Chapter ;: M ar

.The greatest sign of success Jor a teacher
is to I?e able to say, “The children are now
working as if I did not exist.”

—Maria Montessori

Biography

Maria MONTESSORI WAS BORN in Chiaravalle, Italy, in 1870. She
was the only daughter of wealthy, well-educated parents. Her
mother always encouraged her to think and study and pursue

a professional career. Her father, a fairly conservative man,

did not like having his daughter break with the traditional
expectations for women of her era. He wanted his daughter

10 become a teacher, the only professional avenue considered
appropriate to women at the time. However, he continued to
support her when she became a student of science instead.
She went on to medical school where she constantly struggled
students and her father’s

disapproval. As time went on, Montessori's scholarship earned
the respect of her classmates. She specialized in pediatrics
during her last two years, and in 1896 she became the first
woman in Italy to graduate from medical school.
Montessori’s first job was to visit insane asylums and .
select patients for treatment. This was where her interest 11
young children and their needs developed. She noticed that

with the resentment of male medical
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Montessori's Theories

Many of Montessori's ideas are so basic to the ways we think
about eartly childhood today that we take them for granted.
Yet in 1907, when Dr. Montessori opened her first school,
child-sized furnishings and tools and the idea of children
working independently were considered radical. Her research
into young children and what they need to learn has affected
the fundamental ways early educators think about children.
Her work provided a foundation for the work of such later
theorists as Piaget and Vygotsky. Many of the ideas held by
people who work in early childhood education today can be
traced to Montessori.

In the United States, some early childhood programs
call themselves Montessori programs. Because there are
Montessori schools and Montessori materials, educators and ,,
others sometimes forget to separate Dr. Montessori's legacy of ,4,
ideas about children and learning from specific Montessori ,
programs. There is a wide range of diversity among these
programs—some of them hold very
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d-Centered Environments
Montessori acknowledged that the emphasis she placeq ot
0 eparation of the learning environment was probably the

\ain characteristic by which people identified her methog.
She believed that “environment” i

e furnishings and materials withjn
_“@mﬁ space but also the adults and Emg
eir days with each other, as well as the outdoor environ-
ment and other places where children Jearn. Montessori
believed that children learn language and other significant
life skills without conscious effort from the environments
where they spend their time. For that reason, she thought
that environments for children need to be beautiful and
orderly so that children can learn order from them. She
believed children learn best through sensory experiences.
She thought that the teacher has a responsibility to provide

wonderful sights, textures, sounds, and smells for children.

is having tools and utensils that fit their small hands and
tables and chairs that match their small
orderly, child-sized environments and
of Montessori's legacy.

Most American early childhood programs have child-sized
furnishings, equipment, and utensils. What else can teachers
learn from Montessori's understanding of 8ood environments
MH children? Montessori thought that early childhood teachers

should

bodies. Beautiful,
sensory play are part

B provide real tools that work, such

. as sharp knives
sors, and woodworking and clean

ing tools;
& keep materials and equipment acc
organized so they can find and pu
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essible to the children and
t away what they neeq: and
B create beauty and order in the classroom.
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She also believed that part of sensory experience for children
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ften in our preschools, supplies are kept out of
| Bw reach. For example, teachers plan an art ¢
,wn the paint out” instead of having paint available
ime for children to use. Teachers following Montessorire
, /e ample supplies available for children to accegg 1y
Vith help from the children, they keep these supplies y
wawm»uﬁmm so that choices and opportunities continy
the children to be creative.

Often when teachers hesitate to arrange materials in 5
accessible way, they say it is because the children would
- make too much mess. Montessori made it clear that it is 3 sep
- ous teaching responsibility to become “the keeper and custg
dian of the environment” ([1949] 1967, 277). She believed th
- the teacher should prepare a clean, organized, and orderly

 environment for the children. If every material has a place
that is clearly marked in a child-friendly

way, with photo-
graphs or drawings as well as the printed name of the mate-

rial that belongs there, children have the power to get what
they need and also to put it away when they are done.

ally

Create Beauty and Order
Montessori used the word cheerful to describe well-planned
spaces for children. She believed caring for the en

viron-
ment and keeping it bright and orderly should be viewed as

a teaching skill. Too often, teach- 1
€rs view cleaning and organizing
as additional work not in their job
description. According to Montessor;,
knowing how to arrange an interest-
ing, beautiful environment for chijl-
s kriowing how o b A dren H..m as much a part om ﬂmmoﬁbm as
. ; knowing how to select fine children’s
\.m:m children’s books for the books for the library. Montessori 1
library. said, “Our apparatus for educating ;,

