
Tough to Treasured

HOW TO FORGE POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS THROUGHOUT YOUR PROGRAMS…

AND YOUR LIFE

Thank you for being here this afternoon! It’s been a long day with so many wonderful 
presentations. 

I want to make sure you are at the right place!! This is Tough to Treasured…
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Playbook

Send your email to me and I’ll send the Playbook / Workbook 

during out first reflection time; 

cmann@claudiamann.org

Before we get started, I want to offer you a Playbook for processing the concepts and 
working with your own Tough to Treasured relationships. In the past year, I’ve met a 
number of school leaders who have used my online workshop as staff development. I’ve 
also led follow-up conversations with staff to help them process and use the ideas in their 
own challenging relationships.  

I’d like to send you the Playbook, but I need your email to do that! 
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Tough to Treasured

HOW TO FORGE POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS THROUGHOUT YOUR PROGRAMS…

AND YOUR LIFE

Thank you for being here this afternoon! It’s been a long day with so many wonderful 
presentations. 

This workshop is called Tough to Treasured: How to Forge Positive Relationships throughout 
your Programs …and your life. Before I get started, I wonder how many of you are heads of 
school….guides or teachers…parents?

Did you come to this presentation because you’ve experienced challenging relationships 
among your students, your staff, your own children? 

This presentation is founded on some basic concepts…(Click)
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The School Community 
is a Culture

Most of us would probably agree that a school community is a culture. Especially 
Montessori schools’ culture can be felt almost as soon as you enter the building. 

I’d like to shift that just a bit…
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The School Community 
is a Culture

THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY IS A  CULTURE

AGREEMENT!

To the  school community is a culture agreement.

