prevent unpleasant rumors about the relationship between 
guides/assistants and the administration? 
We believe more straightforward communication about decisions the school is making can help. This 
communication chart can also help orient family members when they have a question: 
 

 

Concern or Question First Contact 

Child’s academic, emotional, and 
social progress; questions about 
lessons 

Classroom teacher 
FirstName@breakthroughmontessori.org 

Special needs, individualized 
educational program (IEP), 504 plans 

Allison Jones, Child Study Lead 
allison@breakthroughmontessori.org 

Montessori pedagogy, curriculum, 
assessment, and schedule 

Hannah Richardson, Director of Curriculum and 
Instruction 
hannah.richardson@breakthroughmontessori.org 
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Enrollment, community events, 
school-home communication 

Emily Hedin, Director of Community Engagement 
emily.hedin@breakthroughmontessori.org 

School finance, facilities, compliance, 
human resources, and daily 
operations 

Kamaria Mabry, Director of Operations 
kamaria.mabry@breakthroughmontessori.org 

Fundraising, expansion, strategic 
plans 

Chris Lohse, Interim Executive Director 
christopher.lohse@breakthroughmontessori.org  

Notice of absences, late arrival, and 
early pick-up; authorization for 
medical treatment in school; allergies 
and dietary restrictions 

Jasmine Jones, Office Manager 
jasmine.jones@breakthroughmontessori.org 

 
 
How does the teaching team proactively address and respond to issues of bias (bias based on gender, 
race, family structure, ability, etc)? 
Breakthrough faculty regularly gather to address issues of equity in our Equity Study, a monthly meeting 
where we analyze and discuss specific situations in our classrooms where a lack of equity is negatively 
impacting our students and families. A key part of Equity Study is identifying short-term actions as well 
as systemic and policy reforms necessary to ensure the situation is permanently resolved. At our next 
Equity Study (planned for April 16, 2018), we will workshop scripts that can be used to guide 
conversations with children and family members about equity in the classroom.  
 
As a result of our Equity Study work - and also as a result of family listening sessions on equity - we are 
drafting an Equity Policy that systematizes how we address issues of equity in our classrooms. When we 
have a completed, comprehensive draft, we will circulate it among families to invite feedback. 
 
We also have a diverse staff who bring different perspectives and experiences. This is by design. We 
always strive to ensure each student in our school can see him or herself reflected in at least one adult in 
the building.  
 
We do professional development each year on equity, anti-racist and anti-bias education. This year, we 
worked with Jenn Roberts of Versed Education. We hope to continue working with her for 2018-19 
school year. We welcome suggestions from families of other facilitators we can invite to our school.  
 
Why is the 2018-19 schedule structured as it is (with later start dates)? 
For the 2018-19 school year, students will start school on the following schedule: 

- 1st grade and kindergarten: August 30 
- PK4: Sept. 6 
- PK3: Sept. 12, Sept. 14, Sept. 18 and Sept. 20 
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The entire instructional team (admin, guides and assistants) worked on this calendar together and 
identified these start days after careful reflection of our past experiences. In our first year of operations, 
all PK4 students started on the same day. One week later, all PK3 students started school. This was 
incredibly challenging for students and guides alike. Bringing all PK3 students in at once did not offer our 
guides and assistants the opportunity to focus on each individual child and tailor the start of their 
Montessori experience to their unique needs. For our second year, we brought 2-3 new PK3 students into 
the classroom each day over the course of a week. While this was an improvement from Year 1, it still did 
not do justice to our new PK3 students who were adjusting to a new environment and a new schedule. 
Guides and assistants agreed that they needed more time to focus on their PK3 students before welcoming 
more children into the classroom. Thus, guides and assistants identified the need for a more staggered 
start to the school year with ample time in between the arrival of new PK3 students so that each child 
could feel safe and cared for as he/she begins her Montessori journey. 
 
Staggered start days are also crucial given that Breakthrough Montessori intends to backfill at all grade 
levels. Unlike many Montessori schools, which only allow new students to join at the primary level, 
Breakthrough plans to welcome new students into our community as space opens up at each and every 
grade level. We believe this is critical to operating an equitable school. We do not want to close the door 
to families who were not able to join a Montessori school at the primary level. Rather, we are committed 
to welcoming - and serving - any and all DC children who match with our school at all grades. Our 
staggered start dates not only allow us to best serve new PK3 students but also allow us to best serve older 
students who are transitioning into Breakthrough from other schools.  
 
Moreover, the staggered start days for next year will help us transition smoothly into our new campus. 
 
We understand that the staggered start days are a burden for many families. This calendar requires 
families to pay for additional childcare in a city where childcare costs are among the highest in the nation. 
We also recognize that access to childcare is crucial to equity. So we are in the process of designing a 
childcare option for the month of September as children wait to begin their classroom work.  
 
