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When most people hear the name Montessori they 
think of nursery  school and education for small 
children. However, as we know  Dr Montessori’s 
vision was ‘education for life’ and in this edition of 
direction we are reminded what this really means. 

With a new 0-3 course starting this summer at the 
Maria Montessori Institute Dr Montanaro reflects on 
how this course was developed to respond to the 
idea that education must start at birth and Gayle 
Wood asks ‘Maria’ how  the ubiquitous use of the 
dummy  at this young age may  affect the 
development of language. We are also reminded by 
Ann Dunne, trainer for teachers of children in the 
second plane, that in the Montessori approach 
Geometry  is offered to the children as a means of  
mental development rather than a subject to be 
learnt to pass a maths exam. For the children in the 
Children’s House we take a look at Montessori’s 
view  of freedom and how this fosters development if 
it is given within the right kind of limits. 

As we know Dr Montessori’s vision was for the lives 
of all children to be helped by  her approach. In fact, 
her first discoveries were made with the poor 

children living in the back streets of Rome. In this 
edition we interview  Lynne Lawrence about ground- 
breaking new  work being done in the refugee camps 
in Kenya where the Montessori approach is being 
used to help the displaced peoples of Kenya rebuild 
their communities.

Any  approach that claims to support life must be 
able to demonstrate that it also has a scientific 
basis. With this in mind, our regular science writer 
Lori Woellhaf  looks at the concept of Sensitive 
Periods, so integral to developmental education, 
and investigates how today’s science now validates 
what Montessori discovered all those years ago 
through observation.

We hope that you enjoy  reading what we have put 
together for you and that, as summer approaches, 
you find some time to enjoy  a long restful summer 
break with your families.

Louise Livingston
Editor

 

From the Editor
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Launch of ‘Friends of ME[UK]’

In January  of this year Montessori Education [UK] 
launched The Friends of Montessori Education [UK], 
to replace the Montessori Early  Years Forum [MEYF]. 
This is an individual membership with many  varied 
and exciting benefits. It is envisaged that Friends of 
ME [UK] will still get together locally  to organise 
events, network and support each other.

To become a Friend of Montessori Education [UK] 
there is an annual membership fee of £20.00. This 
subscription will go, in part, to supporting the 
important work carried out at national level by 
Montessori Education [UK] on behalf of the 
Montessori community, children, practitioners, 
parents and students in the UK. This membership 
will include the following benefits:

• £20.00 discount on the ME[UK] annual 
conference [already  saving the membership 
fee!]

• Regular bulletins on current issues 

• Local meetings with other Friends of ME[UK] 
to network, share ideas and gain support

• Access to the members’ area of the ME[UK] 
website [www. montessorieducationuk.org] 
with password access.  The website contains 
news, publ icat ions and information 
regarding training and accreditation.

• Exclusive use of an e-mail helpline to 
experienced Montessorians for support with 
all aspects of practice 

• An invitation to join the Montessori Society 
at the reduced fee of £36.00.  This will allow 
access to all the benefits that membership of 
The Society affords [see back cover] 

• Discount on any  publications produced by 
M.E.[UK]

• Discount for Artful Dodgers materials at 10%

 

Montessori and the EYFS

A central idea of Montessori education is that 
children have within them the power they  need to 
develop themselves. Following from this is the 
understanding that it is through the child's 
interaction with his environment that this self-
construction takes place. It is the child that needs to 
be active in his dynamic experience with the world 
around him. The task we set ourselves as 
Montessori educators is to provide children with an 
environment carefully  prepared to meet their 
particular developmental needs and, through careful 
observation, to connect them with that environment, 
so that they  can build themselves through their own 
activity.The parallels between the Montessori 
approach and some of the main themes of the Early 
Years Foundation Stage [EYFS] are clear. Purchase 
the ‘Executive Summary’ and the ‘Montessori and 
the Early  Years Foundation Stage - Guidance for 
Teachers’ to understand more about the links 
between them both.

This comprehensive 82 page 
document with its Executive 
Summary  is available on the 
ME[UK] website and as a hard 
copy by contacting ME[UK] 

News
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Steve Hughes is back!!
November 20th 2010 

Those of you who came to 
our second Centenary 
Conference will surely 
remember hearing Steve 
Hughes who is Assistant 
Professor of Paediatrics 
and Neurology  at the 
University  of Minnesota. 
With his understanding of 
human development and 
the role of education in it, 

coupled with his engaging and lively  delivery, he is 
always a highlight of any  conference, at which he is 
speaking. In 2007 he was just discovering 
Montessori and even then, as a neuroscientist he 
knew  that a Montessori environment was the kind of 
school that anyone who knew anything at all about 
development would want to send their children to. 
Since then he has travelled the world speaking to 
Montessori teachers and parents and has become 
more and more ensconced in the Montessori 
movement. He has recently  been appointed as the 
Chair of the newly  convened AMI research 
committee. 

Steve will return to London in November to spend 
some time immersing himself in the UK community. 
At the conference on 20th November he will give  
two presentations. The first will talk about why 
education in the 21st Century  needs to be  changed. 
As he says, ‘Alexander Graham Bell invented the 
telephone over 100 years ago, yet would have 
recognised any  telephone in use for most of the 
20th Century. It was only  a few years ago that 
‘Telephone 1.0’ was replaced by  mobile phones and 
bluetooth gadgets - the world of ‘Telephone 2.0’. 
For all our technical progress education throughout 
the world predominantly  follows a ‘School 1.0’ 
model. Indeed, the basic features of Teacher, 
Learner and Curriculum would all be familiar to 
Plato and Socrates were they  to appear today. 
However, life and work in the 21st Century  have 
placed increasing pressure on the ‘School 1.0’ 
model. What should young people be learning [or 
learning to do] to experience successful, happy  - 
indeed interesting - lives in the 21st Century? Can 
traditional school give young people what they 
need, or is it time to rethink education - to consider 
‘School 2.0’? What does neuroscience tell us? Will 
the role of teachers change? What will children do? 
Will school be as unrecognisable to us now as a 
bluetooth earpiece would be to Bell?’ In this special 
presentation, Dr Hughes will discuss the challenges 
faced by  educators in the 21st Century  and consider 
some approaches that are setting the stage for 
‘School 2.0’. 

In the afternoon Dr Hughes will look at some simple 
scientific principles to help us to validate Montessori 
Education here in our community. For the 
Montessori movement to gain ground we know that 
it is necessary  for us to do more than just repeat the 
same old assertions. We know  what we have to 
offer, but sceptics and policy  makers will only  be 
convinced by  hard data. Dr. Montessori was a 
brilliant scientist, and scientific methods are a part 
of the legacy  that all Montessorians can rightfully 
claim. So what kind of scientific methods can you 
use to show  how  your school is benefiting children? 
The principles of good educational programme 
evaluation are straightforward and well within the 
capabilities of any  Montessori school administrator. 
The tools you need are out there. In this 
presentation, Dr. Steve Hughes will describe a 
number of different approaches and assessment 
instruments that you can start using right now to 
help demonstrate--with hard data--the value of your 
work. 

As if this were were not enough of a gift to our 
community  Dr Hughes has also agreed to spend an 
evening talking with parents [and teachers 
interested in parent education] His talk will be 
entitled ‘Modern parenting: Tips, Tricks and Traps’.

Look for more information as the details become 
available by  visiting the website of the Maria 
Montessori Institute www.mariamontessori.org

Montessori Education for Autism

A new charity  has been set up to advance the 
education of children with autism (and conditions 
relating to autism) through methods of learning and 
education developed by  Dr Maria Montessori. The 
charity  aims to provide advice and support to 
families and carers of children with autism. It also 
hopes to provide information, advisory  and 
advocacy  services, training, day  services, education, 
leisure and recreation for children with autism and 
to support others making similar provision. 
donation from a charitable foundation has enabled 
MEfA to provide parent and child sessions at a 
community  centre, Mycenae House in Blackheath, 
London. The sessions include Montessori Play 
Therapy  for children with autistic spectrum 
disorders, dyspraxia or ‘spikey’ developmental 
profiles. The sessions are fully  funded and free of 
charge to the families attending.
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Children have absorbent minds, and they  will 
undoubtedly  learn things from watching television. 
As they  take in their environment, so the sights and 
sounds they  are exposed to will become part of 
them as they  grow and develop. The concern here is 
what television takes away  from the child.  Due to 
the innate one-way  communication flow of 
television, the state of the child in front of the 
television is trance-like, not a concentrated one.  By 
watching television, the child actually  loses his 
capacity  for attention because of the constant 
bombardment of different and changing images on 
the screen, which assumes that the person watching 

has a short attention span.  It is also worth thinking 
about what kind of activities your child is missing 
out on in the meantime.  Purposeful activity  is the 
key  to developing concentration in young children, 
and through the exercise of showing and 
encouraging repetition, we as parents can nurture 
this incredible potential. An awareness of the 
negatives of screen-based entertainment cannot be 
forgotten, and if there are times when all else fails 
and we switch on the TV, we need at least to 
maintain a realistic picture of the consequences of 
our actions.

Your Letters
I am aware that screen based entertainment is not good for young children, but 
my children do watch television occasionally (if anything to give me a bit of a 
break!). I have noticed however that they do learn a lot from the documentaries 
they watch. My son has learnt the names of different types of animals from the 
programmes and I have heard from others that children have also learnt 
different languages from watching television. Can watching television really be 
that detrimental to their minds?

direction >> 5

Answered by Emma Wong-Singh

One of the core Montessori 
principles is the concept of 
indirect preparation. Essentially, 
in the classroom, this means 
helping your daughter indirectly 
to prepare for what is next to 
come. Let’s take for example the 
simple activity  of singing. By 
singing simple but exquisitely 
worded songs, poems and 
rhymes, we are introducing her 
to new language that she can 
use later on when she comes, 
for example, to writing a story 
for example. Sound games like I 

Spy  and naming games and 
reading books aloud and verbal 
stories as well as work with the 
sensorial materials such as the 
geometry  cabinet and sound 
boxes, all in their own way  give 
her the necessary  tools. More 
specifically, these games give 
her practice with the sounds of 
t h e l e t t e r s , e x t e n d s h e r 
vocabulary, gives examples of 
sentence and story  structures, 
and help with the sensorial 
discrimination of shape and 
sound, which all come together 

to help her to decipher the 
letters, words and phrases she 
will meet later on. Indirect 
preparation in a Montessori 
classroom forms the solid 
grounding necessary  for future 
learning.

Her interest in words, which was 
nurtured by  songs, stories and 
naming games, will set off a 
desire to learn the letters that 
make up the words. Her ease 
with identifying the letters is 
h e l p e d b y  t h e S e n s o r i a l 
materials which give her practice 
in discriminating different 
shapes and sounds. Her ability 
to blend sounds together, 
helped in turn by  the sound 
games and enriched vocabulary, 
will help her find the meaning of 
the sounds as she says them. 
When she is ready  for writing 
and reading, it will be a joyful 
experience that will truly  last a 
lifetime because she has been 
prepared for it.