»&088‘5@ to Montessori,
knowing how to arrange
an interesting, beautiful
environment for children is
as much a part of teaching
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senses offers the child a key to guide his exp 5
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A WMEm in the room, or does the purple shelf Josh's |
£ noon Mn nated sit next to the blue shelves that the toddler |
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tea lovely and comfortable new sofa, or is the sofa omn
e Mobwﬁma because the springs stick through the dirty,
o holstery and no adult would sit on it? ‘
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{ he sets up her own similar still life nearby. &
ren try t0 draw it. Some children ﬁ.m:w about the
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ontessori believed that children want and need to ca

hemselves and their surroundings. She believed that a

o much time sserving” children. She cautioned

spent to
mH.m to remember that children who are not allowed to d

something for themselves do not learn how to do it. Mo

~ understood that it is sometimes much easier to do somethi;

 for children than it is to take the time and energy to teacl
them to do it for themselves. But she also believed that f
dren to grow and develop skills, the adults in their lives
to make opportunities for children to do things for them
Fostering independence is part of Montessori's legacy.

Montessori believed that children learn best by doi
and through repetition. She thought they do things ove
over to make an experience their own, as well as to deve!
skills. Montessori urged teachers not to interfere with th
child’s patterns and pace of learning. She thought it is the

teacher’s job to prepare the environment, provide appropii
ate materials, and then step back and allow the childre
the time and space to experiment. Open-ended scheduling
with large blocks of time for free work and play, is part 0
Montessori’s legacy.

How can early childhood teachers apply Montessori's
thinking about competence and responsibility in their pro-
grams? Montessori thought teachers should give children ;
responsibility for keeping the community space clean and
orderly. She also thought teachers should provide large bloc

of msa for free work and play and allow children to struct
their own time.

Maria Montessori

Allow Children to Take Responsibility
Zoammmoﬁ was noﬂﬁﬁnm.a EQ. the more teachers manage for
children. the harder the job will be. Children have a passion-
ate interest in real work. They love to watch the cook, the cus-
todian, and the garbage collectors at work. They always want
{0 “help”’ Montessori believed that children should be able
to do everything they are capable of. She believed it is the
teacher’s Hmm@osm.EEQ to increase each child's competence
whenever possible.
Frequently, early childhood teachers feel frustration that
they are unable to do as much cleaning and organizing in their
rooms as necessary. They feel frustrated and overwhelmed
when the Legos Unifix cubes, and pattern blocks get all mixed
up and out of place. Many teachers plan sorting activities but
never think to give the children the task of sorting materi-
als into their proper places in the classroom. Teachers know
that water play is calming for children, yet they worry about
making time to clean because they are t00 busy planning
activities for the water table! 1f children were given warmm,
soapy water and scrub brushes, they could clean the tables and
chairs themselves. Montessori claimed that the sense of com-
petence children gain from involvement in such real-life work
is extremely beneficial and enhances the child's self-esteem in

a way that artificial or contrived activities never could.

Schedule Large Blocks of Onma-mu%a Time

Montessori's observations 1ed her to believe that oﬁ&&mﬁﬁm
unded by

capable of great concentration when they are mﬁ,..o
many interesting things to do and given the tme and Eﬂm
dom to do them. She thought that as teachers allow nEw n

d when they will do

will do and how an
to choose what they and assist childrent

it, the teachers have more time to o”cmmima y oA
individually. Toda in our eany childhoo programs,
o g time when they are deeply

are often called to circle or story




| a project of their ow1. Teachers say the
oh the children in a short amount of t
ble to leave the children to their own
as they would like. Some teachers feel that th, ‘
unless they have planned all the activities,
p§ in which blocks of time are reserved for
and music, manipulatives, math games, and
chers are afraid to set plan books aside. T
call reluctant children inside on a beautiful, sun
use an activity, such as “movement with silk sca
e schedule. (4
ontessori teachers, on the other hand, are trained
ch little and observe much. Teachers, of course, mu;
ivities and have materials on hand to support the.
dren’s interests, as suggested by Dewey's ideas in chap
However, it is important to recognize the difference be
the kind of aimless activity Dewey spoke out against an
purposeful, self-directed activity. When children are e
in serious work and learning, they are not as likely to b
ruptive. Montessori’s theory about young children tells t
ers not to pull children away from projects that interes
unless it's absolutely necessary.

