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I have not failed;
I’ve succeeded in
finding 10,000 ways
that won’t work.
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I was nine years old, lounging around my living room reading a National Geographic.
I came upon an article about Diane Fossey’s work fearlessly protecting Rawandan
mountain gorillas from poachers. Shocked that these gentle giants were being
slaughtered, I bolted up and found Mom. She was busy with a task and didn’t look up
as I described the plight of these beautiful animals and Diane Fossey’s work to save
them. Mom finally looked at me and said, “O.K., Sam… So what are you going to do
about this?”
She went on to brainstorm ideas with me, and in the ensuing couple of years I walked
my neighborhood on weekends with an empty Folger’s Coffee can that I covered
with images of mountain gorillas. I knocked on doors, collected coins and bills from
neighbors, and every few months mailed checks to Diane Fossey’s foundation. I’ll
never forget the first time I received a letter from the foundation: they told me that
my donations were helping them pay the salary of a security ranger who patrolled the
fields and jungles seeking to stop poachers. Looking back on that moment when I
approached my mom in distress, I see that her ability to pause and say the words that
would most empower me – well, it was a stroke of parenting genius. Rather than cluck
sympathetically and tell me that I was sweet to care about gorillas…now run along
outside and play…she sent me a different message: You have the power to make a
difference. Do it. My mom sought to make me gritty.
Current research suggests that the quality called “grit,” or “resiliency,” is one of
the single best predictors of long-term success in life. Angela Duckworth, a leading
researcher in resiliency who runs the Duckworth Lab at University of Pennsylvania,
writes, “We define grit as perseverance and passion for long-term goals. Grit entails
working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years
despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress. The gritty individual approaches
achievement as a marathon; his or her advantage is stamina. Whereas disappointment
or boredom signals to others that it is time to change trajectory and cut losses, the
gritty individual stays the course.”
Duckworth states in her now famous Ted Talk on “grit,” that we still don’t understand
definitively how to teach resilience, but we are confident in a few approaches that
work. The most important is cultivating what Stanford University’s Carol Dweck termed
“Growth Mindset:” believing that our abilities can be developed through hard work
and perseverance. With a growth mindset, we see challenges and failures as stepping
stones toward success. Embodying a growth mindset like no other, Thomas Edison
famously had this to say regarding his effort to invent the light bulb: “I have not failed;
I’ve succeeded in finding 10,000 ways that won’t work.”
How does this connect to Marin Montessori? I’m convinced that three core approaches
in a Marin Montessori education make our school second to none in cultivating the
growth mindset in children that leads to highly resilient individuals:
(1) Motivation for Life: Volumes of research make it very clear that trying to motivate
children through extrinsic rewards (e.g., prizes, money, grades) may spark shortterm effort, but ultimately prevents the robust development of a passion, squashes
curiosity, and limits deep learning. At Marin Montessori for over half a century we’ve
been motivating our students in the ways that current research robustly supports:
we offer choice within limits, and there is no ceiling for students’ learning. Students
have opportunities to explore what is alive in their curiosity, and if they want to go
very deep in their follow-up work—write a novel, draw a detailed map of the entire
world, create a prime factorization tree that fills up thirty pages of paper—our
teachers preserve part of each day for them to do this; they say go for it. Because our
students’ intellectual and creative drives are encouraged to thrive, they are motivated
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to learn not as a means to a prize an adult gives them, but rather, by the joy
they experience themselves when they are in the focused, energized states
of learning our classrooms cultivate. With their “growth mindsets,” MMS
students go on to seek learning in every sphere of their lives, and to believe
in their capacity to discover and break through, regardless of setbacks and
challenges.
(2) Confidence from Competence: We know that children enter the world
wanting to understand it and be effective in it. We also know that growing
up and being alive means facing challenges every day. Thus, everything we
do at MMS seeks to give children the tools to be genuinely effective and
independent in their lives, and, from this, gain grounded confidence in their
capacity to tackle the challenges they will face. Because they experience
themselves as able to effectively impact their school and their experience in
it, MMS students graduate with an abiding sense of agency over their lives: they
know they have developed the know-how and tenacity to navigate successfully
through life.
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(3) Realistic Optimism: The research on resiliency is clear in noting that when facing
the inevitable setbacks life deals us all, a rooted sense of realistic optimism is crucial in
order to garner the energy necessary to persevere and bounce back. Thus in the
primary level, one of our goals is to help children see the benevolent side of
the world. Some may see this as pollyannaish, but it is actually a key for
capacity building in children: if our children see the world as filled with
positive possibilities—as opposed to entering it cynically, fearfully, or
apathetically—they’ll strive for robust, courageous, and meaningful
lives.
As children advance to elementary and junior high, they then learn
more about the problematic aspects of human history, and the
more unsettling realities of life, but they are simultaneously taught
the history of world leaders and shapers who elevated the human
condition and fought and achieved greater justice in the world. Knowing
that courageous humans throughout history have made positive changes
inspires MMS students with a view of the world as a place where they too can
make goodness come to life.
When my mom asked me what I, a little boy in the U.S., was going to do for gorillas
in Rawanda, she embodied for me the aphorism that it is “…better to light a candle
than to curse the dark.” She gave me the gift of the seeds for a resilient habit of mind.
Today, I am proud to lead a school where every day our outstanding teachers guide
children and adolescents to understand the world and to build and trust in their own
capacities to aspire for great heights, learn through challenges, make a difference in
the world, and flourish.
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SAM SHAPIRO
HEAD OF SCHOOL
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Thoughts on
Growing Children’s
Resilience
How can we increase the resilience of our children? One theory is that
some children are resilient in the face of stress. They are born that way.
Certainly it is true that children differ in their resilience. Some infants are
immediately distressed by a sudden loud noise or the smile of a
stranger. Others hardly react to the sound or smile back at the stranger.
When distressed by a frustrating toy, some children are able to calm
themselves. They play with another toy or just stick with the one that is