My daughter has just turned 4 years old and has 
attended a Montessori school since she was 2 ½. She 
has not yet been introduced to the sand paper letters 
and I am concerned that she will fall behind her 
peers.  I have other friends at traditional schools 
where their children are learning how to read and 
write at a much earlier age.  The teacher assures me 
not to worry, but how can I not? How do I know 
when my child is ready to start learning to read and 
write?



Children in Montessori Schools 
love school. This is because it 
meets with their developmental 
needs and the curriculum is 
child-centred rather than adult-
led. Montessori Schools provide 
the child with the opportunity  to 
work in an environment that is 
meticulously  prepared for their 
needs. This unique characteristic 
of Montessori schools goes a 
long way  in ensuring that the 
problem of discipline does not 
arise. If a school is providing 
what you need then surely  you 
would want to go there? A 
important aspect of this 
environment is the mixed 
age group, the freedom of 
choice that the children 
a r e g i v e n a n d t h e  
developmentally-designed 
materials. These things all 
come together to work 
with the individual not 
just in the Children’s 
House but at the primary 
and secondary  level as 
well. 

It is hard to come by  one 
Montessori child who does 
not love school. This is 
b e c a u s e M o n t e s s o r i 
schools see education as 
an aid to life, not as a 
means to getting a job or 
passing exams.

Montessori also has a 
u n i q u e a p p r o a c h t o 
discipline in that the

children are helped to develop 
self-discipline through their own 
engagement. This is in contrast 
to traditional schools where 
discipline is applied externally 
with the result that the discipline 
of the class is only  as good as 
the teacher’s ability  to maintain 
it and often when the teacher 
leaves the room chaos will break 
out. If children have not been 
helped to develop self-discipline 
during their formative years the 
job of a traditional teacher can 
become very difficult.

From time to time, we read in the press stories 
about a general lack of discipline and a high 
truancy rate in traditional schools. Yet this same 
phenomenon does not seem to apply to Montessori 
schools. Even if we look further a field to the United 
States, where the Montessori philosophy is applied 
through to adolescence level, there are still none of 
the negative stories we see so much of in traditional 
schools. What is different about Montessori schools 
that seems to make children want to learn and 
enables them to be able to focus on their learning 
without encountering any issues about discipline?
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Please send in your letters to:

Direction
Montessori Society AMI [UK]
26 Lyndhurst Gardens
London NW3 5NW

Email to: 
Info@montessori-uk.org 

Comments, 

Suggestions?
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‘Help me to help myself’ was the phrase Maria 
Montessori used to explain what very  young 
children expressed through their behaviour. That 
was over a hundred years ago, when Montessori, a 
young medical doctor, observed children’s 
behaviour through the objective eyes of a scientist. 
This phrase probably  resonates with you if you are 
the parent of a child between one and four years 
old. 

How should parents respond to hearing, ‘No! Meee!’ 
and other cries for independence? Montessori’s 
logical answer was to invite the little child to join us 
in purposeful work, such as cleaning or preparing 
food. Such activities appeal to young children 
because they  are looking for opportunities that feed 
their developing hands and minds. As summer 
approaches and we all hope to exhale and slow 
down, it is the perfect time to incorporate our little 
ones in our daily activities at home. 

For a child who is just beginning to walk, choose the 
most simple ways to be involved in the kitchen, 
such as bringing each used napkin 
from the table to a small trash can or 
hamper, or wiping a low, child-sized 
table with a dampened sponge that’s 
been cut in half. For a child who can 
sit well in a tiny  child-sized chair, give 
him a low baking pan with a quarter 
of an inch of water in it, a potato, and 
a clean nailbrush. Show  him how  to 
scrub the potato with the nailbrush 
and then leave him to do that while 
you go back to cooking. When the 
child ‘finishes’ with that potato, you 
can change it for a new one. You can 
a l s o s h o w h i m h o w  t o w a s h 
strawberries in a bowl of water, shell 
peas or tear lettuce leaves into bite- 
size pieces.

Our goal is to give the young child an 

opportunity  to be active in a positive, purposeful 
way. Because he is so little, we must think of a very 
simple way  to do an action and demonstrate it down 
at the child’s eye level. The important guidelines for 
success are: 1. Use furniture and equipment that are 
his size, [available in Montessori catalogues and on 
line}: 2. Keep it simple: 3. Once you have slowly 
demonstrated, let the child do his work without 
micro-managing. If we set the expectation that our 
children help the adults at home from the time they 
are young, and we increase the responsibilities to 
become more adult-like in adolescence, children 
develop a work ethic and a collaborative attitude. 
This carries over into every  area of their lives: their 
s c h o o l w o r k , s p o r t s , r e l a t i o n s h i p s , a n d 
responsibilities.

As I write this, sixteen 12-to-14 year olds from 
Forest Bluff School are camping and canoeing down 
a river in western Wisconsin.  Many  groups of 
children are venturing out on school trips this time 
of year, but what makes this group unique is that 
these adolescents planned every  aspect of their ten-
day  trip with almost no adult assistance: They 
covered safety, transportation, equipment, finances 
and food. They  made phone calls to the van rental 
company  and negotiated a price; researched the 
potential dangers of the river; purchased, weighed, 
packed and measured the nutritional value of all the 
food. The teachers were there solely  to follow 
behind and to check on their progress. These 
adolescents have reached an extraordinary  level of 
independence for their ages.

Such readiness was not created overnight. These 
students began in our Montessori setting when they 
were 18 months old, and their parents responded to 
the request, ‘Help me to help myself’ by  including 
them in simple household work. The independence 
we all want our children to develop begins with 
these steps early in life, at home. 

Report

direction >> 7

Independence Starts in 
the Home

Paula Lillard Preschlack, Head of 
Forest Bluff School in Illinois, a 
Montessori school for children from 
three to fifteen, talks about what we 
can expect to see our adolescents 
achieve if we foster independence 
from the beginning in the home.

Aid to Life

One of the aims of the Montessori Centenary  celebrations was to do 
something that would ‘make a concrete difference in the lives of all 
children’. With this idea in mind the parent support initiative project 
was born - an initiative to bring simple ideas about child 
Development to all parents. The first tranche of this parent 
education programme is aimed at parents of children between zero 
and three and has been developed around the guiding principles of 
independence, movement, communication and self-discipline. It is 
hoped that ultimately  materials will be developed for helping 
children through to the adolescent years. The materials, consisting 
of DVDs, audio visual material, booklets and leaflets will be available 
towards the end of the year. Some of it will be freely  available 
through the website AidtoLife.org. In addition to this the Maria 
Montessori Institute will be holding seminars to help Montessori 
trained people to be able to use these materials for parent groups 
both in their schools and local communities.



The title of the talk begs that we give passing 
mention at this point to the Four Planes of 
Development as it provides the overall framework 
into which the Montessori view of the development 
of the individual from birth to twenty  four fits. It 
constitutes what we call Montessori child 
psychology, a particular view  of child psychology  as 
a continuous developmental cycle, like that of the 
seasons. Montessori called this the ‘constructive 
rhythm of life’. It is the framework upon which and 
into which our approach to the education of 
children fits. It is developmental education.

As Montessori teachers we do what we do to serve 
deve lopment , the ch i ld ’s normal natura l 
development. Whatever the stage or plane the 
approach is about facilitating development. The 
approach is a psychological approach. Children, as 
they  live their present, lay  their foundation for the 
future. So, with Geometry, as with everything else 
we are here to facilitate optimal development now 
not to teach Geometry. Always our first and most 
important aim is to respond appropriately  to the 
child’s inner needs. 

What is Geometry  all about? It began as a practical 
study, the fundamental ideas of Geometry  are 
suggested by  everyday  experiences. It still continues 
to have thousands of uses in our everyday  lives. Yet 
many  of us think of it only  in the context least 
enjoyed - as a school subject. The use of Geometry 
dates as far back as the dawn of history.  The name 
itself comes from the Greek geo meaning earth and 
metron, which means to measure. Originally  it dealt 
with the measurement of land but more of that at a 
later stage. Practical Geometry  deals with size, 
shape, volume, and relative position of anything. 
Geometry  is the mathematics of properties, 
relationships shape and size.  Geometry  may  be 
thought of as the science of space, it is used to 
describe and relate experiences that involve space.
.
Nature is geometrical. Think of the sun, the moon 
the alignment of the stars. Water molecules are 
spherical. The layers of the earth are laid down in 
horizontal lines but may  have been displaced 
because of folding and faulting to be now oblique or 
vertical. On a basic level we can think of the space 
in which we live and move. What do we see? 
Squares, rectangles, circles and spheres. Our room 
is rectangular, the clock is a circle, the ball is a 
sphere, the can is a cylinder. As the hands of our 
clock move around they  make different angles. 
Think of the obvious ones that spring to mind: 
quarter past - a right angle, half past - a straight 
angle and so on. Think of the geometrical 
arrangement of flowers and their parts, petals in 
fours and fives for dicotyledons, threes and 
multiples of three for monocotyledons. Think of the 
beautiful shapes and arrangements of the leaves 
including opposite and alternate.

Every  child is born into a world of quality, shape, 
form and relationship. During the first plane of 
development from birth, because of the Absorbent 
Mind the child takes in impressions through the 
senses from the world. Everything he experiences 
between birth and six stays in his whole being 
forever. The child is lead by  nature to classify  his 
environment. This is a first step in the formation of 
the intellect. We can think of the senses [visual 
tacti le, auditory, olfactory, gustatory  and 
stereognostic] as being the gateways to knowledge.    

Features

Ann Dunne, AMI trainer at the 6-12 level spoke at the at the 
Maria Montessori Institute in London about how a foundation 
in Geometry in the Children’s House can help facilitate the 
child’s exploration in the Elementary years.

Journey through the Planes - 
Geometry from 3-12 
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In ‘Creative Development in the Child’ Montessori 
says that ‘the intelligence is a store of experiences, 
images and impressions’ and that ‘the child 
explores the world through his senses. Through the 
exercises of Practical Life which have a useful aim, 
and the Sensorial activities, he becomes master of 
his own movement, his own intellect, and his own 
senses.’ Dr Montessori would certainly  agree with   
J. Bronowski when he says that ‘in humans, before 
the brain is the instrument for action, it has to be an 
instrument of preparation.  For that it depends 
deeply  on the long preparation of human 
childhood.’

To that end and as part of the preparation for life 
she devised the Sensorial materials, what she called 
materialised abstractions, to give the child a key  to 
the environment, to enable him to classify  clearly, 
and in a scientific manner, the impressions received 
from the environment since birth. Through 
experience with the hands as the instrument of the 
brain the child while classifying can arrive at clear 
abstractions. Clear abstractions make for both 
clarity  and order of mind, something devoutly  to be 
wished for in everyday life.