It is a formal, intentional understanding, even a promise, that is formed between parties. In 
our workshop today, this concept is central to the ideas I’ll be sharing with you. 
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the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and 
practices that characterizes an institution or 
organization

~~~~~~

the way of life, especially the general customs 
and beliefs of a particular group of people at a 
particular time. 

Culture: A Definition

I’m Claudia Mann.  I’ve been a guide, a trainer, and school leader and a school founder. In 
all my roles as a Montessorian, I felt compelled to create and participate in the culture of 
my schools. But it wasn’t until I had my own school to guide, and after at least one pretty 
major fail in another school I led, that I began to consider how to move all the staff, 
children and families into that culture and choose to be part of it. 

First, I looked at definitions and I was surprised at what I found for culture…everything 
from arts to examples of human intellect…but these two were compatible with how I 
see culture in our school community:   
• the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes an 

institution or organization
• The important word here is “shared” implying that there is agreement

• the way of life especially the general customs and beliefs of a particular group of people 
at a particular time 

• Here the important phrase is “general customs and beliefs” that define the way 
of life. 
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Culture: Etymology

>LATIN "COLERE“      

TO TEND TO THE EARTH AND GROW; 
CULTIVATE;  NURTURE

I also took a look at the etymology and learned that culture comes from Latin "colere," 
which means to tend to the earth and grow, or cultivate and nurture. 

This was a perfect expression of why this work appeals to me. You see, what you won’t find 
in my bio is that what really drew me into Montessori education was her vision for a peace-
filled world through education and connection. Throughout my career, especially when 
travelling around the country working with teachers and schools, I’ve felt challenged by the 
disconnect between the desired peaceful classrooms and the number of frustrated adults. 
With each conflict I’ve either witnessed or heard about, I’ve felt drawn to learn more 
deeply some ways to manage the relationship ups and downs that seemed to be a part of 
every program. 
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Tough to Treasured
How to Forge Positive Relationships Throughout Your 

Programs and Your Life

Creating a peaceful workplace was more than a goal, it was the reason behind so many of 
my transformative experiences. Before we go on, I want to take a moment to honor the 
cultures of the native people of our country. 

This view from my home is the land of the natives: the Payomkawichum, or “People of 
the West.” These native Californians referred to themselves as Ata’axam or 
“the People.” Today, they are known primarily as the Luiseno, a name given them by 
those who would take their land in the name of San Luis Rey. Let’s take a moment of 
silence to honor the cultures of all the native people who inhabited our country before 
colonialism. 

It’s fitting to think about culture and peace as we begin this workshop. In it, I’ll be sharing 
some thoughts, hopefully some insights and a few practical applications to help you in your 
pursuit of a happy, healthy school culture filled with loving and peaceful relationships. 
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The skills that lead to quality relationships across our communities apply in nearly every 
situation: with colleagues, parents, and children.

In our schools, the culture is an agreement among the relationships of all the stakeholders 
…but what are we ALL agreeing to?

Today, in the hour or so that we have together, we will focus on an outline of steps you can 
take to building the relationships of a beautiful school culture. 
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Culture Creation Tools
 REFLECTING

 ASSESSING

 PLANNING 

 EXECUTING

By the end, you will have a set of tools to get you started on a culture creation journey that 
will develop all the relationships in your life at school, especially the tough ones.
We’ll start with reflection, turn to assessment. Then we’ll use planning and finally executing 
as our primary tools  in the process of exploring the agreements we make.  In the playbook, 
the exercises will guide you as to which of the tools you’re using. 

In my experience, bumpy  relationships can be nurtured into treasured relationships for 
your school and your life…sometimes they can even  become the most treasured of all. But 
to get from tough to treasured will likely take some work.  Even when you think you are 
making your best effort, professional relationships can often turn challenging.  But take 
heart! 

The work of relationship-building is possibly the most important work you do because 
difficult relationships can upset your school’s entire sense of peace and stability, creating 
distrust among all the stakeholders. But when you successfully navigate these waters, it can 
be the most rewarding work of all. 
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 BUILDING

 PRACTICING

 MAINTAINING

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

As we begin, I can’t say enough about the importance of trust: building it, practicing it, and 
maintaining it among all of the stakeholders. Everything we do, all the planning and actions 