What kind of experience changes
resilience? The answer is simple.
Successful coping with stress
leads to the growth of resilience.
Failure to cope with stress leads
to a weakening of resilience.
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frustrating them. For others being distressed
seems to amplify their distress. They can’t switch,
and they are too distressed to keep on trying.
Only helping them to calm down or letting it run its
course ends the distress. And often when you try
to calm them down they get even more distressed
and angry. Parents comment on this all the time.
He was always pretty calm, nothing upset him, but
she would just lose it whenever she got frustrated.
These differences in resilience are real, but they are
far from the whole story. Resilience is not a fixed
trait, an unchanging or unchangeable quality or
fixed quantity of something in a child. Resilience
actually grows or diminishes because of the child’s
experience with stress. What is the nature of that
process? What kind of experience changes resilience?
To begin with it is critical to recognize that stress
is everywhere and happens all the time. It is not
possible to avoid it. Humans always confronted
stress. I worked with a hunting and gathering
group in the Ituri Forest, and they dealt with stress
all the time. Elephants destroying their homes, a
lack of game, infections, women dying in childbirth,
and living in constant face-to-face contact with
20 related people; one of the biggest stressors in
their way of life. So living the way our ancestors
lived was not living in a romantic primitive niche
that was stress-less; it was not. So evolution built
into our ancestors ways of coping with stress.
And the ways of coping had to be flexible and
creative because stressors changed and demanded
different approaches.