As we know work with Sensorial materials improves 
perception, recalls sensory  perceptions and 
prepares the mind for a tendency  towards order and 
precision. It helps develop the intelligence and 
prepares for cultural subjects such as Reading, 
Writing, Arithmetic, Music, Art and Geometry. The 
Sensorial materials themselves focus on many  aims 
that pertain to Geometry. The Cylinder Blocks, Pink 
Tower, Brown Stair and Red Rods develop visual 
discrimination of dimension and size. The 
Geometric Cabinet helps the development of the 
visual sense and absorption of the plane geometric 
figures. The Leaf cabinet offers a classification of 
shapes from the natural world. The Geometric Solids 
develop an awareness of the solid geometric forms 
that surround us. The Constructive Triangles show 
that by  joining together different triangles four -
sided figures are obtained, an indirect preparation 
for the concept of equivalence and finding the area 
of plane figures. The Graded Geometric Figures 
show the various relationships between geometric 
figures. These Sensorial materials for children of the 
first plane of development lay  a foundation for 
Geometry  at the elementary  level. The work in the 
Children's House gives the facts with the relevant 
nomenclature that allow Elementary  children to 
wonder, imagine, reason, ponder upon, bring to a 
h igher leve l of consc iousness and reach 
abstraction;,all of that because they  have had the 
exposure to and opportunity  for exploration at a 
sensorial level. The difference is quite striking. If 
there are no facts and no nomenclature at the 3-6 
level, what would have been a matter of natural 
absorption now becomes a matter of learning. A 

most opportune moment is missed, one of those 
missing stitches.

The child you know and work with in the Children's 
House has certain characteristics. A sensorial 
explorer, through movement, of fact, of the 
qualities of the environment, of the sounds and 
symbols of language and of the way  of life of those 
he lives with. A tendency  to explore, orientate and 
order in the material environment, i.e. the world 
immediately  available to his senses. This plane, 
divided 0-3 and 3-6, is characterised by  what Dr. 
Montessori called the Absorbent Mind, unconscious 
0-3, conscious 3-6. The child creates his own mental 
muscles, using for this what he finds in the world 
around him. He is egocentric and introverted for the 
construction of the individual.  

By  way  of contrast the Elementary  child is an 
intellectual explorer of the universe through reason 
and imagination. The tendency  now  is to explore, 
orientate and order in the abstract and moral field.  
This plane is dominated by  the ‘Reasoning mind, an 
enormous interest in how and why  and cause and 
effect of matters inte l lectual and moral .  
Extroverted, the orientation is towards society, for 
the construction of the individual as a member of 
society. This is the period for the acquisition of 
culture and the organisation of the abstract plane of 
the mind.’ 
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By  culture we mean knowledge: the inventions and 
attainments of human understanding.

So these children need a new approach known as 
Cosmic Education. A holistic approach which 
responds to the specific developmental needs of the 
human being during the second plane of 
development; for example using the imagination to 
understand reality, realities beyond the reach of the 
physical senses, striving for mental and moral 
independence; exploring the vastness of culture; 
forming a particular kind of society; becoming 
aware of the different kinds of cosmic work by  the 
various agents [sun, water air, rocks, plants animals 
and humans, God’s special agent of creation] and of 
the interdependencies and interrelationships 
involved, and thereby  becoming conscious active 
participants themselves.

At the Elementary  level the child becomes conscious 
of the geometrical knowledge already  absorbed. 
This is particularly  important for Elementary 
children as they  have an existential need to use the 
mind and a great joy  in doing so. By  their very 
nature Geometry  materials are creative and 
manipulative. This offers many  possibilities for the 
child to reach abstraction. We use manipulative 
materials for Geometry  theorems. So the Elementary 
children can work with the essence of the material. 
Geometry  in the Elementary  school involves 
manipulative materials, work for the hand, the 
possibility  of reasoning and relevant scientific 
terminology  and language. The traditional sequence 
in Geometry  is to begin with point, line, surface and 
solid as each of these is composed of the previous 
one. A number of points form a line, a number of 
lines form a surface and so on. We, on the other 
hand begin with a study  which involves relationship 
- congruency, similarity  and equivalency  - as these 
appeal to the mind of the child. We do not however 
have to complete an entire chapter of work to begin 
another so much of the work goes on in parallel. 
The important thing is to know the prerequisites for 
each chapter.

The appeal to the imagination and 
to the reason is made through 
story  and where appropriate to 
t h e i m a g i n a t i o n t h r o u g h 
impressionistic charts, particularly 
i n H i s t o r y , B i o l o g y  a n d 
Geography. Geometry  being such 
a pract i ca l sc ience i s less 
impressionistic and very  much 
more concrete. For example, we 
can place a right- angled triangle 
in front of the child.

It is important to know  the origins of Geometry  for 
many  reasons but particularly  because we can help 
children make connections between Geometry  and 

History  which are very  pertinent and significant to 
the children of the second plane, because of their 
characteristics. Furthermore, the way  it evolved 
helps them to understand something about it. The 
small child is interested in what something is but 
the Elementary child wants to know why.

The early  peoples including the Egyptians knew 
about the ideas which we classify  as belonging to 
the science of Geometry. They  used the ideas in 
their everyday  lives and then later people such as 
the Greeks formed this body  of human knowledge 
into a science. This is how  it is with the children. 
From birth the children are surrounded by  shapes, 
forms, lines, dimensions, which they  do not know 
are geometrical until we give them the possibility  of 
classifying them and consequently  naming them. We 
do this primarily  with the Sensorial materials by 
refining the children’s senses with which they 
perceive the geometrical aspect of our environment. 
This is reflected in how  the environment is 
prepared. The Children’s House is organized so the 
child can gain as many  impressions as possible. 
Therefore the Elementary  child will have something 
to reason about.

We are not giving Geometry  for the sake of 
Geometry. We are providing opportunities for 
intellectual exploration. Whilst the Sensorial 
material is the indirect preparation, there are some 
materials that are more critical, from a geometrical 
point of view, for the children to have explored and 
had the language for. The Geometric Cabinet 
explores plane geometry  which is the foundation for 
solid geometry. The Geometric Cabinet Presentation 
Tray  offers three fundamental figures, the triangle, 
square and circle: logically  speaking, three sides, 
four sides and an infinite number of sides. They 
provide the greatest contrast. The triangle with 
three sides is the polygon with the least number of 
sides, the polygon that builds other polygons [think 
of all the exploration in the Children's House with 
triangles that make four sided figures]. The triangle 

i s a l w a y s 
special and is 
known as the 
c o n s t r u c t o r . 
T h e s q u a r e 
with four sides 
tha t make a 
regular polygon 
w i t h r i g h t 
angles is used 
t o c a l c u l a t e 
a r e a a n d i s 
c a l l e d t h e 

measurer. The circle is  used for measuring angles. 
Whenever we measure in degrees we are using the 
circle, it is also the limit of the regular polygons and 
is called the calculator.
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W e a r e n o t g i v i n g 
Geometry for the sake of 
Geometry. We are giving 
opportunities for intellectual 
exploration. 



We know  from studies about the Egyptians that life 
in Egypt centred around a very  important river. That 
river was the Nile River. Egypt has in fact, been 
called the ‘Gift of the Nile’.  Egypt has also been 
called the ‘Mother of Geometry’. Century  after 
century, year after year, the Nile overflowed its 
banks, and washed down the black mud from the 
surrounding mountains. That very  fertile soil is what 
gave the Egyptians the rich soil that they  needed to 
sustain their life. Those floods each year washed out 
the markers that the farmers put up to mark off 
their lands. The measuring that they  had to do, 
taught them a great deal about geometry. An 
Egyptian surveyor, called a ‘harpedonapta’ would 
walk along with three slaves behind him and those 
three slaves carried a rope. The rope that they 
carried had two knots in it. If one slave held one 
knot, another slave took the second knot and the 
last slave held the two ends of the rope together 
they  formed a triangle. If the knots are a particular 
distance apart a 3-4.5 triangle is formed and this is 
a right angle triangle. At the time the Egyptians 
didn’t know why  this worked. But no matter how 
long the rope was, if the knots were placed in a 
proportion of 3 to 4 to 5, that would enable them to 
make corners of a right angled triangle. This 
concept had great use for them.

Hundreds of years later, a Greek merchant visited 
Egypt because he was interested in the 
wealth of knowledge that Egypt had. Thales 
was his name.  He was a very  successful 
businessman. In fact he became so 
successful and so rich that in a few  years 
he was able to retire and devote all of his 
time to earth measurement, mathematics, 
and astronomy. In fact the word Geometry 
means ‘earth measurement’. We’ll talk 
about Thales again when we talk about the 
Babylonians because Thales learned about 
astronomy  from Babylonia. However, it is 
not for his astronomy  work that we 
remember Thales, but for his contribution 
to mathemat ics and espec ia l l y  to 
Geometry. Thales was very  curious about 
the reason behind things. This led him to a 
system of logical reasoning, which gave 

birth to the new science of Geometry. 

Pythagoras is another wellknown person. He studied 
under Thales, and he probably  visited Egypt on his 
master’s advice to study  the ‘earth measuring’ that 
went on there.  When Pythagoras was around fifty 
years old he went to Crotone, a town in southern 
Italy. He quickly  gathered together followers who 
became known as the Pythagoreans.  If we studied 
the Pythagoreans it would strike us that many  of 
their ideas were very  far fetched, but they  did study 
Geometry. They  made no practical use of Geometry. 
They  were only  interested in the abstract side of 
mathematics and they  greatly  expanded upon the 
work started by  Thales. They  used deductive 
reasoning and found logical proof around certain 
geometrical facts. For example, the Pythagoreans 
proved that when using a right angle triangle in the 
proportions of 3 to 4 to 5 [which they  got from 
Egypt], the area of a square drawn on the longest 
side is always equal to the sum of the areas of the 
squares drawn on the other two sides. This theorem 
explains why  the knotted rope of the Egyptians 
worked.

Moving on to the year 400 BC, around a mile 
outside Athens there was a walled garden called 
Akademia, named after the man who owned it, 
Akademos. This is where the great philosopher, 
Plato, taught his philosophy. He felt that there 
should be games to help learning and problems 
should be things that were interesting to study. But 
Plato had strict rules for his grown-up students to 
follow. Over his door he had this expression, ‘Let  no 
man, destitute of geometry, enter my  doors.’ Infinity 
was a puzzling problem for Plato. So in order to 
avoid a construction which involved infinity, Plato 

had a very  strict rule that only  a ruler 
and a compass could be used for 
geometric constructions.  