we take, need to have an eye toward the impact they have on trust among the members of 
our community. You’ll be hearing this a lot today. Maybe write it in BIG letters across the 
top of your notes pages! 
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

When trust is eroded, relationships can become strained or difficult. Difficult relationships 
can encourage gossip, a host of disruptive behaviors and, eventually, can undermine the 
top priority: the work you all do with the children.  

12



Preparation of the Environment

THE CONTEXT FOR CULTURAL AGREEMENT

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Navigating the ups and downs of all school relationships is just like the classroom: you’re 
sorting out how to manage a puzzle of all the needs, desires, personalities and 
expectations of all the players. And just like the classroom, much of the work is in the 
preparation. 

When preparing the environment of an entire community’s culture, your intentions for the 
present and the future need to be defined as clearly as you are able. 

Like a Montessori classroom with its materials and spaces designed to guide activity, the 
environment for developing the culture of your school and the relationships that function 
within that culture must hold the context for the cultural agreements.

The environment you prepare will lay the foundation for defining the culture, for managing 
the details of the culture, or the daily operations, for solving problems that arise, and for 
supporting all the people who are part of your program. 

So, what is the “Environment” that establishes a Culture?
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“shared attitudes, values, 
goals, and practices”

“the way of life, especially 
the general customs and 

beliefs”

If we return to our definition of culture: 

• “the way of life, especially the general customs and 
beliefs 

• “shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices” 

we can begin to formulate an answer: the environment 
we need to prepare must be defined and constructed to 
make sure that our way of life is clearly embedded in 
our daily customs and routines. 

Our beliefs, attitudes, values, goals and practices must 
show up so our constituents, our students and their 
families, 
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can see them in every aspect of what we do every day. 
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Systems Policies

Procedures Behavior 
expectations

A Prepared Environment for 
Culture

The prepared environment for Culture requires defining and planning in these four areas.  
Systems, Policies, Procedures, Behavior Expectations. 
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WHY WE NEED THEM; HOW TO PLAN THEM

Systems

Systems are a significant part of a school’s culture. You might even consider them the 
foundation of your culture. 

First, the systems you put into place help your school run smoothly, because folks know 
how to do the things that need to be done. 

But systems also communicate your values. They show how you see your partnership with 
the families who aren’t part of the day-to-day life of the school and for the folks who are 
part of that day-to-day life, the children and staff, the systems support them to feel 
connected to those values you hold dear. 

When you plan the systems, you’ll want to keep an eye on your mission and vision, so that 
the systems reflect those two important culture documents. 
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 CREATE ORDER & PREDICTABILITY

 PROVIDE SAFETY & SECURITY

 HAVE ACCOUNTABILITY BUILT-IN

 BUILD TRUST

 CUES ALL STAKEHOLDERS

Good Systems:
WHY WE NEED THEM; HOW TO PLAN THEM

• Good systems do a lot more than keep your school running smoothly. 
• (Click) As Montessorians, we know that with order and predictability our work is easier to 

manage. That’s Preparation! 
• (Click) But systems also create a sense of safety and security: in other words they build 

TRUST! 

(Click) Good systems build in accountability so that it’s easy to makes sure the system is being 
maintained and when it’s breaking down. The accountability can help you determine when a 
system needs revision, too!

(Click) Systems also have the advantage of cueing all stakeholders: a school or classroom with 
typically strong systems will be reassuring that when a crisis arises it will be managed 
thoughtfully and consistently.  More TRUST-building

So you need to create systems that address predictable issues and challenges. And then you 
have to TEACH THEM!

I once onboarded with a school community that had lots of great systems in place…only that 
part of onboarding was skipped or glossed over. It may have been assumed that I’d figure it 
out on my own.  The onboarding I received focused more on company philosophy and 
vision…also good…but the nuts and bolts would have made my work more effective in the first 
year. And I would have felt more a part of the team instead of always feeling like I was a little 
bit disconnected. 
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While you make your systems for the predictable things, when the unpredictable comes up, 
you will rely on these systems already in place to make decisions that are in line with your 
values.

This results in a “no-surprises" way of operating. 

Just to reiterate: Systems Build trust … this is the seed you are sowing for developing and 
maintaining the positive relationships that stabilize your culture.
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Systems for Everything