Normal or typical development is also stressful.
Working with T. Berry Brazelton we found that
when children made a big developmental step—
going from crawling to walking or getting words
or pretend play or abstract thinking about what is
possible – the change was always accompanied
by a disorganization of behavior and mood, and
there were even regressions to early less developed
behaviors. The first day of school leading to
bedwetting. But as the new capacity emerged the
disorganization would disappear. Our view was that
the disorganization and stress were necessary for
change. The old way of doing things—crawling or
thinking concretely—had to be taken apart so the
new capacity—walking or abstract thought—could
develop and take the place of the old. Without
the stress and disorganization the child would not
develop, would not become more and more complex,
more and more competent.
Back to the question: What kind of experience
changes resilience? The answer is simple. Successful
coping with stress leads to the growth of resilience.
Failure to cope with stress leads to a weakening of
resilience. The primary process leading to resilience
is the experience of overcoming obstacles in a
person’s engagement with the world of objects and
the world of people. In our research we have found
that in interactions of even the most sensitive of
parents with their children that on average only 30%
of the time is there a matching of behavior, emotions,
and intentions—what I think of as a matching of
meanings—between what the parent was intending,

doing, or meaning and what the child was intending,
doing, or meaning. Critically what characterized
good interactions was that the mismatches were
quickly repaired. Mismatches were repaired and
turned into matches at the next step in the
interaction or the step after that. Reparation was
essentially a process of negotiation to find a
common understanding of what the parent and child
were going to do together. I do have to qualify this
statement since I have not studied adolescents,
but my bet is that reparation is more problematic
with them.
What are the effects of reparation? When there is a
mismatch, the child experiences some level of stress,
negative emotions. When the stress is repaired,
there are a host of developmental consequences.
One is that the child learns how to cope with the
stress and learns different ways of coping with
different stressors with different people. The child
learns that a negative experience of stress can be
changed into a positive experience; that they do not
have to be stuck in a bad experience. It is a very
powerful lesson. They also learn to trust that
together with others stressful experiences can be
overcome and having trust is critical for relationships.
Reparation gives them a feeling of control and
enhances their self-esteem. Each of these—coping,
changing experience, trusting others, control,
self-esteem—build resilience in the face of stress.
It should be obvious that when children overcome
the stress and frustrations inherent in engaging the
world of things—playing with a toy, doing homework,
practicing a sport or instrument—that their sense of
control and mastery, their resilience is enhanced.
But there is even more to it. Think about training
for a marathon. The training is analogous to small
stresses and the marathon is analogous to a severe
stress; even a trauma. During training the individual
builds their physical and mental capacity by running
scheduled amounts of increasing distances over time.
With on-going practice the individual gains capacity
to run the marathon, but does not actually run a
marathon until they run the race. If they have trained

[

well on shorter distances they accumulate the ability
—build up a reservoir of strength—to run the full
distance. Thus overcoming the stress of shorter
distances is necessary for overcoming the longer
distance. Overcoming the small ubiquitous stressors
of everyday life builds up resilience—a reservoir of
coping capacity—to overcome a big stress.
As much as we wish we could (and we all do)
it is a fantasy that we can protect our children from
stress; it is everywhere. No amount of curling or
helicoptering will protect them. Indeed, I think that
parents who try too hard are actually quite
anxious about themselves and their child
and see the child as vulnerable.
Neither is good for the child. But
more to the point, were it possible
to fully protect the child from
stress, the protection would
disrupt a necessary process
that leads to the growth and
development of resilience.
Of course there is a hidden
issue. When training for a
marathon, if one over-trains
capacity is actually lost; the
trainee weakens. Similarly,
experiencing too much stress
can decrease resilience and
lead to a sense of failure.
Unfortunately I do not know
what is the right amount of
stress exposure; if only I did.
What I do know is that when
parents can appreciate the value of
reparation and overcoming stressors
for their child – infant, preschooler,
adolescent—they are more able to be calm in
the face of their child’s disorganization and distress.
They may even see it as positive. Then they are more
able to give him or her space to overcome stress on
his or her own. They will also come to know when
the stress is in fact too much, and provide the
scaffolding their child needs to overcome it and to
feel successful and resilient.