Around 300 BC a man named 
Euclid wrote the best selling book 
on Geometry  of all times. His work 
actually  consisted of thirteen 
‘books’, each of which was written 
on a separate piece of parchment. 
The entire book was called ‘The 
Elements’. This book helped train 
one of the presidents of the 
U n i t e d S t a t e s o f A m e r i c a , 
Abraham Lincoln. At the age of 
4 5 , A b r a h a m s t u d i e d a n d 
mastered the first four books of 
‘The Elements’ solely  as training 
for his mind.
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The Story of Geometry - a Cosmic Tale

This is a story which shows how 
‘Geometry’ got its name. You’ll see, after 
reading the story, how children might 
become interested in Geometry through 
another subject, for example through 
history or how, in turn, their work in 

Feature



 

Montessori said we must give the children freedom 
in order that they  should become free. Of course we 
want our children to be free enough to live a life 
where they  can fulfil their potential – that is not the 
difficult part to understand – we want them to be 
able to act for themselves in their own best 
interests. The difficult part is deciding how much 
freedom we need to give them to make this happen.

This is one of the areas of our practice that is the 
most difficult to interpret and therefore one of the 
areas that we most commonly  misinterpret – we 
either intervene when we should be letting the 
children get on with it or we leave them free to carry 
on with something thinking that we are affording 
them freedom when actually  we should be 
intervening. 

But before we look at the things that Montessori 
said should guide us to make these decisions let us 
look at what she meant when she said we need to 
give the child freedom. She didn’t mean for us to let 
the child do as he likes. She wasn’t suggesting some 
liberal kind of respect for the sanctity  of childhood 
that means that no matter what they  do it is all right 
because they  are just children and they  must play 
and have fun and be happy. She wasn’t talking 
about this – the kind of freedom she said that we 
must give the children is the freedom to develop. 
The freedom to follow their own inner directives to 
develop as they should do. 

So, in Montessori terms, what does this mean? 
Basically  it means the children should be free to 
follow  their own interests. But when we speak of 
interests we don’t mean Action Man or Polly  Pocket. 
The developmental interests of the child under 6 are 
dictated by  the Sensitive Periods and their Human 
Tendencies. But this does not happen by  us letting 
them just do everything they  want to – no 
development will take place if we just let them do 

this. As we know  - and all of us have experienced  - 
the only thing that will develop is chaos. 

Certain things must be in place if we want to have a 
harmonious community  rather than chaos. First, 
there must be some rules that lay  down the 
expectations of that community  and these must be 
based on respect for each other. Secondly, the 
children in the community  must be given the 
opportunity  and the help to develop enough self-
discipline to adhere to and apply these rules.

But as we know, when the children first come to the 
Children's House they  don’t have self-discipline and 
Montessori says that ‘to let the child do as he likes 
when he has not yet developed any  powers of 
control, is to betray  the idea of freedom.’ A child 
who is not in control of himself cannot be given 
freedom. Furthermore, Montessori tells us that this 
is not what freedom really  means. We are only  really 
free when we can act for ourselves. Children with no 
self-control are not acting for themselves, they  are 
at the mercy  of their own whims. The very  young 
child does not have control over himself. He is 
controlled by  his impulses and developmental drives 
and he has no way  of sublimating these urges for 
the will of another. At this stage adults might tell 
him what to do. He might do it. He might not. It will 
all depend on whether his impulses coincide with 
what is being asked of him. If we ask a two-year-old 
in a doctor’s waiting room to sit still and keep quiet 
he probably  won’t be able to do this for long, but if 
we ask him to sit still and eat an ice cream he will 
be able to do it for much longer, not because he has 
control over himself but because it coincides with 
something he would like to do!

This is what Montessori referred to as the first level 
of obedience. He can obey  sometimes but not at 
others. When a child is at this level of obedience we 
can’t expect him to be able to handle total freedom. 
At this stage it is common for adults to try  to 
impose their own will to try  and achieve discipline, 
and the child can sometimes appear disciplined but 
this is not real self-discipline. The child is doing 
what he is told to do because he is scared not to or 
because he loves the person who is asking him to 
do it. 

Montessori tells us that the ‘cornerstone of freedom 
is work’ and that the development of self-discipline 
will not happen unless the child is given 
opportunities to do things. Not just anything but 
things that meet with his developmental needs. 
When he is always stopped he is not able to carry 
out the very  actions that will help self-discipline to 
arise.

The second level of obedience is where the child can 
always obey. It is this level of obedience that the 
traditional teacher and parent are aiming for. 

Feature

Montessori said we must give 
children freedom but freedom has a 
different meaning for each of us. So 
what is the Montessori approach to 
Freedom? Louise Livingston, AMI 
trainer at the Maria Montessori 
Institute talks about how we can offer 
freedom in the Children’s House.

Offering Children the 
Freedom to Develop
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Everyone is apparently  happy  because the child 
always does as he is told. The teacher says sit still 
and the child does it. He is able to do it because he 
has self-control and he can do it. This would appear 
to be all that was needed for children to do as they 
are told but if we want them to really  be free 
enough to act and live as they  choose then we want 
much more than that they  just do as they  are told. 
We want them to be able to act for themselves not 
just do as they are told.

In this context Montessori also talked about the 
development of the will. The idea of the child's will 
is commonly  misunderstood. Adults who find a child 
difficult to control often say  that this child has a 
‘strong will’ or is ‘wilful’ suggesting that for a child 
to have a will is an undesirable attribute. This leads 
them to the assumption that somehow  they  have to 
break this will in order for the child to become 
disciplined. They  think that repeated nagging to 
keep quiet and be still will somehow calm the 
child’s disorder and teach him a way  of behaving. In 
fact this assumption is totally  misguided because 
this disorder is not the child's will. It is the child’s 
natural developmental energies, which are not yet 
under control. Instead Montessori used the word 
‘will’ to describe the child's ability  to make choices 
and act for himself. She said that the disorder of the 
young child occurs because the child's will is not yet 
developed and that our task as educators is to help 
the development of the will. The development of 
inner discipline and the will are therefore very 
closely  related. The level of the child’s inner 
discipline has important implications for the level of 
freedom we are going to afford. Furthermore, the 
level of development of the child’s will has 
important implications for the sense of freedom that 
he feels. So this is really  the crux of the matter. If 
we control the children we are not letting them 
develop and if we allow them too much freedom we 
are abandoning them!

Montessori says that we must be aware 
of the child’s level of obedience first 
and foremost and this will help us to 
decide how much freedom we can give 
each individual child. She also said that 
we must not just let the child do as he 
pleases. Remember the freedom we 
must give is the ‘freedom to develop’ 
not ‘carte blanche’, you can do anything 
you want, kind of freedom. Montessori 
said we must give the children the 
appropriate amount of freedom – the 
amount of freedom that they  can 
handle. Giving too much freedom is 
tantamount to abandoning them.

‘If Freedom is understood as letting the 
children do as they  like, using or more 
likely  misusing the things available, it is 

clear that only  their ‘deviations’ are free to develop; 
their abnormalities will increase.’ [1]

In order for self-discipline to develop we must give 
freedom within certain limits and when these limits 
are transgressed we intervene. In this way  we help 
the child to understand the expectations of the 
community. An easy  guide for us with regard to 
these limits is that in general they  are related to 
respect for both the people and things in the 
env i ronment and they  are support ive o f 
development. The child acts within these limits and 
soon they  become a part of him and the way  that he 
acts. He does not think ‘I must do that because I 
must be respectful’. He has no idea really  that he is 
being respectful. He might say  that he is getting 
something ready  for someone else to use but this is 
not what is important. What is important is that he 
does it because it is in ‘doing’ that he becomes 
respectful. It becomes a part of his personality.

How are the limits given?
The limits are given by  the environment and by  the 
teacher. When the environment imposes the limit it 
is neutral and absolute. When the teacher imposes 
the limit it must also be consistent and neutral. The 
limits must be given initially  through the grace and 
courtesy  activities. We must give the children an 
idea of how  to act through showing them, not by 
telling them. This is how they  learn at this age – by 
absorbing and doing it for themselves. In the grace 
and courtesy  groups the children get an opportunity 
to practise acting with respect and then this 
becomes a part of what they  do naturally  and they 
apply it to their actions in the community.

With these things in mind let us look at the 
freedoms, the limits to these freedoms and when we 
should intervene.
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As Montessori educators we have just a few 
decisions to make with every  child in our care when 
granting freedom and when deciding whether to 
intervene or not.

• How much freedom can this child handle? 
• Are his actions helping development? 
• Are his actions respectful of other people or 

things in the environment?

The children should have freedom to work with 
whatever they  choose as 
long as the materials are 
treated carefully. The 
difficulty  lies in deciding 
when to intervene because 
w e t h i n k t h e y  a r e 
misusing the material. 
Children do not have to 
carry  out the activity  in 
the way  that we have shown them. We need to ask 
ourselves whether what they  are doing is helping 
them to access the aim. If a Red Rod has become a 
horse is it likely  that the child is discriminating 
length? 

The children should have freedom to work with 
whatever they  choose so long as they  know  what to 
do with the material. So does this mean they  have to 
have had a presentation? We must remember that 
they  may  have received a ‘presentation’ indirectly 
through observing the work of others. When the 
child picks something he doesn’t know how  to use 
and has no possibility  of knowing how to use we 
have some different options. If we wait and observe 
we can see if he can use it. If we always assume that 
he can’t we limit his possibilities for spontaneous 
choice and that is what we are looking for – for him 
to make a choice – to act for himself. If he can’t use 
it but is nearly  ready  for it we need to offer 
something that will get him ready  to use 
it. Sometimes we really  know he can’t get 
from it what he needs. He is 2 ½ and it is 
Division with Test Tubes for example. So 
perhaps then we can offer the opportunity 
to clean or dust it – something which is 
appropriate for his level of development 
and his developmental needs at this age.

This freedom is also limited when both 
children want to work with the same 
thing.  Our role in this situation is to help 
them resolve it for themselves as far as 
possible. If they  cannot do this then we 
can step in and suggest options for them 
to choose from to resolve i t for 
themselves. We must guard against telling 
them what to do however, because they 
need to practise solving conflict for 
themselves.

The children should also have the freedom not to 
work. This means we should not always be hovering 
around asking them where their work is. They  can’t 
be expected to make a choice for themselves if we 
are always doing this to them. They  need time to 
reflect and contemplate before going on to 
something else. There are some limits to this 
freedom of course. The choice not to work must not 
disturb someone else’s choice to work. When a child 
who is apparently  choosing to do nothing is 
disturbing someone else then we need to find him 

something to do. When 
doing nothing becomes 
something a child is doing 
all day  and every  day  then 
we need to think carefully 
about what to do. We 
need to decide whether he 
is doing nothing because 
he doesn’t know  what to 

do or because he is deriving something from 
observing others. When we have observed him for 
long enough and in enough detail to be sure that 
his decision not to work is because he doesn’t know 
what to do, then our intervention is to give 
presentations until he becomes connected to 
something that catches his interest.