Do you see the systems? Putting work on a rug is a system used throughout Montessori 
classrooms age to age. This system is clear, brings order, and is predictable. When a 
Montessori child goes to a new Montessori classroom, there is comfort in seeing the rugs 
stacked in their place knowing that when a work is chosen, they will know what to do. 

Knowing the system allows the child to behave independently and to feel confident. 

As the leader, whether it be of a classroom, the entire school, or being a parent at home, 
systems develop trust.  Even when a system has not yet been created, having well-used and 
understood systems inspires trust that when one is needed, there will be a value placed on 
creating a system. 

Systems can and do include the procedural issues of the classroom, but also the extra 
curricular events, the check-ins and attendance procedures, the social events, and even 
how you set up finances and get invoices paid. 

I appreciate systems for the order they bring to my life, even though some systems are 
more challenging for me to manage than others. I find that from classroom to home, 
systems help me stay grounded and live in a more peaceful mindset. 

18



 CONNECT VALUES TO   SYSTEMS

 SYSTEMS SUPPORT THE CULTURE

 SYSTEMS SUPPORT BELONGING

Systems and Culture

Helping all the stakeholders feel secure and at peace with the school environment will build 
a trusting culture…which minimizes conflict and, when conflict does arise, your culture will 
support a smooth resolution. 

Returning to the definitions, systems define the “way of life”. It allows all the participants to 
know how to belong. Belonging is vital  in the culture of a school community. 

Likewise, the system reflects the values and attitudes of the community. As you create 
systems, whether they be for the classroom or the school or the parent body, you will want 
to ask yourself about how the systems connects to the values and attitudes you want to 
promote. 
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Your Turn…What systems are working 

What systems are needed

Now is your turn, In your handout, I’ve given you some worksheets for developing systems, 
and a place to reflect on the systems that you use in your community.

Would it be helpful to take a few minutes to reflect on the questions and make some notes 
about systems you have and systems you need to develop? Or would it help to discuss 
those questions for a moment? We could also move on…

At some point, however, I hope you’ll reflect on how systems are connected to your values 
and how they are working to establish trust in your community. 
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Sharing Systems
MAKING SURE EVERYONE IS INFORMED

Now, let’s consider another important aspect of systems. Let’s say you’ve designed 
systems to enhance your goals and create a peaceful learning community. Imagine 
you are a preschool classroom teacher and it’s the end of October. Most everyone is 
doing well at managing their independence and knows the systems for snack, doing 
work on a table or a rug, and returning the work to a shelf. A new three-year-old 
arrives: A vibrant child with lots of energy and strong confidence. They see the 
beautiful tower in the corner and rush over to knock it down with delight.  

Seems like this child didn’t get to learn the systems before joining the class! 

The adults in your community can feel the same way. Once you’ve done the work of 
creating the systems you want to use, you need to effectively share the systems so 
everyone knows how to use them. 

It is important that you also have a system (in other words, a clearly designed 
process) for communicating about the systems you use! That process needs to 
connect to your culture.
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Before we get to that, let’s look at traditional ways most schools communicate about their 
culture and their systems. 
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CULTURE ELEMENT TOOL

Values/Beliefs Vision Statement

Goals Mission Statement

General Customs, Practices & Policies
Montessori Philosophy/Texts
Handbooks (Board, Staff, Parent)
Codes of Conduct

Attitudes Codes of Conduct

Culture, Systems, & Communication

Your values and beliefs will be expressed in the vision statement.

Goals are your mission statement. (They should be short and to the point. The guideline I 
was given is that the mission statement should be easily memorized and shared. 

General Customs, Practices and Policies  are expressed in your Handbooks. I encourage you 
to look at your handbooks and assess whether they reflect Montessori’s philosophy as 
expressed in her texts. How do your operations reflect her vision for the classroom? She 
often writes: “In our schools”, so an easy rule of thumb could be how does your school 
stand up to those statements.  

Attitudes are reflected in the Code of Conduct document. Attitude can be a slippery slope 
because they are hard to define and to pin down. That’s how the Code of Conduct can be 
valuable. Here you can articulate the behaviors that will help your folks manage their 
emotions and their attitudes with the children and each other. 

Let’s use the Mission and Vision statements to model a process for sharing: 
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Mission and Vision:
GOALS AND  
VALUES/BELIEFS

 WHO

 WHEN

 HOW OFTEN

 WHAT

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

When talking about Mission and Vision we need to recognize that there are different times 