Montessori believed that the only way to know how
schedule the day and manage behavior is through obse
tion. This is also why large blocks of uninterrupted tim

so important to both teachers and children in early child-
hood classrooms. Teachers too often think they don't nee
be involved during this time. The time, however, allows
perfect opportunity for teachers to observe both the quali
the group play as well as an individual child's participati
that group play. An example of the difference observation
make to scheduling can be drawn from looking at two té

ers working in the same kindergarten program but in S€pa
classrooms,

Janet believes that keeping ¢ N g
tant for the children. Every weekend she plans is por
the coming week. She tries to balance indoor aﬂmg §8§ »
ime, active with quiet activities, and child-choice with

am%mv&anaa activities. She keeps individual needs in
 ind, Once the plan is established, she s hesitant to g
it. She believes the children are calmed by their consistent
routines. i
Down the hall, Bonnie agrees with Janet philosophically
about what is important for young children. She admits, how-
ever, that she doesn't spend as much time planning as Janet
does. She relies more heavily on constant, ongoing observa-
tion of the kindergarten children. Bonnie claims she wouldn't
know how to pace her days without carefully watching the
children for signs of interest, fatigue, and needs.
The difference between these two teachers becomes
even more pronounced when examining how they manage
one simple part of their day: outdoor time. Janet frequently
struggles with it. She and her assistant, Laura, find that five or
six of their class of eighteen are always too cold or too hot or
otherwise unhappy about being outdoors. The two teachers
ability to focus on the children who are invigorated by being
outdoors is diminished by the energy spent keeping the five
or six stragglers from mutiny. Once they are indoors ﬁau.
Janet's and Laura’s energy is consumed by trying to reel in the
children who need a longer period of outdoor piay-

Bonnie and her assistant, Mark, have found an easier way.
When possible, they offer children choices about how long
they spend outdoors. When Bonnie and Mark observe EM_M
five or six children are getting tired, 0n¢ aamﬂwa takes the
small group indoors. Their careful observation flexibility

i i mMandg witiail 10 more
allows both scheduling and behavior m 20
smoothly.
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> Monte Mmon trained as a doctor, she brought the
st to the classroom. When she turned hey
d the education of young children, it seem
entific skills. She believed that ;
going to teach, you need ¢
you can about those you hg
cate. She believed that the
to know children is to wa
Careful observation, to Mong,
is the key to determining w
children are interested in o
learn. She believed every ¢
learn. She was convinced t
dren are not learning, adults
listening carefully enough or watching closely enough.
observation is part of her legacy. Take time for careful ob
vation and reflection, and use these observations to gu
your environment and curriculum planning.

Many early childhood programs don't take time for
observation and reflection. “We are too busy,” some tea
say. Yet in the same conversation one might hear, “Wha
we do about these kids? They don't listen. They don't fo
There is too much running around and hitting in this ¢
room. How can I do observations when these kids have
demanding needs? I can't fit it in!” Montessori suggested

we watch children carefully and then reflect on those o
tions, we can figure out what the children need that the
not presently getting from the environment.

For example, I remember observing in a classroom

n:ma.az\m physical aggression was taking much of the teac
M\a Msm.v I'noticed that they were using a wonderful wood
orking bench as a science t 3 |
able. “Do 4
o you have tools?” I

1 to use her sci

that if children
ing, adults
ening carefully
or watching closely
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Both teachers rolled their eyes and said, “Logk P
room. These children don't go five minutes wit} i _——
cach other. Are you suggesting we should hand an a ing ‘
oE-&.oonﬁoH group of children a bunch of hammers? Then
we would really have problems!”

I asked why they thought the children acted this way. The
teachers said they thought the children were not interested in
doing any activities.

“Are there times when they are not as aggressive?” | asked.

The answer won't surprise you. The teachers said that when
they walked to the park, the children were able to run and
climb and did not use their physical energy on each other. I
asked if the teachers would be willing to try putting out the
tools to see what would happen. They agreed.

Both teachers were surprised at the outcome. The children
became very involved with the hammers and nails. The chil-
dren started hammering just for the sake of pounding nails,
and they stopped hitting each other. The teachers had a little
respite and were able to talk with each other about how to do
more with the children’s obvious need for physical release.
Montessori viewed observation in this way as a jumping-off
point that helped teachers know what children needed and
wanted to be doing.