ED TRONICK
DIRECTOR OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT UNIT AND DISTINGUISHED
PROFESSOR AT UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, BOSTON
MMS GRANDPARENT AND FATHER OF ANNA YARBROUGH

Resilience
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ANNA YARBROUGH
JUNIOR HIGH DIRECTOR
MMS PARENT

Resilience is characterized by the capacity to
recover from difficulties, stress, or challenge.
Dr. Tronick, a leading developmental and clinical
psychologist, Director of the Child Development
Unit, and Distinguished Professor of Psychology at
UMass Boston, explains how resilience is developed,
stating, “the successful coping with stress leads to
the growth of resilience.” So how do we at Marin
Montessori School create situations that allow
our students to experience “successful coping
with stress?” At its very core Montessori education
fosters independence in the child, structuring
a prepared environment with materials with a
built in control of error. These enable the child to
explore, make choices, and face consequences,
all relatively free from adult intervention. A child
in Montessori develops resilience as each day the
adults and the prepared environment “help her to
help herself.” Dr. Tronick states that the “experience
of overcoming obstacles in a person’s engagement
with the world of objects and the world of people”
leads to resilience. In Montessori, at each plane
of development children are doing just that –
overcoming obstacles as they engage with people
and material in their environment.

the choices that they make. To overcome these
obstacles in the world of people they engage in
conflict resolution, building on the social foundation
that was developed in primary. Students engage
with the material daily, independently experiencing
both failure and success. The materials’ “built in
control of error” enables the child to evaluate his
own success. For example, as students explore
different binomials with the hundred square, each
answer comes out to 100. If it does not, the child
knows she has made a mistake. The material
allows her to safely make that mistake and supports
her in trying again, until she finds success. These
experiences of stress and success as students
engage with people and materials continue as they
move into the Junior High.

Young children arrive in the world with resilience;
just watch a young child learning to walk, falling down
and getting up again, over and over. In a Montessori
environment this motivation to grow is nurtured
through the materials, which provide the child with
the opportunity to work without interruption to
practice and master a skill. When a five-year-old is
learning how to tie bows, this process begins with
a lesson from the teacher. It is a complex skill that
requires much repetition to figure out first how to
do it successfully on the bow frame, then to be able
to tie his own shoes or to help another child tie
her apron. A child successfully learns to tie a bow,
overcoming a material obstacle in iterated steps.
The key to building resilience is that we follow
Dr. Montessori’s observation that “every unnecessary
help is a hindrance to development,” so children at the
toddler and primary level, and then the elementary
and Junior High, understand that an adult is not going
to do for them what they can for themselves; it takes
their own resilience to stick with it.

The Junior High is often referred to as a microcosm
of society. Students are pursuing independence,
and we continue to follow the key tenet that “every
unnecessary help is a hindrance.” The Junior High is
a community that is built on the interdependence
of all its members. Each Friday we come together
as a full community and work through issues and
concerns. Students engage with each other, not
always in agreement, and work to come to solutions
that will resolve the issues. To use Dr. Tronick’s
words, the “reparation [is] essentially a process of
negotiation to find a common understanding of
what the [community] will do together.” During
adolescence it is not only social stressors that
arise, but also academic. Much of our academics
connect to the farm, and when working with the
farm there are many stressors and failures to
repair. For example, a student studying bees may
research hives and come up with a solution to the
mites that are plaguing the bees. She will try this
solution, sprinkling the hives with powdered sugar
on a regular basis. However, the hive might not
survive. The work doesn’t end here; the student
goes back and researches more about hives, the
community purchases a new hive, and we try again
implementing the new knowledge that the student
has gained. Like the primary or elementary material,
the farm has built in reparation of error, repetition,
work, and experiences of success that are carried
out largely independent of the adult.