and frequencies for addressing them. 

We need to consider WHO needs to be engaged in a review or a consideration of the 
Mission and vision…the people involved will impact when and how often…everything is led 
by its purpose. 

We also consider WHEN the Mission and Vision need to be reviewed…and most of this 
decision is influenced by the WHO. With parents, it’s probably best shared at a 
tour…maybe not the first one, but certainly before you sign them up. You want your 
prospective parents to understand what you are about and what you promise to do with 
their children…AND you want them to be bought into the mission and vision as best they 
can at this early stage of connection with the school. 

With your Board and Staff, you’ll want to review the mission and vision annually.
1. What do they say?
2. Do they still fit our values and beliefs? If not, it may signal a need for 

conducting a deep dive and possible revision.
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3. Do they fit our goals? (if not…
1. Do our goals still apply?

1. What are our constraints around goals? (state mandates, 
community expectations/definitions for success, 

2. Are our goals aligned with our values and beliefs?

Those issues are the WHAT: All the aspects of your school’s values, culture, and systems 
rolled into two short statements.

Then, every 5 years whether you want to or not: you’ll want to do that Deep Dive regardless. 

Before you begin this process, you need to 
1. Carefully define and clarify the decision-making process and check for your 

constituents’ understanding. It’s important to make that clear before you being 
the focus groups

2. Focus groups might include everyone involved with the school:  family members 
(parents, guardians, deeply involved relatives), your current staff and board 
members. 

3. Depending on the size of your school, you might conduct focus groups with just 
the families, then bring that information to the staff and board as the decision-
makers. 

4. But, as I said before, make sure EVERYONE knows and understands the process 
so they are clear on how input will be used and how final decisions will be made.

These are HUGE questions and need to be given the proper time and attention to sorting 
them out. 
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 MONTESSORI TEXTS

 HANDBOOKS 

 BOARD

 STAFF

 PARENT

 CODE OF CONDUCT

General Customs and Practices
DEFINING THEM; SHARING THEM

I don’t want to spend a lot of time on how to create these documents…that’s another 
course in itself! 

But I do want to underscore a couple of basic guidelines for you to use when creating t. 

First, it’s important to refer to Montessori Philosophy and Texts, making sure your practice 
is rooted in them. It is very easy to slip into personal interpretations and beliefs. I’m sure 
we’ve all experienced some of this sort of Montessori Controversy regarding presentations, 
materials, and “will the real Montessorian please stand up?” attitudes. I think the best any 
of us can do is ground our work in Dr. Montessori’s wisdom by regularly discussing general 
customs and practices in the context of Dr. Montessori’s words. 

Your handbooks are your opportunity to share the systems, policies and procedures you 
use to “govern” your community. These handbooks are your best tool for both teasing out 
the details of your systems and communicating them to the right part of your community. 
You want to make sure your handbooks are useful tools that get used..frequently! 

So as you create the policies and procedural systems that you write into your handbooks, 
consider your audience and how you will help them know and understand not just what to 
do, but also why you do it that way. 
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The Code of Conduct isn’t always a part of the list of “must have” documents in many 
schools, but I think they have an important place!
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Handbooks that Work

CLEAR CLEAN COMPELLING

And one more thing: I took a writing course a few years back and these were the three 
guidelines my teacher demanded.
I think they apply to our handbooks…or at least need to.  

Clarity: Consider your audience and what they need to know. Write the handbook from a 
practical perspective and Keep.It.Simple!

Clean: Use bullet points so the message is easy to get. 

Compelling: Here’s where I would give a short, but honest rationale for why you do things 
the way you do them 
Like direct and indirect aims, for each guideline. This will help the particular stakeholder 
understand the values and the practices that maintain the values. 
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Code of Conduct 

Connects values to behaviors

Defines behavior expectations

Contains simple language; no 
jargon

Is easily interpreted by the 
intended reader

May be called a Code of Ethics

Let’s take a moment to talk about the Code of Conduct. Is there a different between it and 
the Handbook? 
Yes, the handbook, deals with details like work hours, definitions of legal agreements (type 
of employee, payments, required breaks and hours), attendance policies, payment policies, 
and so on. 

The Code of Conduct sets the culture by 
1. carefully connecting the values to daily behavioral expectations AND 
2. Gives guidance on what to do in other words behavior expectations, when 
disagreements, problems, or
exceptional issues arise such as Who to go to when upset and how you can expect to be 
heard/treated
Or Who to go to for help with different situations  like financial issues or parent-teacher 