How can SHA increase engagement with guides/assistant to inform our decisions and to have open, 
two-way communication? What are the barriers? 
We encourage family members to use the parent/guardian liaisons to debrief or inform staff about 
important issues and discussions. We could also more intentionally include guides, assistants and other 
staff members in SHA meetings. 
 
What are the rules about contacting guides and assistants about things happening in the classroom? 
We always ask family members first contact their child’s guide with any questions about what is 
happening in the classroom. Our guides drive a comprehensive plan for each child’s unique development, 
and they are the Breakthrough team members who are best prepared to discuss your child’s unique needs 
with you. If your question involves extended day, we encourage you to contact Ms. Malaika Javois 
(malaika@breakthroughmontessori.org) in addition to your child’s guide so everyone can be on the same 
page.  
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How often are guides alone in the classroom with all the children?  
Early in the year, guides found themselves alone in the classroom more often than is desirable. We have 
revisited our staffing and substitute policies. Now, guides may occasionally find themselves alone in the 
classroom for a brief moment when the assistant needs a bathroom break. In these instances, 
administrators are available to step into classrooms if needed. 
 
How do guides handle children leaving to use the bathroom when they are left alone in the classroom?  
Children can ask to use the restroom and take a bathroom pass so that other adults in the building know 
the student has permission to leave the classroom. Guides also rely on each other (in particular the guides 
whose classrooms are close to their own) to help monitor children in the hall. Guides also use 
walkie-talkies to advise other adults in the building if necessary when a child leaves the classrooms. 
 
What would happen if a child had an injury or incident in the bathroom while a guide was alone in the 
classroom?  
The guide uses the walkie to get help. Neighboring guides and assistants are available to help, as well as 
administration. Depending on the age of the child, the guide may also go and look (when another adult is 
available to be in the classroom).  
 
What is the school policy on safe child to teacher ratio, and what does the substitute teacher plan look 
like? 
Our policy is to always have two adults in the room. When a guide or assistant is out, we first rely on Ms. 
Emunah (our floating Montessori guide). Then, we call on Ms. Malaika (our Montessori Support 
Specialist). Next, we call on Ms. Allison (Child Study Lead). Finally Ms. Hannah (Director of Curriculum 
and Instruction) is available to step into a classroom. If all four of these individuals are out or covering 
classrooms, we then call on other administrators in the building. If we still do not have enough coverage, 
we will split a classroom and send the children into other classrooms. We are also seeking to hire 
substitutes and are currently recruiting and interviewing candidates.  
 
What happens when a guide or assistant is sick or out for the day? If a substitute is brought in, who is 
that person? Are there changes made to the daily schedule? Is there a way for parents to be notified?  
Please see above for our substitute coverage plan. We will notify families if we split up a classrooms. We 
rarely change the daily schedule. If we do, it is for safety reason (for example, we may call for an inside 
recess if we do not have the staff coverage to safely accompany all our classes to the park.) 
 
How are issues of equity, diversity, and inclusion being handled in our classroom? What is the 
procedure when a bullying type incident occurs in the classroom? Who administers the counseling and 
who gets counseled? The child who said it? The receiver? The witnesses? When does the 
administration get notified, when do parents get notified, when do all parents get notified? 
We are in the process of designing an equity policy to address these questions, which we hope to have 
available for family review and feedback soon.  
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Who is in charge of recess and playground coordination? How often are the assistants observed in 
their work leading and caring for students while at the playground? What is the staff to child ratio 
while at the playground?  
Our morning and afternoon assistants oversee recess. Each classroom is accompanied to the park by at 
least two adults. When assistants ask for additional help, guides are available to offer it. We think it’s a 
great idea to observe assistants’ work during recess, just as we do during the work cycle. We can start 
doing this. 
 
What is the plan to ensure that an incident like the metal inset injury doesn't turn into a rumor which 
damages the school’s reputation? 
Please communicate with your child’s guide (according to classroom procedures) if you have any 
concerns about something that you heard that may or may not be true. FERPA (The Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act of 1974) mandates that schools respect family privacy. Thus, we do not 
communicate with families about incidents that do not directly involve their child. If something happens 
in the classroom that might be upsetting to children who witness it, guides will communicate with 
families.  
 
What are the guidelines on when a parent is notified of things regarding their child: as in if their child 
is receiving additional work time with Ms. Allison or had an injury? 