In the elementary level the children begin to engage
with each other and the materials in a new way.
Socially, Montessori characterized this plane as
the “age of rudeness.” Conflicts arise among peers
and friends as they navigate the classroom and

Thus, as children progress through Montessori
they are met daily with experiences of stress and
success. And as Dr. Tronick says, “overcoming the
small ubiquitous stressors of everyday life builds up
resilience—a reservoir of coping capacity.”
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An Un-Storybook
Story: Fast-Roping
and Resiliency

It was summer 2001, with no moonlight on a cloudcovered night on the Naval Amphibious Base in
Coronado, CA. My unit was training with one other,
practicing fast-roping—rocketing down a thick rope
suspended from a helicopter hovering 100 feet off
the ground with nothing but leather-gloved hands
holding on to the line. Fast-roping is a quick team
insertion technique. The moment you touch the
ground, you run to the side because a teammate is
screaming down the rope right behind you. He will
land on top of you if you don’t move quickly out of
the way. Performed correctly, the whole exercise
looks like a carefully executed ballet with each man
flowing off the end of the rope in rapid succession.

Many years later he and I met up in Austin, TX, and
at Bjorn’s suggestion we went for a run. In his gait
it was clear that even though he was running, that
night had left a mark on Bjorn. Still he did not let it
hold him back. Bjorn took pride in getting out on a
run together. Bjorn’s experience reminded me that
there are some setbacks from which we never fully
recover. Yet, these are some of life’s most important
moments because they allow us to discover new
capacities within ourselves and give us a chance to
chart a new path (for Bjorn this included a slower,
but still fulfilling, passion for running). Bjorn taught
me that resiliency is earned by allowing ourselves to
be shaped by—not defeated by—challenges.

That night, as I gripped the rope hovering high over
the earth and got ready to descend, there were
two men already shooting down the line beneath
me. I stepped through the hellhole and gravity did
the rest. Before I knew it, I was on the ground and
running to clear the landing area for the next man.
As I dashed to the side, I noticed the man who had
been on the line before me was lying on the ground.
It was my close friend Bjorn. He had landed wrong
and shattered his ankle on impact. Fortunately
we had a medic on hand and were not far from a
hospital.

As a parent, I get ample opportunity to see my
children struggle. While I am certainly guilty of
swooping in to fix problems for them, I strive to
remember Bjorn’s lesson and let them grapple to
find their own solution. Though it will break my heart
a bit when they realize that life does not often offer
up a storybook ending, my hope is that, like Bjorn,
Kellan (Quail), Tessa (Great Blue Heron), and Finn
(future MMSer) build a resilient spirit by facing life’s
challenges and find joy in writing their own story.

Bjorn spent weeks in the hospital while doctors
rebuilt his ankle. I went to visit him often, and when
he returned to action it took remarkable effort for
him to regain his old form. Once an active runner
and leader in our unit, he was now on crutches,
sidelined in what was by nature a physically-oriented
group. Bjorn went on to recover through slow but
persistent effort.

[

SCOTT CULLERTON
MMS PARENT
LIEUTENANT, US NAVY 1998-2002
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When
Guinea Pigs
Are
Scholars
When Guinea Pigs
Are Scholars