issue)
3. The Code of Conduct Is written in simple language (not Montessori jargon) so it is 
4. easily understandable and interpreted by the intended reader
5. This document could also be called a Code of Ethics…but I think Conduct may be more 
easily understood…and less ambiguous. Ethics can have challenges with interpretation. 
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Sharing the Handbook
• FIT TO THE CULTURE

• NOVEL APPROACH

• FUN 

• MEMORABLE

• REGULAR INTERACTION

You put a LOT of thought, time, and effort into creating documents that teach culture. Now 
you have to share it so it is meaningful to your community.

With parents, it takes extra effort. You want to engage the adults in a compelling way that 
they will both enjoy and get the message of the importance. 

I changed my approach a year into a school my husband I started in a small arts community. 
This community was so tiny that everyone knew everyone else and they loved a good party. 
So we divided our handbook into 7 sections, printed each section on a particular colored 
paper, handed the parents a folder and instructions to gather a rainbow of handouts. There 
were tables scattered around the room with a board member or teacher sharing some 
aspect of the school. There was the short form of policies like a “cheat sheet” or “Fast 
Facts” but there was also longer versions that offered insights as to why our policies were 
designed as they were. 

This event was so much fun…and we found that our parents really seemed to understand 
our policies so much better. They also knew all the board members and staff and the roles 
they played at the school. I’ve shared my handbook this way ever since 

With staff, we can commit to an onboarding period with daily check-ins and review of 
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sections of the handbook and code of conduct. 
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Message Received

Follow-up in some simple way to make sure the message is received.
Do it regularly: newsletter, quick check in, a reward for the first person to respond with a 
correct answer…
Keep it fun, but also keep the regular review of your policies in the front of your families 
and staf minds. 
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Why Prepare? 
 DEFINES THE CULTURE

 GUIDES THE PARTICIPANTS’ BEHAVIOR AND 
EXPERIENCE

 BUILDS TRUST

 MINIMIZES CONFLICT

We’ve dealt with two of the most important parts of establishing positive relationships: 
Creating systems and communication of the systems. 

Why is this preparation of the environment so necessary? 

Just like the classroom, it does all of these things…
But in the sense of relationships, it minimizes conflict because…
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It Defines the Agreement

Remember: I believe Culture is a clearly defined and cleanly expressed Compelling 
Agreement about the ways we live our school life. 
You need these documents as preparation not only for smooth daily operations, but also 
for support in times of conflict. 
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Your Turn… HOW WOULD YOU REVISE YOUR COMMUNICATIONS 

TO CREATE  CLEARER AGREEMENTS ABOUT YOUR 

SCHOOL’S SYSTEMS AND CULTURE? 
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Preparation to Lead

Once you have your environment prepared with clearly written systems and guidelines that 
define the culture you intend to create, it’s time to look at the people. Who are you 
leading? 
• Children
• Parents of Children
• Staff and Co-workers
• Administrators and governing individuals (licensing, directors of the board)

No matter who you are working with (adults or children) the next part of this workshop is 
designed to support you in building and maintaining trusting relationships. 

Let’s start with this premise: 
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To be human is to be emotional. 

To be human is to be emotional. 
I am going to assume that we all agree on that, but try this on…
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To be a modern human 
is to act beyond emotion 
and beyond instinct. 

To be a modern human is to act beyond emotion and beyond instinc. In Journey of the Universe: Brian Swimme 
discusses how the human species has developed new ways of thinking  (problem—solving, 
tool use, etc.) In the process,  we gradually let go of our instinctual sensitivities and, 
eventually, behaviors as well. 

In workshops about behavior management, speakers often discuss the reptilian brain, the 
amygdala, that is responsible for the emotions that flood our brains and bodies in response 
to threatening experiences, whether real or imagined, causing the instinctive fight, flight or 
freeze response. But we now have ways of responding to these instinctive behaviors, 
through teaching, developing coping mechanisms, and so on. 

We do this with children and sometimes with adults, too. It’s not always comfortable or 
understandable to others when we act beyond emotion.  But this kind os self control can 
cause problems, too.

Story…when I did not “act” angry. I was frustrated with a staff member. I sat in a meeting, 
fully composed and was 
accused of being angry even though I was controlled in my actions. The truth is that she 
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was correct. I was angry.
My calm and cool behavior belied the truth and my staff member could tell. It undermined 
our ability to discuss the problem with trust. 

I was doing my best to act beyond emotion and beyond instinct. But this was just control…it 