- If your child experiences a head injury/vomiting/fever, we will contact you right away. 
- If you child experiences a minor injury, we will contact you same day at the discretion of the 

guide. 
- Ms. Malaika, Ms. Allison, Ms. Emunah and Ms. Hannah go into classrooms to work with groups 

of children all the time. They have occasionally pulled out groups of children to work on various 
skills. Our model allows for these people to give additional support to all of our classrooms, and 
families are not informed every time it happens because it is just a normal part of our model. That 
said, if there are situations where we have concerns about a child’s academic performance (or 
social/emotional development), guides will contact families, Ms. Allison steps in, and families are 
informed of plans that are put in place.  

 
How often are staff meetings happening and how often do they interfere with scheduled classroom 
activities and lessons? 

- The staff meets for many different professional development activities, including Child Study and 
Lesson Study.  

- When morning and afternoon assistants are out of the room, there are still 2 adults in the 
classroom. 

- We are a coaching school, so we need to make certain accommodations in order to make sure 
everyone is receiving coaching and growing in their practice. 

  
Why was there hesitation to put a guide on the Breakthrough board? 
Initially, there was some discussion of placing a guide on the Breakthrough board because a) the board 
has supervision responsibilities over the executive director and b) the board appointment of a guide was 
suggested in our charter application, not in the actual charter agreement. However, the board did 
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ultimately decide to seek out faculty representation. Guides and assistants will be able to nominate and 
select their representation soon. 
 
When we are in a pinch financially, what are the priorities for the school?  Maintaining safe 
child/adult ratios?  Training for staff? Materials for classrooms?  
Our first priority is safety. Our second priorities are materials and training. All our guides are fully 
trained, but we would like to invest in training and support for other staff members.  
 
What is your ideal vision of parent support and engagement?   

- We like to view families as partners and resources. 
- We would like the families to support us in upholding the morning work cycle, which is crucial to 

a high quality Montessori experience. We would like to reserve the period of 8:45 to 11:45 each 
morning for work time in classrooms where children can work uninterrupted.  

- We invite family members to share talents, come do an activity with students in relation to 
monthly themes, come to share cultural practices, or come to do a movement or music activity 
during indoor recess. 

- We are also trying to improve cohesiveness and similarity across classrooms in terms of our 
students’ experiences. To this end, we would also love to share parent talents and resources 
among classrooms.  

 
In what ways do you support families that have children struggling behaviorally, academically, or 
socially? 

- We have a weekly Child Study meeting where all members of the faculty (guides, assistants and 
instructional admin) gather to design supports and interventions for children. 

- We organize family meetings and home-school plans as necessary.  
- We provide extra support to students in classrooms. 
- We are a coaching school so we are continually refining our practice together and Ms. Hannah, 

Ms. Allison, and Ms. Malaika are there to support guides with best practices. 
- We organize home visits to build strong relationships with families and better understand the 

needs of children.  
 
How do the guides and assistants work together as a team? With overlapping schedules to varying 
degrees, how do you ensure clear and open communication, smooth transitions, continuity of 
expectations, rules, procedures, etc?  
This questions has classroom specific answers. We encourage you to contact your guide to learn more. 
 
What is your approach to discipline? What kinds of situations/behaviors result in disciplinary actions? 
At what point or in what situations are parents notified about discipline issues?  

- First, we ask what skills a child may not have fully developed that are contributing to this child 
struggling to be successful.  

- Then, we look at how we can adjust the classroom environment as well as the way the adults 
interact with the child in order to set the child up for greater success. 
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- We contact families when we have a concern - we see parents/guardians as partners in the process 
of educating children and want to bring them into the discussion when the concern is small, not 
when there’s a “real problem.” 

- If we need further assistance, we bring Ms. Hannah and Ms. Allison into the process, we bring 
children to Child Study, we make a plan and see how it works, then adjust the plan. 

 
How do you deal with conflict between children? Is bullying a concern? How do you address conflict 
related to race, gender, ability, etc? At what point or in what situations are parents notified?  
We are in the process of designing an equity policy to address these questions, which we hope to have 
available for family review and feedback soon.  
 
What is the school's policy on taking care of medical conditions? If a kid appears sick at school, or 
becomes sick during the day, what actions are taken? Is there a nurse on staff? When are the parents 
called? Is it possible that a child would be taken to a hospital/ER without consulting the parent? 

- We have four medically-trained staff members: Ms. Allison, Ms. Malaika, Ms. Jasmine and Ms. 
Emunah 

- Generally, we monitor children closely and communicate with parents early. 
- We will call an ambulance without consulting with families if we cannot get in touch with the 

parent/guardian and the child needs medical attention (but we would continue to try to contact the 
parents or other authorized adults until we reached them). If the child needs immediate medical 
attention, we will access emergency medical care at the same time we are calling parents. 

- Guidelines around communicable illnesses can be found in our Family Handbook (see the section 
on Health and Safety) 
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