As a part of Marin Montessori School’s inaugural
seventh and ninth grade classes, my peers and I
were described as “guinea pigs” and “scholars”
frequently and in equal proportion. While “guinea
pigs” was meant to convey the idea that we were
the test subjects of what was then known as the
Erdkinder program, the idea that we were “scholars”
held a lot more weight—at least for me.
Initially, the notion that a group of adolescents, at
the height of their awkward phases, were called
scholars baffled me. Why were we given a name
reserved for respectable academics? It took me
a few years to wrap my head around how that
sort of rhetoric, even if mainly used around our
parents, may have intentionally or unintentionally
represented the reality of our situation—probably
more than the guinea pig analogy.
I now believe that by calling us scholars, our
teachers encapsulated the essence of the experience
in the Junior High program.
My peers and I had the privilege of learning from
extraordinary teachers who led the way by example.
Many of these people were instructors who had
left positions all over the country to come to the
Bay Area and pioneer an amazing new program,
and in that way they confirmed the validity of our
experience as pioneers too. I believe these teachers
merited respect in many ways, both professionally
and personally. However, because they treated us
with the same kind of respect that they expected
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us to treat them with, I learned to take myself
seriously and not allow myself to be undervalued. I
feel immensely grateful to have been able to learn
in such a nurturing environment where giving and
receiving respect was the standard of living.
In many ways, the Junior High program was only able
to operate as smoothly as it did thanks to the roles
that the students filled, specifically in the managerial
positions. Not only did these positions teach us
responsibility, strong work ethics, and integrity,
but they gave us the freedom to pursue even our
non-academic interests. I was the Bee Manager
for all three of my years at MMS, and I particularly
loved that it was a way I could contribute to the
community. Still, beekeeping was not as important as
some of the other departments my peers managed.
Without students managing activities like hospitality
and music, the responsibilities those managers took
on—by organizing pivotal areas of community life
from hosts for prospective students to coffeehouse
performance nights—would have been carried out
by the teachers, maybe at the expense of something
else, or otherwise forgotten. Luckily students were
happy to take on responsibilities and contribute
their time.
Even when our managerial work did not go
as smoothly as it could have, by treating most
uncomfortable situations as opportunities to build
character, we learned to advocate for ourselves and
adapt—regardless of whether we were scholars or
guinea pigs.

AYANA RENOLDI-BRACCO
MMS ALUMNI
STUDYING ASTROPHYSICS AT BARNARD COLLEGE OF COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY
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Bent,
Not
Broken

I arrived in this country fifteen years ago with a
little backpack and 50 borrowed dollars. I didn’t
speak a word of English, and I didn’t know what the
future would have in mind for me. Not long after
that, I met my life partner, Roberto, the father of
our daughter, Greta. Just days before she was born,
tragedy struck our lives when Roberto’s mother
died in a very heartbreaking way.
We were devastated, with a little girl in our arms
that we needed to raise and protect. At that exact
moment, we knew that we wanted to give her
the world if we could, but we both knew that it
wouldn’t be easy.
Both of us were working different shifts to raise
our little girl. We couldn’t afford childcare so we
sacrificed our time together to offer her the best
care we had, father and mother care. For the first
three years of Greta’s life, Roberto and I would
see each other just for a few minutes each day
and share a half-day off together once a week.
We don’t regret a bit of that time, because each of
us had spent such special quality time with Greta.
Soon enough, the time came to send Greta to
school. I knew that I wanted to provide her with the
opportunity for a great education, but more than

that I wanted for her to have the ability to overcome
adversity, to learn and love, and to shine her bright
light in the world. Then I heard about Montessori
education, and I wanted her to have that opportunity.
We found a public Montessori program in San
Francisco. When she was in third grade, the program
started to change their Montessori curriculum, and
we knew it was a time to change schools. But, where
should we go?
We took the chance and explored Marin Montessori,
a utopic idea for us, but this community opened
its doors to our family, and we are now in our third
year at the school. It hasn’t been easy. We continue
to make many sacrifices and give up many things
in order to provide this opportunity to Greta. And,
once again, we don’t regret a bit of it. Here, we found
support, empathy, friends, and a community that
stands by us many times, in many ways.
This year, we’ve had new challenges, with financial
and health struggles. As we say in Argentina, “what
doesn’t kill you, just makes you stronger,” but having
the support of the MMS community yet again helped
our family overcome these challenges. We feel so
grateful and blessed to be part of this community,
and we want to extend our gratitude to each one of
its members.
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SANDRA HERMAN
MMS PARENT, GRETA IN GREAT WHITE EGRET

My scars remind me that I did indeed survive my
deepest wounds. That in itself is an accomplishment.
And they bring to mind something else, too.
They remind me that the damage life has inflicted
on me has, in many places, left me stronger and
more resilient. What hurt me in the past has actually
made me better equipped to face the present.
		
STEVE GOODIER (FROM LESSONS OF THE TURTLE)
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