The teachers described above learned something new
from their observations: the children needed more physical
activity. They also learned that the activities offered previ-
ously had not captivated the children. The high energy level
and the lack of solid curriculum to engage that gﬁ@ had
resulted in challenging behavior. After considerable &wnam..
sion and reflection on these observations, 94 teachers decided
that they needed to change the physical 34:852 as well
as the curriculum. They put some furnishings in storage and
provided more space for gross-motor activities. They went to

a workshop on movement and started experimenting more



 different kinds of music in the claggy
the use of jazz and rock for childre
he more the children moved, the legs ;

cal aggression occurred. .
these teachers were no.ﬁ convince d ot
1t observing children will give teachers ¢
culum needs. They were working hard to
a activities and experiences, but the ideas
- from curriculum Bmssmv..: not from the childy
children to provide the ideas for curriculun

1assroom a more peaceful and also a more exc
1d SO

be.

ontessori in the Twenty-First Century
The teachers described above were struggling to meet t
%&w of young children to move and get physical acti
They learned that observing can teach us a great deal a
what the children need. Unfortunately, after all the pr
ress made in the United States in terms of development:
appropriate practices, many early educators report that
their post-No Child Left Behind preschool and kinderga
classrooms they no longer have time or “permission” t
children to play or pursue their own interests. Some kind
ten children no longer have outdoor playtime. There are
when we can easily get discouraged and feel that trends
moving backward, not progressing. This is a time, once
when knowing the theoretical foundations of our disciplini
well is essential. It is essential so we can give good reason
why we do what we do with children when challenged by
intentioned parents, administrators, or school board mem
It is clear that Montessori had strong feelings about
awamsg of adults to undermine children’s competence
%Em z.vo much for them. She used the word serving in her
discussions and cautioned teachers that children remain
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y if adults do for th, b
incompetent 1 em what they are capableof

. lves. Today wi . 5
doing EoBmm. ay we see g mdeBEw ‘
wind of thinking. Teachers frequently 85%8%& ol

ho carry their five-year-olds becay
parents W £ ooy
purry. We often see overwhelmed and tireq . Eﬁ MNMM&

of the day who are trying to carry not only thej s
the child’s lunch box, backpack, and teddy bear out to Em&n“

rather than asking the five-year-old to walk and carry half of
the equipment. Walking is a basic skill for most of us, but this
is a good example of a twenty-first-century tendency to spare
children (usually middle-class children) any effort, inconve-
nience, or stress. Polly Young-Eisendrath, in her 2008 book,

The Self-Esteemn Trap: Raising Confident and Compassionate
Kids in an Age of Self-Importance, echoes Montessori’s con-
cerns of a century ago: she describes the parents who are
serving their children in a way that is detrimental to their
children’s growth and development.

Another contemporary writer, Diana West, goes so far

as to warn that this tendency is a threat to western civiliza-
tion. Her book The Death of the Grown-Up: How America’s
Arrested Development Is Bringing Down Western Civilization

is a “must read” for today’s concerned parents and teachers.
She describes the ways in which many thirty-year-olds in the
United States are still functional ado-

lescents. It is a frightening trend. Hrﬁ M.\oz:@ children today
as a century ago when Montessori

d teach : 1 need teachers who will
urged teachers to organize environ- i  emd
ments for children and then make HECEL e g s
the time for children to manage on &,8& up for children |
their own, young children today rights to do all that they

need teachers who will heed this are capable of doing.
warning and stand up for children's :
rights to do all that they are capable of doing. This does not

mean we can't tie shoes or help with a jacket when a child is
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able just because W€ know she can
‘mean that there is a well-documentec
orive children of the satisfaction and
rendence nurtures. Montessori's legacy ig
as it was when she first shared her brj

jon Questions

 week you had a big cleaning day in your pre
g Sow their chairs and toys outside and sc

o oEEEE that he does not pay tuition for E
usﬁ cleaning. Basing your response on ZoE
eas about real jobs and responsibility, what would

2. How would you use Montessori's ideas to approach
of early literacy in preschool programs? What kind
als and equipment would you use in the classroom,
kinds of activities would you plan? Describe how Mon
theory supports your plan.

3. Your coteacher has complained that plants take up to
much space in the classroom and create additional wo
You suggest that the children take over all responsibili
the plants. He complains that they don't have enough tii
now and that would be wasting their valuable time. Usil
Montessori's ideas on independence and environment,

could you convince your coteacher that this is a mooa
ment of the children's time?
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