The children should have the freedom to decline a 
presentation. However, we must remember that we 
should not just accept ‘no’ from a child who has not 
found anything that interests him. It is our 
responsibility  to find something that interests him 
and we will only  do this through presentations. As 
Montessori says, we do not interfere in the life of 
the child who has not become engaged in 
something. When the child needs to take a break or 
when we know  that he can choose, focus and 
concentrate then he can say ‘no’ to us.
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The children should have freedom to work for as 
long as they  want to as long as they  are working 
productively. But how  do we decide what is 
productive? Moments of contemplation are still 
productive. It is all right for the children to take a 
break from their work. As adults we need to take a 
break when we are working sometimes so why 
shouldn’t the children? What about lunchtime? Can 
they  work through this if they  want to? If they  are 
hungry  they  will eat. When it feels like the material 
has been abandoned and we decide that they  are 
not working productively  we should not let 
ourselves get into the position where we find 
ourselves constantly  urging them to go back to their 
work. Instead we need to say  firmly  ‘let’s put it 
away’ and if necessary  help them with this until it is 
done. It is no good to just keep reminding them to 
do it. If they  could do it independently  they  would. 
We need to show  them how to put it away, sharing 
the putting away  if necessary  with an ‘I do, you do’ 
approach making sure that the child always feels 
that he is the one that has completed, not you.

The children should have the freedom to work 
wherever they want to so long as this does not 
impede someone else’s right to do the same thing. 
This is limited when the place they  have chosen is 
not safe or when it impedes someone else’s right to 
work – in front of the shelf or on the line for 
example.

The children should have the freedom to work at 
their own pace and rhythm. We can only  ascertain 
each child's unique pace and rhythm through 
observation. When we observe a child’s activity  for 
the whole week we get to understand when the child 
likes to work, when he chooses his challenges and 
when he wants to rest and contemplate. Sometimes 
we can recognise a pattern to the day  and 
sometimes the pattern might span across the whole 

week. When we know  a child likes to come in to 
school, start his day  slowly  and then work up to the 
big work then we can trust that this will happen and 
we don’t feel the need to intervene unnecessarily.

Children should have the freedom to work with 
whom they  want to as long as it is productive and 
does not disturb anyone else. We all know that there 
are relationships that don’t seem to be productive 
and that often end up in chaos or disturbing others 
but the children must start each day  with a clean 
slate. Today  they  may manage to do something 
productive together. We only  need to intervene 
when they  don’t. With some older children we may 
even need to help them remember the rules before 
they  start – not by  giving the rules but by  helping 
them to come up with them. With younger children 
we always need to reflect on whether that particular 
child can handle the freedom we are offering and 
only  offer it if we know he can handle it. We also 
need to guard against dependencies developing. We 
have to watch for these and intervene, always 
remembering the guideline of whether it is helpful 
and developmental for both parties.

Children should have the freedom to move around 
the environment inside and outside. We need to 
make it possible for children to work outside 
whenever they  want to and not just to go outside for 
‘playtime’. This means the outside environment 
must be prepared for activity  but they  can also take 
inside activities outside if they wish.

Children should have the freedom to express 
themselves and communicate with the others as 
long as this does not interfere with the other 
children’s freedom to work undisturbed. We must 
make sure that we don’t interfere with this freedom 
by  insisting that they  work and concentrate all the 
time. We must make sure that we allow the children 

to communicate with each other 
and we are not insisting on quiet 
a l l t h e t i m e t o a l l o w  f o r 
concentration. The children must 
be able to talk to each other. We 
can create places specifically  for 
communication – a snack table, 
an area with some comfortable 
chairs grouped together. They 
must also be able to talk to each 
other about their work. This is a 
means by  which they  extend their 
understanding. 

Children should have the freedom 
to go to the toilet whenever they 
want to and not at a time dictated 
by  the teacher. We have to 
endeavour to make this possible.
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Children should have the freedom to have a snack 
and take a drink whenever they  want to as long as 
there is enough left for others’ needs. We want 
children to be able to decide this for themselves so 
we can give some guidelines through grace and 
courtesy. It is not helpful to say  that they  can have 
one piece of apple, for example.  This does not give 
the children freedom to satiate their hunger nor 
does it give them the opportunity  to think and make 
a judgement for themselves. The grace and courtesy 
groups we offer should help the children to judge 
whether there is enough for everyone and how 
much they  can have to ensure that everyone gets 
some.

Children should have freedom to help others with 
their work as long as they  have the skills and ability 
to do something helpful. In order to facilitate this 
we must model ‘helping’ for them. We always give 
just enough help and not too much and this 
becomes a model for the children when helping 
others. We can suggest to a particular child that he 
could go and help another child if he knows how  to 
do what is needed. When a child is offering help for 
the first time we must be careful not to crush this 
awakening of the social instinct by  crashing in and 
taking over. When the child giving help also needs 
help then we should do it in exactly  the same way 
that we give any  kind of help – just enough help to 
help him to help.

Children should have the freedom to observe 
another child’s work or the activity  of the group so 
long as they  don’t disturb this work. Obviously  we 
need to intervene if the child observing is disturbing 
but first of all we need to observe what is happening 
because sometimes the two children may  be 
interacting in a productive way  and we must always 
be careful that we do not prevent normal 
interaction. At the same time we need to facilitate 
the child’s ability  to tell another child not to watch if 
he does not want him to and this can also be done 
through grace and courtesy.

direction >> 16

1 Montessori, Maria 1988 The Absorbent Mind 
p187 Clio Press Oxford.

We admire the freedom in nature, yet in nature everything is tied by laws. 
These protective laws form the base of discipline which renders that freedom 
possible. The stars and planets are free in the space of the universe, yet they 
obey laws. The stars and planets have their routes to follow. We might say 
among the living beings fish are most free and yet they cannot get out of the 
water. So each being, animate or inanimate, is free within its ties, within those 
limits that nature has tied it up with. Freedom is thus to obey the laws to 
perfection, with attention to the minutest detail. 

If there is no freedom there is no discipline; if there is no discipline there is no 
freedom. Thus freedom and discipline are the same thing, like life and existence.’

Maria Montessori Creative Development in the Child Volume 2 p42
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Have you been in a primary  school classroom 
recently?  Did you notice that a large white screen 
has replaced the old-fashioned blackboard? And 
have you any  idea how much of the day  the children 
spend staring at it? In the classrooms I’ve visited, 
the ‘interactive whiteboard’ features in almost every 
lesson. Children sit, with blank zoned-out faces, 
staring at brightly  coloured shapes and figures 
zooming around the screen.   

Add to this daily  dose of screen-based education 
many  hours of extra-curricular screen-time. Recent 
surveys of children’s leisure time suggest they 
spend between five and six hours a day  on TV and 
DVD-watching, computer gaming, web-surfing, 
MSNing and social networking.  

In a screen-saturated society, many  British 
youngsters now spend more time staring at flat, 
flashing rectangles than they  spend in the real 
world, engaging with real people. At home this 
means they’re not hanging out with their parents, 
learning life skills through example, or playing out 
with their friends, learning independence and social 
skills. And in school, this means they’re spending 
less time reading real books and writing for real 
purposes than ever before.   

So no wonder the eminent neuroscientist Susan 
Greenfield has expressed concern that this sudden 
change in children’s lifestyles might interfere with 
the development of their brains. As she says, ‘We 
cannot park our children in front of screens and 
expect them to develop a long attention span.’  
She’s particularly  worried about the effects of 
technology on children’s literacy skills. 

‘Language reflects the sequential nature of human 
thought,’ she says. ‘So learning to read  helps 
children learn to put ideas into logical order. On the 
other hand, staring at a screen puts their brains into 
suspended animation, staring at images just there 
for the moment. Facts don’t hook up with each 
other into ideas and meaning.’  

Dr Aric Sigman is another worried scientist. As a

psychologist who specialises in how  technology 
affects human learning patterns, he’s amassed a 
huge database of research linking children’s screen-
based activity  to ADHD, autism and emotional and 
behavioural disorders. He too points to the conflict 
between screen-based activity and reading.

As for me, I’m a specialist in literacy, and I couldn’t 
agree more. Over the last decade, the government 
has invested countless millions in literacy  strategies 
and initiatives [including those interactive 
whiteboards], but every  year fewer children learn to 
read at length for pleasure and information. And 
even less of them learn to write at length, using 
logical written sentences to explore and express 
their ideas. 

Instead, to vindicate government efforts, and keep 
their statistics on track, teachers are now obliged to 
train their classes to tick boxes on ‘literacy’ tests. 
Recent moves by  the head teachers’ union and NUT 
to boycott these tests are born of the profession’s 
frustration at being forced to participate in this 
travesty of education.  

So far, however, most of the teaching profession 
has failed to recognise that, by  increasing reliance 
on screen-based technology  in the classroom, 
they’re adding to children’s problems with reading 
and writing.  Like most other adults, they’re still 
dazzled by  the wonders of 21st century  multimedia 
gadgetry.  

I know how they  feel.  In the late 1990s, I waxed 
lyrical in the Times Educational Supplement about 
the wonders of interactive whiteboards.  I also 
worked for Oxford University  Press on one of the 
first CDs to teach early  reading skills, for the BBC on 
educational TV and CBeebies programmes, and for 
many  other publishing companies on computer 
resources. 

Of course, the whiteboard revolution hadn’t 
happened then – primary  children got to use the 
‘computer room’ once a week if they  were lucky.  
And there were far fewer technological distractions 
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in the average home – most families didn’t have 
broadband and social networking sites hadn’t even 
been invented. The present alarming rates of 
screen-saturation have crept up on us over the last 
decade, and children now live in a multimedia 
technological environment from the moment they’re 
born.    

I’m now convinced that, unless we 
remove those interactive whiteboards 
from nurseries and infant classrooms 
and convince parents to limit screen 
time for the under sevens, we’ll create 
a generation of children who cannot 
control their conscious thought 
processes, express their ideas in clear 
logical language, or follow reasoned 
argument.

Don’t think this is a rant against 
information technology  in general. I’m 
still a huge fan of our technological 
revolution, and its mind-blowing 
potential for enhancing human thought 
and progress . But to take fu l l 
advantage of it, children first have to 
learn the basic lessons that come from 
first-hand interaction with their world 

and face-to-face communication with other human 
beings. They  also need to settle down to the 
painstaking process of learning to read and write, to 
give them conscious control of their own logical 
thought processes. 

It’s already  known that regular frequent exposure to 
digital technology  rewires the human brain in ways 
that enhance visual memory  and processing skills. 
ICT enthusiast Ian Jukes points out that the current 
generation of teenagers already  process information 
differently  from their parents. ‘Digital learners’ 
prefer to access information from multiple media 
sources [pictures, sounds, colour, video] rather than 
old-fashioned text, operating at what he calls ‘twitch 
speed’.  

They  use parallel processing and multi-tasking 
techniques, applying ‘continuous partial attention’. 
They  develop expertise in randomly  accessing 
hyper-linked multimedia information, and their 
reward is ‘learning that is relevant, active, instantly 

useful and fun’. But as Jukes himself points out, if 
we encourage them to adapt to the digital 
bombardment too soon, ‘the downside is that 
children may  find it more difficult to follow a logical 
train of thought.’