didn’t really support a solution to the problem. And even though this event happened more 
than 15 years ago., I think about it often. 

In the years that have passed since then, I’ve learned some new tools…most importantly 
communication tools that allow me to own the feelings openly without giving into the 
expression of them. At the same time, I’ve learned how to express my needs and listen to 
the needs of the person I’m having a conflict with. I’ve learned to feel “safer” in a conflict so I 
defend my position less and work harder toward finding a mutually agreeable solution. 

I’ve learned that the first step toward moving in this direction is to Know Yourself….deeply!
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Know Yourself

Developing your personal emotional intelligence and habits that support you to function in 
the present is critical work for leaders. 

What does it mean to be present? For me, it is allowing the emotion and accepting it as my 
own. Emotions that I experience belong to me and my personal dialogue. That may seem 
obvious, until someone or something really gets under your skin. 

I’ve learned that if I am able to stay present with my emotions, accepting them even as 
they trigger me, I’m less likely to jump into the Drama Triangle, or at least recognize it 
when I do. Let’s take a look at that…
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Emotions can tip off the Drama Triangle. A visual representation of what happens in 
a conflict that 
Was developed by Stephen Karpman. Karpman was a student of Eric Berne, the 
psychologist who 
Wrote about Transactional Analysis in a book titled I’m Ok, You’re Ok. This text was 
all thee rage in the 1980’s and 90’s. 

Karpman’s Triangle Features 3 roles taken by individuals locked in an emotional 
conflict. The victim feels powerless and helpless to solve the situation. The 
persecutor feels right and wants to inflict revenge. The rescuer feels superior and 
wants to save the victim. 
• The thing about the Drama Triangle is that it can start whenever someone’s 

emotions are up. Usually the emotions that begin the drama are a victim’s: 
something has happened that feels like a “wrong” has been done...whether that 
is real or not. Everyone in the triangle has something to gain from the role they 
take on. 

• Some real wins to recognizing the Drama Triangle when it shows up. 
• The first win is for you. If you are the one feeling victimized, recognizing your 
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feelings of powerlessness can help you step out of the triangle and problem-solve 
how you want to respond to the situation that brought it up for you. If you are the 
persecutor, you may also feel some guilt or shame for being mean, even if you 
think you are justified. So stepping out of the need for revenge can also help you 
take more thoughtful and peaceful steps toward solving the problem. If you are 
the rescuer, I think you need to be especially watchful of your motives. If you don’t 
get those needs met, you might end up feeling like the victim and, if they are 
strong enough, you may find yourself persecuting the original “victim.” it really can 
be a vicious cycle. 

• Other wins can be listening with a deeper understanding. Asking questions of the 
person who seems to feel like one of the roles to clarify what’s going on for them. 
It can simply help diffuse the drama. 

• One thing before we leave this Drama Triangle: you can set the Drama Triangle in 
motion all by yourself. Overwhelm is a common trigger. Your sense of overwhelm 
may come from making a poor choice (like staying up too late and being too tired 
to be on your game at work and the students are driving you nuts!) At this point, 
you might persecute yourself…or you might take it out on the children. Either way, 
all by yourself, you’ve changed roles. You can flip into the rescuer by dropping by 
the break room for a donut and coffee. Neither persecutor or rescuer will solve 
your original problem!  So what can be done?  
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Practice Awareness

 OBSERVE

 PAUSE

 REFRAIN FROM JUDGMENT

 STAY CURIOUS 

 OWN IT

 BREATHE

We can use our observation skills on ourselves. 
When you notice emotions coming, stop for a moment and breathe into it. 
• Feel it. Name it (if that is helpful) and breathe. 
• Own that these are YOUR feelings. 
• They are not because of someone, but because something inside you was touched or 

triggered.
• Take responsibility for this.
• Accept these emotions as your feelings in the moment:

• neither good nor bad, right nor wrong. They just are.
• Remember they will pass…breathe into them and allow them to give you information 

and feedback about yourself. 

Practice: Think of a situation that was emotionally powerful. 
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HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW YOURSELF?

Your Turn
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When Relationships 
Get Tricky

CONVERSATION DURING CONFLICT

This final Tool may be the most challenging. 
Up to this point, you’ve been laying groundwork that builds trust
With trust, conflicts are minimized, less frequent, and more easily solved…but they still 
exist!
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Non-Violent Communication
A SYSTEM FOR CONFLICT RESOLUTION

I’ve been formally studying NVC for a couple of years. 

For nearly 40 years before that I studied a variety of communication methods to become 