So digital learning is great once children can read, 
write and think. But when very  young children are 
encouraged to rely  on continuous partial attention, 
flicking here and there at twitch-speed, they  to find 
it hard to settle down to more effortful tasks. It 
takes self-discipline and focused attention over 
several years to crack the reading code, and even 
more to learn to write coherent English sentences. 
It’s hard work, but the long-term advantages are 
worth it.

I now  believe that by  fast-forwarding our children 
into the digital age, we hazard the capacity  of a 
growing number to read, write and follow a logical 
train of thought. Which may  be great news for any 
prospective totalitarians, but not for the adults 
those children will become. 
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Even though I have been involved in education for 
many  years I am still surprised when I stop to 
consider how penetrating a view of young children 
Dr Montessori had, long before any  modern 
research into this subject was carried out. In 1936 
Dr Montessori wrote:

‘We understand civilisation as a means by  which 
man may  gradually  adapt to his environment. If this 
is so, who experiences a more sudden and radical 
change in the environment than the newborn? 
Furthermore, what provision does our civilisation 
make for the newborn child, for this being who in 
the birth process, must undergo an adaptation 
worse than sudden, who literally  passes from one 
existence to another?’ 

Violent behaviour or even an excess or lack of the 
care that is needed during the first years after birth 
can mark an individual for life. The child is a person 
even in the mother’s womb and his long process of 
development needs constant protection if we wish 
to avoid the danger of destroying or deforming 
human potential. Dr Montessori was aware of the 
fact that the root of all deviations and barriers lies 
in a lack of respect for the laws of development.  
Also in ‘The Child in the family’ she writes: ‘We 
carry  with us the wrongs of early  infancy  for the rest 
of our lives’. It therefore becomes clear that the 
younger the child, the greater must be the 
preparation of the people who will take care of him.

During the many  years spent in India Dr Montessori 
continued to give serious thought to the child from 
birth to 3 years old. Results of this consideration 
can be seen in the book she wrote during those 
years in India called ‘The Absorbent Mind’. The 
following quotes from this book illustrate her 
growing interest in this age:

‘Man himself must become the centre of education 
and we must never forget that man does not 
develop only  at university, but begins his mental 
growth at birth…The concept of an education 
centred upon the care of the living being alters all 
previous beliefs … In the light of this conviction, the
education of the newly  born suddenly  assumes 
primary importance…’ 

Dr Montessori became convinced that the human 
being develops with ‘the greatest intensity  during 
the first three years of life. To this period more than 
to any  other, it is imperative to give active care’. 
Upon her return to Rome, Dr Montessori told her 
friend Adele Costa Gnocchi: ‘We start education far 
too late!’

Adele Costa Gnocchi was born in Montefalco 
[Perugia-Italy] in 1883 and died in Rome in 1967. 
She obtained a degree in Philosophy  and was one of 
the participants in the first Course of Pedagogy 
given by  Dr Montessori at Citta di Castello [Perugia} 
in 1909. She immediately  understood the immense 
power of this new ‘scientific education’ and she 

Feature

With the Zero to Three Course returning to London at the 
Maria Montessori Institute this summer Dr Silvana 
Quattrocchi Montanaro reflects on how this course first 
came about.

The Assistant to Infancy: A 
Special Educator
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became one of Dr Montessori’s active collaborators. 
She opened a Casa dei Bambini at Palazzo Taverna 
in Rome where even during Fascism, she continued 
the observation and education of young children.

Dr Montessori’s interest in human development led 
her further and further to the conclusion that the 
first three years of life clearly  appeared to be the 
most important time in the life cycle of the human 
being. Adele Costa Gnocchi told me that in her 
discussions with Dr Montessori they  were always 
debating the necessity  of providing special help to 
parents – in particular to mothers - in order to 
create a better environment for the child during 
pregnancy  and after birth. A new kind of educator 
was needed – a person specially  prepared for this 
first period of life – a 
person with knowledge 
of the physical and 
psychological reality  of 
the child.

With the foundation in 
1947 of the Montessori 
T r a i n i n g S c h o o l o f 
Assistants to Infancy  in 
R o m e , t h i s s p e c i a l 
‘educator’ became a 
real i ty. Adele Costa 
Gnocchi transformed the place, which for so many 
years had been the Casa dei Bambini, in order to 
receive children from one to three years old. This 
became a place of study  and observation of small 
children living freely in a prepared environment.

I came to know about the Assistants to Infancy  while 
expecting my  first child. A friend of mine [a student 
of Adele Costa Gnocchi] asked me to come to 
observe the newly  born. We had time to talk about 
her studies and about the Director of the Course, so 
that in 1955, when my  daughter was two years old, I 
went to her Palazzo Taverna. My  first encounter with 
Adele Costa Gnocchi was a shock! She showed great 
dissatisfaction when she learnt that I was a medical 
doctor and at that time a paediatrician.  It was 
evident that she did not trust ‘intellectual’ mothers! 
However when she realised the sincerity  of my 
search for a good education for my  children [I had 
by  this time another daughter – one year old] her 
attitude changed and she offered help and 
friendship.

In October of that year she asked me to teach 
hygiene in her school. My  Montessori adventure had 
begun! Whenever I went to lecture she talked to me 
about the young child and we discussed different 
pedagogical views.

I decided to do the Course. I began attending Adele 
Costa Gnocchi’s lectures and going to Palazzo 
Taverna for observations under her guidance. It was 

all an extraordinary  experience for me! I gradually 
became more and more involved in the Programme 
lecturing on Nutrition, Obstetrics and supervising 
the students at the maternity  hospital. My 
specialisation in Psychiatry  and my  knowledge and 
experience of the first years of life helped a great 
deal in my  understanding of how many pathological 
conditions are produced in early  infancy. Dr 
Montessori’s books [particularly  the Child in the 
Family, The Secret of Childhood and The Absorbent 
Mind] became a strong point of reference for my 
lectures in Child Neuropsychiatry.

The need and necessity  for more attentive care for 
expectant mothers arose from the work and 
observations of those involved in the Assistant to 

Infancy  Training School. In 
1961 Adele Costa Gnocchi 
founded a ‘Montessori Birth 
Centre’ with the specific 
a i m s o f s t u d y i n g t h e 
problems of pregnancy, birth 
and puerperium, of putting 
forward solutions to these 
problems and of preparing 
specially  trained people to 
help families.

As a natural consequence, 
some Assistants became ‘specialised’ in the 
newborn child. The Assistant would first of all meet 
the expectant mother and would help prepare the 
home environment; she would be present at the 
birth, support the mother at the hospital in caring 
for her child, and would then come home and stay 
with them for the first few weeks.

‘The newborn child must become the object of 
knowledgeable care. Even holding him requires the 
utmost gentleness and the newborn should not be 
moved except with great tenderness.’ These words 
express as ton ish ing ly  modern concepts ! 
Psychologists today  attach great importance to the 
handling of the newborn precisely  because it is the 

 Both love and 
knowledge are required in 
education and only one of 
these components is not 

enough
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way  we convey  to the baby  our feelings of love and 
acceptance into the new environment.

Assistants to Infancy  can provide parents, who are 
the natural special educators, with information 
about the needs of small children. Furthermore they 
can offer many  practical solutions which have been 
tried out in the home and in Infant Communities. 
For instance a low large bed is a great help for the 
sensory  and motor development of the child, 
resulting in an increase in the child’s confidence 
and self-esteem – two basic psychic characteristics 
needed, in order to be able to live with joy  and 
optimism. Both love and knowledge are required in 
education and only  one of these components in not 
enough.

The Assistants to Infancy  training courses are our 
most modest contribution to the solution of many 
social problems present in the world. As Dr 
Montessori herself wrote and as we ourselves 
believe, ‘Nothing can be obtained in the adult’s 
world if we do not operate first in the child’s world.’

It is so important to provide from the very 
beginning a proper aid to life, we hope that the 
moment will soon come when the education of 
small children ‘will become the most permanent and 
deeply felt concern of every civilised society’.
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I understand that  AMI are working on an 
interesting pilot  project in Kenya at the moment. 
The connections with Africa go back a long way, 
don’t they?  

Yes, on the day  that  Dr Montessori died she had 
been talking with Mario about  Africa and reflecting 
on the fact that it  was the poor children of San 
Lorenzo who had opened the eyes of the world to the 
potential of the child. She felt that  so much could be 
done to help the children of Africa. So after her 
death Mario decided that he would try to fulfil this 
dying wish of his mother by going to Africa to see 
what could be done. At  about the same time Muriel 
Dwyer, an AMI trainer from London was invited by 
the Aga Kahn community  in Dar es Salaam to help 
them train teachers for a Montessori School. After 
the completion of that project  and with the 
assistance of the Sisters of Divine Providence she 
started to help the women, babies and small 
children of Tanzania particularly  in the villages and 
poor areas of the towns. From these beginnings the 
‘Help the Children Projects’ was 
started in 1971. A central theme 
of the programme was the ethos 
of ‘Help me to do it  by myself’. 
Not only  was it  too expensive to 
send peop le in these poor 
commun i t i e s t o a t t end an 
international course in another 
country, but it  was also vital to 
train teachers who were prepared 
to remain in their locality  and 
work with the children in the 
neighbourhood.

As we all know Montessori 
materials are expensive.  How 
do the teachers manage to find 
the funds to buy materials?

We showed the students how to 
m a k e t h e m a t e r i a l s f o r 
themselves from locally available 
resources. The local making of 
materials is a profound principle 

since the provision and use of externally 
manufactured materials creates dependency 
whereas the making of one's own materials invests 
intrinsic value in them. It makes the learning 
materials precious and sends the message 'I  can do 
it  by  myself if you will just  show me how'. It  engages 
the individual in creating something valuable for the 
future of the children and gives the teachers the 
skills needed to replicate, mend and replace things 
when needed. It also creates a connection between 
the thing that is made, the role it plays in 
developing the child and the children themselves. 
Each student  therefore graduates with her own 
complete set  of materials and can return to her 
communities to establish schools straight  away. The 
teachers, equipped with their materials, are able to 
establish a functioning Children’s House anywhere. 
Communities will work to provide a building and to 
make shelving. There may  not  even be running 
water but  the teachers bring such dignity  and pride 
to their work that we see the Montessori principles 
and practices unfold and the children blossom in the 
same way as we see all over the world.

Interview
Corner of Hope - a Humanitarian 
Response
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In a unique interview for direction Lynne Lawrence, 
Executive Director of AMI, talks about the new pilot project 
to help the refugee communities in Kenya.



Has this work spread beyond 
Tanzania?

Yes, from this simple beginning and 
following the key principles the work 
went on to spread across Tanzania and 
into Kenya, Ethiopia and Nigeria sustained by  the 
teachers’ own efforts and supported throughout by 
the Maria Montessori Training Organisation, now 
the Maria Montessori Institute, in London. As a 
result  of that  work hundreds of schools and six 
national training centres have emerged in Tanzania 
[Dar Es Salaam, Lushoto, Mtwara, Mwanza, Moshe 
and Bukoba] and two training centres in Kenya 
[Nakuru and Mombasa]. From humble beginnings, 
many  schools are now established in all parts of the 
each country.

How has the establishment of  Montessori in 
Kenya and Tanzania affected the communities in 
which these people live?

Let  me just  tell you a little about  a project  in 
Bukoba, Tanzania, run by  the French charity 
Partage and then you will get  a feeling of the 
d i f ference that Montessor i i s mak ing to 
communities. In Bukoba, support  is given for 
orphans in 14 villages. Instead of removing children 
from communities to live in orphanages, which 
would leave them as young adults without  standing 
within a community, the children are fostered within 
these villages either by  extended family  members or 
foster parents. Partage then supports both the 
communities and the children. The community gives 
each orphan a parcel of land, which the charity 
holds in trust  for them until they  mature and the 
charity  trains Montessori teachers so that  each 
village has a Montessori Children’s House 
programme for all the children to attend. The 
orphans are able to attend the Montessori school 
free of charge, other children can attend and the 
parents must bring firewood to pay  for their 
children’s education. The children are then 

supported through further education, primary  and 
where possible secondary or vocational training.

In all the schools we see the same beautiful 
materials and the same beautiful work of the 
children as we do all around the world. Children 
learn both English and Swahili and are literate by 
age 6. They are also numerate by the same age 
aided by  the beautiful bead material handmade 
from threaded seeds that  have been painted. 

E v e r y t h i n g i s 
beaut i ful , from 
gardens to walking 
on the line outside 
and inside, and to 
glorious murals 
depicting African 
wildlife.

What about the 
d i e t f o r t h e 
children in these 
communities?

The schools provide clean water for washing hands 
and drinking and high protein porridge. There is a 
re-nutrition unit  onsite where any malnourished 
child will stay  with a family  member until the child 
is re-nourished and the family  member understands 
how to support the child’s ongoing nutrition. The 
positive impact  of this programme on the 
community, the future of the children and the 
implications for peace cannot be overstated.

So what about the pilot project  in Kenya?  How 
did this get off the ground?

Internally  Displaced People’s [IDP] Camps were 
created in Kenya following the mass migration, 
which was caused by the violence during the 2007 
elections. AMI  has been able to launch a unique pilot 
project for internally  displaced people in the New 
Canaan camp, near Nakuru, in Kenya. This camp 
presently  houses some 1,250 families with a total of 
1,743 children under the age of 18. There is no 
electricity  and very  limited water. All have 
experienced terrible loss and witnessed violence first 
hand. They  are a wonderful community  who are 
trying to rebuild their lives with a few meagre 
possessions, many  taking in orphaned children. A 
family  will live in a small tent with perhaps a few 
pots and pans and a second hand couch being their 
only  possessions. The people in the camp are highly 
intelligent with many skills. They  are people just  like 
you and me, who were going about  living their lives, 
when one day they  find themselves displaced by  civil 
war. The camp has formed a council of leaders. The 
children in these camps are amongst  the most 
vulnerable, many  orphaned and l iv ing in 
circumstances where lack of shelter, lack of food, 
lack of clean water and lack of basic healthcare are 
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the norms. Yet the remarkable resilience and inner 
spirit  of children shines through. And like children 
everywhere they  seek to be active and manipulate 
whatever they can find in their environment.

Much of the land in the New Canaan Camp has been 
purchased by  individual families using resettlement 
grant money and the settlement has a degree of 
permanence. The site identified for the school has 
been collaboratively  purchased for the purpose of 
creating a school by  individuals and families within 
the camp.

The Montessori community 
in Kenya wanted to assist  the 
children in the IDP camps 
through the establishment of 
Montessori programmes. 
They  approached me to see 
w h a t  c o u l d b e d o n e . 
Fortuitously, at about the 
s a m e t i m e A M I  w a s 
a p p r o a c h e d b y  t h e 
Rockefeller Philanthropy 
Advisors on behalf of a US based foundation, who 
were looking for projects supporting children in dire 
circumstances. AMI approached David Kahn for 
assistance in developing a funding submission and 
with the help of other international colleagues, a 
proposal was developed outlining projects in Africa, 
Asia, North America and Australia. Making it 
through the first  round, David Kahn, Molly 
O’Shaughnessy, Steve Hughes and I  met with the 
actual donors, the Youth Hope Foundation. Much 
more work and many  submissions later the 
foundation awarded a grant  to AMI  to establish a 

Montessori programme in the IDP camp in New 
Canaan, Kenya and the ‘Corner of Hope’ project was 
born.

So what is the scope of this project?

It  is a pilot  project  to show how Montessori Teacher 
Training and Schools [3–12] can be delivered to the 
most vulnerable communities such as those in 
refugee, transit and IDP Camps. Its aim is self-
reliance not  dependence, community  not  school, self 
ownership and control, dignity  and self worth which 

all play  an important 
role in overcoming the 
e f f e c t s o f t r a u m a 
exper ienced by  the 
i nhab i t an t s o f t he 
camps. It  has the added 
advantage of building 
for the future and 
creating transferable 
s k i l l s t h a t w i l l 
accompany  both adults 
and children wherever 

their final destination may be.

The project  plan is to provide the community  with 
skills to build their own school for 520 children 
within the Transit  Camp and to train 40 teachers 
with sufficient knowledge to work in other similar 
situations. We also plan to train 4 Mentors with the 
ability  to duplicate the project. As well as this we 
hope to provide health care, water and nutrition for 
the school and wider community. We are hoping 
that the project will stimulate enterprise and impart 
knowledge in respect of the local manufacture of 

educational toys that will help 
sustain the school in the long 
term. As part of the project 
the families will all be given 
seedlings to cultivate so that 
they can contribute to their 
children’s education. 

Do you have plans to extend 
t h i s mode l i n t o o t he r 
communities that have been 
torn apart by war?

We are hoping that  it  will 
p r o v i d e a m o d e l f o r 
g o v e r n m e n t  a n d N G O 
analysis, which will eventually 
seed similar projects in other 
IDP and Transit Camps.
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So has the project actually started?

Yes, the project is underway  as we 
speak. We signed the agreement with 
camp council members in February. But 
as we progress we come across more 
things that  need to be done and so we 
are trying to raise some additional 
funds to dig a borehole, purchase a 
compressed brick machine to build 
walls for the classrooms and pay 
salaries for two carpenters and one 
seamstress.  In all, we need an 
additional £13,000. We have set  up a 
means for people to donate to the 
‘Corner of Hope’ project  so we are 
hoping this will help raise the funds we 
need. Donations to the ‘Corner of Hope’ 
project can be made through the AMI 
and Maria Montessor i Inst i tute 
websites.

And what are your hopes for the 
future of these communities, Lynne?

We know that children who experience 
a Montessori education are creative, 
independent, innovative, community 
minded and good problem solvers. We 
also know that  a Montessori start 
provides a good foundation for 
continuing academic development. In 
addition to the direct  benefit  to the 
children it is anticipated that  there will 
be a positive social benefit  to the camp 
community  as a whole because people 
in the local community are being 
trained to build the school and to make 

materials and to tie-dye. In this way 
they are learning a trade that  will 
help them to contribute to the 
community  for themselves. It is 
expected that  the change evident in 
the children will in turn bring about a 
change in the adults, revitalising 
them and giving them hope. AMI is 
honoured to be involved in this work 
and the chance to be part of the 
transformation of a community 
through the child. The children seem 
pretty happy about it as well.
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Lynne Lawrence, in a talk given at the 2005 
International Montessori Congress in Sydney, 
Australia [1], dared her audience to identify  which 
words were written by  Montessori in 1939, and 
which words were written by  the prominent modern 
neuroscientist Dr Stephen Rose in 2005: 

‘Thus during development certain critical or 
sensitive periods occur during which the brain is 
specifically  primed to respond to environmental 
context and in doing so acquire particular capacities 
or behaviours.’ [2]

‘The discovery  of sensitive periods in the life of a 
human child, one of the most illuminating chapters 
of modern biology, is one of the bases of the 
modern theories of evolution. The young in the 
course of development have special sensitivities, 
special impulses which impel them to carry  out 
certain actions which help them in their life. When 
the aim or purpose is served it disappears and 
another one takes its place.’ [3]

Both Stephen Rose and Maria Montessori are 
referring to the presence in childhood of sensitive 
periods. This was one of Montessori’s most 
significant discoveries; one she made through her 
observations of the developing child. Decades after 
Montessori first spoke of sensitive periods, 
neuroscience is now not only  confirming the 
presence of the sensitive periods, but stressing their 
importance.  It is striking how people separated by  a 
century  are using even the same words Montessori 
used, to describe this incredible phenomenon that 
takes place in childhood.  

Harvard University’s National Scientific Council on 
the Developing Child has recently  joined the chorus 
that Montessori began 100 years ago, by  publishing 
a working paper on how ‘The Timing and Quality  of 
Early  Experiences Combine to Shape Brain 
Architecture’.  

Researchers found that the neural circuits in the 
brain for sensory  reception, language, movement 
and social behaviour mature at different times, on a 
different schedule. While each circuit is maturing, it 
is exceptionally  sensitive to and dependent on what 

it experiences in the environment. 

‘Because specific experiences affect specific brain 
neural circuits during specific developmental stages
—referred to as sensitive periods—it is vitally 
important to take advantage of these early 
opportunities in the developmental building 
process. . . . the quality  of a child’s early 
environment and the availability  of appropriate 
experiences at the right stages of development are 
crucial in determining the strength or weakness of 
the brain’s architecture, which, in turn, determines 
how well he or she will be able to think. . .’ [4]

The child at birth is faced with a tremendous task. 
The brain cell's framework that he will use for the 
rest of his life has to be formed in this young child. 
There is enormous neural activity  in the young child, 
because he is creating connections for the first time. 
But the child is not abandoned to this enormous 
task. There is a life force that energises him, that 
does not allow  the child to stop working towards 
self-construction during these years. As Montessori 
says:

‘A child’s inner sensibilities enable him to choose 
from his complex environment what is suitable and 
necessary  for his growth. They  make the child 
sensitive to some things but leave him indifferent 
to others. When a particular sensitiveness is 
aroused in a child, it is like a light that shines on 
some objects but not on others, making of them 
his entire world.’ [5]

‘These are like a beam that lights interiorly  or a 
battery  that furnishes energy. It is this sensibility 
that enables a child to come into contact with the 
external world in a particularly  intense manner. At 
such a time everything is easy; all is life and 
enthusiasm. Every  effort marks an increase in 
power.’ [6]

Montessori’s description of the sensitive periods as 
windows of opportunity  reflects the truth that these 
windows are only  open for a short while, and will 
close before child reaches six. The Harvard report 
suggests that this makes the early  years a ‘period of 
great opportunity  and great vulnerability  for brain 
development.’.  [7] 

Montessori’s warning that ‘if a child has not been 
able to act according to the directives of his 
sensitive period, the opportunity  of a natural 
conquest is lost, and is lost for good’, [8] is echoed 
vociferously  in the present day  by  the Harvard 
researchers:

‘Because it is far more difficult to alter neural 
circuits substantially  after their sensitive periods 
have ended, experiences during these sensitive 
periods play  an exceptionally  important role in 

Regulars
Yesterday’s Discoveries 
Today’s Science
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Montessori idea that development 
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shaping the capacities of the brain.’ [9]

‘Once established, a weak foundation can have 
detrimental effects on further brain development, 
even if a healthy  environment is restored at a later 
age.’ [10]

‘Building more advanced cognitive, social, and 
emotional skills on a weak initial foundation of brain 
architecture is far more difficult than getting things 
right from the beginning.’ [10]

The child seems to know  what they  have to do, and 
the urgency  with which they  must go about it - we 
can't keep them from talking once they  discover 
they  can make sounds, can't keep them from 
walking once they  discover they  can make steps, 
can't keep them from manipulating objects once 
they  find they  can use their hands. The child is 
driven by  powerful urges to experiences that enable 
him to develop human characteristics of language, 
movement, social behaviour, and the intelligence. 