more effective in working with children and adults. I believe NVC is one of the most 
comprehensive methods, while also being very simple. 

As is often said in healing circles: It’s simple, but it’s not easy. It requires practice, a 
willingness to try and fail and try again. But it works beautifully. 

I’d like to touch on the basic points so you can begin to think of ways this might be put into 
practice. But before you do, I recommend you join one of the free (or at minimal expense) 
online workshops or local study groups. At the very least, buy the book and workbook and 
practice on your own!
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HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW YOURSELF?

Your Turn…
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When Relationships Get Tricky
CONVERSATION DURING CONFLICT

This final Tool may be the most challenging. 
Up to this point, you’ve been laying groundwork that builds trust
With trust, conflicts are minimized, less frequent, and more easily solved…but they still 
exist!
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Non Violent 
Communication 

Process

4 Components
OBSERVATIONS
 FEELINGS
NEEDS
REQUESTS

2 Parts
 EXPRESSING HONESTLY 

THROUGH THE FOUR 
COMPONENTS

 RECEIVING EMPATHETICALLY 
THROUGH THE FOUR 
COMPONENTS

• Here you see the 4 components and two parts of NVC: 
• I think the components fit will for us Montessorians because of the observation and 

curiosity used in getting to the heart of a conflict.
• The parts of NVC are reflective of our respectful Montessori practices 
• An example of how NVC might be used in a conflict: 
• Person A expresses a behavior observed that brought up certain feelings. (When I came 

home, I saw that the kitchen was still messy and the dishes were dirty after you said you 
would clean up and wash the dishes.)

• Person A shares the feelings that came up. (I felt angry that the kitchen was a mess and 
the dishes were still dirty.) 

• Person A expresses the needs that would help with the challenging feelings. (When I 
come home at the end of the day, I am tired. I want to cook dinner, but I need the 
kitchen to be clean and dishes to be done so I can cook dinner in a clean area without 
having to also clean up the area myself.)

• Person A makes a request. (Would you make a commitment to have the kitchen clean 
and dishes done when I get home from work?)

• Person B: I understand that you wanted the kitchen to be clean and the dishes washed 
when you came home. I intended to do it before you got home, but you got home 
earlier than I expected. When you got angry I felt bad and didn’t want to be near you to 
help out. I need you to let me know when you are going to be home so I can be ready 
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for you. Would you call me when you are on your way home so I can be sure to have the 
kitchen ready for you? 
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TAKE NOTES.
REFLECT  TO 

CONFIRM 
UNDERSTANDING.

IDENTIFY NEEDS 
OF ALL 

STAKEHOLDERS.

ASK  FOR  
WILLINGNESS TO 
MEET ALL NEEDS

WILLINGNESS TO 
UNDERSTAND 
BOUNDARIES

SEEK IDEAS FROM 
ALL 

STAKEHOLDERS.

Listening with 
Empathy and 
Compassion

When you are called upon to mediate a conflict, the NVC system can be the basic support. I 
use these strategies for following the NVC system. 
Explain…
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A Story

Once upon a time there was a new little school in a tiny town. It was started by a group of 
parents but they didn’t include everyone who had been part of the former school. One of 
those “left out” parents often had a long conversation with some of the other parents who 
were not in the group that started the school out in the parking lot after drop off. The 
teacher could see these parents every morning and wondered what could be up? One day, 
he decided to step outside and ask them. He listened to their concerns and took steps to 
answer their questions and concerns. The parent who led the group became more involved 
and eventually was one of the strongest supporters of the school. Could this story have 
gone another way? Of course. But because of the courage to ask questions, listen with 
compassion and empathy, hear the needs and respond to them in a positive way, it did not. 
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Are You Up for 
the Challenge?

Many times we end up in a leadership role without the training and skills to meet the 
challenges when they present themselves. As teachers, we don’t get a lot of training for 
how to work with difficult children, demanding parents, or assistants that don’t 
understand. As assistants we don’t get much training for what goes on in the classroom and 
how to support it. As adminsitrators, we don’t usually have a lot of training in developing 
and maintaining positive interpersonal relationships.

Our work requires us to simultaneously be teachers and learners, leaders and followers. 

It can be hard work. It takes commitment. And it can bring tremendous rewards. 

Each of us is a leader in our own life with an opportunity to create collaborative and 
satisfying relationships in every part of it. I hope this workshop has given you inspiration 
and usable tips for creating peaceful relationships in all areas of your life. 
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cmann@claudiamann.org
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Coaching  Mentoring  Inspiration
Courses  On-site Consultation Mastermind Groups

www.inspired-learning-Montessori-education.com www.claudiamann.org

48