He is driven to listen to the human voice, watch his 
mother’s mouth form words; driven to untiringly 
move his limbs to perfect his walk; driven to explore 
his surroundings with his senses – touching, feeling, 
smelling, even tasting.  

If we act as obstacles to these drives, if we prevent 
the developing brain from getting the material it is 
so desperately  hunting for during these sensitive 
periods, we are thwarting the brain’s development 
to its full potential. It is easy  to act as an obstacle – 
the pram and pushchair that incapacitate the 
muscles that need movement; the dummy that 
stops the mouth from practising the babbling that 
leads to clear language; the computer game and 
television that replace sensorial experiences.  

Earlier is not always better
The research paper likened childhood development 
of the brain to construction of a house – building 
the foundation of the brain has to take place in 
sequence, and initial construction must be strong 
enough to support the continuing blueprint for 
development. If the foundation is not strong 
enough, the blueprint of brain development has to 
change, the fullness of potential foregone  - as ‘the 
lack of appropriate experiences can lead to 
alteration in genetic plans’. [10] Because circuits that 

process lower-level information mature earlier than 
those that process higher-level information, 
different kinds of experiences are critical at 
different ages for optimal brain development – 
hence the need for ‘age-appropriate experience.’ [11]

Low-level circuits need basic sensory, social and 
emotional experiences for optimal development. 
Higher-level circuits, on the other hand, can only  be 
helped to develop at later ages by  more complex 
interactions utilizing the low level circuits 
established first. [11] By  focusing on bombarding a 
child with higher level information when the neural 
circuits for it have not yet developed, we are 
ignoring the needs of other neural circuits, and the 
strong foundation that will support higher level 
processing cannot be laid.  

The Harvard research warns: ‘When adults or 
communities expect young children to master skills 
for which the necessary  brain circuits have not yet 
been formed, they  waste time and resources, and 
may even impair healthy brain development.’ [11]

As in the construction of a house, trying to build a 
second floor before the foundation is properly  laid 
results in both the foundation and the second floor 
being compromised. Thus, it is important that 
experiences provided in the earliest years are 
appropriate for the young child’s stage of 
development.

For example, within neural circuits for visual 
information, low-level circuits that analyse colour, 
shape, or motion are fully  mature long before the 
higher-level circuits and the ability  to make 
sophisticated cognitive analyses. [11]

Thus, reading a picture book with a toddler who is 
learning to speak, provides an important 
opportunity  to point to and talk about the pictures, 
not to focus on the written words. The ability  to 
decode written language comes later, when the 
appropriate, higher- level brain circuitry  will be 
built. [12]

Reading in the Montessori curriculum does not 
happen by  bombarding the developing 2-year child 
with flash cards and early  readers. One of the 
biggest surprises was the explosion of the child into 
reading at about the age of 4 ½ , after time spent 
e n g a g e d i n s e n s o r i a l w o r k o f g r a d i n g , 
discriminating, shape, size, colour and form.  We 
can imagine this explosion is the result of the brain 
getting what it needs so the strong foundation is 
laid that makes the reading explosion possible.  

The Harvard researchers confirm that ‘didactic 
instruction in skill areas that are developmentally 
inappropriate for young children (i.e., the 
underlying neural circuitry  necessary  to master the 
futility. Attempting to teach one-year olds to read is 
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    the child seems to 
know what they have to do 
and the urgency with which 

they must go about it 



an example of such misguided efforts. The issue is 
not whether the child is ‘smart enough’ or 
‘motivated’ to learn, but whether the necessary 
brain circuitry  is sufficiently  ‘wired’ to support the 
specific domains required for that learning.’ [13]

Right work, right time, right purpose
If Montessori advocated building the foundation 
first for reading, why  then does Montessori offer 
such complex and abstract mathematical and 
scientific concepts to the young child?  Why  offer 
concepts of squaring and cubing extending even to 
B inomial , Tr inomial and Decanomial , the 
geographical forms of the world, the botanical 
classification of plants, the decimal system and its 
different categories?

Montessori responded that children not only 
enjoyed exploring these complex concepts, but 
could understand them – so long as they  are offered 
in a way  that responds to the sensitive periods that 
operate in the child’s brain at this time. We offer 
them through a sensorial experience and activity 
involving movement, responding to both sensitive 
periods – the children pour the water and watch it 
swish through the isthmus, and feel it surround the 
strait; the children build the Decanomial Square and 
take apart the Binomial cube; their fingers trace the 
outlines of the different leaf shapes; their palms 
note the difference in weight between the thousand 
beads in the thousand cube, and the lightness of 
the hundred in the hundred square.    

If we provide the right work, at the right time, and 
for the right purpose, we see a joy  in the child's 
work, a happiness in their accomplishment.  

‘When the education of young children is organised 
in relation to their sensitive periods, they  work with 
a sustained enthusiasm which has to be seen in 
order to be believed. Then ‘all is easy, all is 
eagerness, all is life; and every  effort brings an 
increase of power.  How different from our adult 
work with its external motive, our cold effort and 
wearisome labour! Urged on by  this ‘intellectual 

love,’ in a joyful simplicity  of soul, a child can make 
enormous progress.’  That is why  children, in the 
freedom of a Montessori school, often accomplish in 
a few weeks [and accomplish with deep joy], in 
some particular subject, what would have taken 
months to learn at the tempo of ordinary  class 
teaching.’ [14]

Lori Woellhaf

direction >> 28

1. Lawrence, L. 2005 A Change Within: Removing 
Obstacles to Development. 25th International 
M o n t e s s o r i C o n g r e s s , S y d n e y . h t t p : / /
www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/
paperll.htm
2. Rose, S 2005 The 21st Century  Brain. p115 
Jonathan Cape. 
3. Montessori, M 1998 Creative Development in the 
Child Volume 1 p18. Kalakshetra. 
4. National Scientific Council on the Developing 
Child, Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University  2007 The Timing and Quality  of Early 
Experiences Combine to Shape Brain Architecture: 
Working Paper #5. http://www.developingchild.net, 
p1
5. Montessori, M 1966 The Secret of Childhood, 
p42. Ballantine Books
6. Montessori, M 1966 The Secret of Childhood, 
p40 Ballantine Books
7. National Scientific Council on the Developing 
Child, Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University  2007 The Timing and Quality  of Early 
Experiences Combine to Shape Brain Architecture: 
Working Paper #5. http://www.developingchild.net,
8. Montessori, M 1966 The Secret of Childhood, 
p40 Ballantine Books
9. National Scientific Council on the Developing 
Child, Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University  2007 The Timing and Quality  of Early 
Experiences Combine to Shape Brain Architecture: 
Working Paper #5. http://www.developingchild.net,
10. Ibid, p1 11. Ibid, p4 12. Ibid, p3 13. Ibid, p5
14. Standing, E.M. 1998 Maria Montessori: 
Her Life and Work, p133 Plume 

     when the education 
of young children is 
organised in relation to 
their sensitive periods they 
work with a sustained 
enthusiasm that has to be 
seen to be believed

http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.montessori-ami.org/congress/2005sydney/paperll.htm
http://www.developingchild.net
http://www.developingchild.net
http://www.developingchild.net
http://www.developingchild.net
http://www.developingchild.net
http://www.developingchild.net


Almost all linguists agree that 
the first six years of life form a 
critical period for language 
acquisition when the developing 
brain is best able to absorb one 
o r m o r e l a n g u a g e s . D r 
Montessori illustrated how even 
the smallest infant feels a 
powerful attraction for language: 

‘Voices affect [the child] so 
deeply  that our response to 
music is nothing to it. We can 
a l m o s t s e e t h e v i b r a n t 
movements of his tongue, the 
trembling of the tiny  vocal cords 
and cheeks. Everything is in 
m o t i o n , t r y i n g i n s i l e n t 
preparation to reproduce the 
sounds which have caused such 
turmoil in his unconscious 
mind.’ [1] 
  
Although children do not say 
their first word until around the 
age of one year, their first twelve 
months of life are still critical for 
language development. They 
listen to words spoken around 
them, fix their gaze on the 
speaker’s lips and then try  to 
imitate the words. No wonder it 
takes so long to produce a word 

because for 
each syllable 
e m i t t e d a 
d i f f e r e n t 
combination 
o f t h e 
positions of 
lips, tongue, 
m o u t h a n d 
j a w i s 
r e q u i r e d . 

Considerable pract ice and 
experimentation takes place, 
better known to us as babbling. 
Initially  babbling takes the form 
of simple vowels (‘aaa’), then a 
consonant is added (‘ma ma ma’) 
and then, at around ten months, 
it becomes more melodic. Dr 
Montessori referred to this in the 
following paragraph:

‘At four months (some put it 
earlier and I am inclined to 
agree) the babe becomes aware 
that this mysterious music which 
surrounds him and touches him 
so deeply, comes from the 
human mouth. The mouth and 
its lips produce it by  their 
movement. Seldom does anyone 
notice how closely  the baby 
watches the lips of a person 
speaking; he looks at them most 
intently  and tries to imitate the 
m o v e m e n t s . T h e n h i s 
consciousness intervenes to play 
an active part in the work.’ [2]

Other scientists confirm the 
importance of babbling: Steven 
Pinker, author of The Language 
Instinct, writes that ‘the infant is 

like a person who has been given 
a complicated piece of audio 
e q u i p m e n t b r i s t l i n g w i t h 
unlabeled knobs and switches 
but missing the instruction 
manual. [He] has been given a 
set of neural commands that can 
move the articulators every 
which way, with wildly  varying 
effects on the sound. By  listening 
to their own babbling, babies in 
effect write their own instruction 
manual; they  learn how much to 
move which muscle in which way 
to make which change in the 
sound. This is a prerequisite to 
duplicating the speech of their 
parents.’ [3] In her book What’s 
Going On In There? Lise Eliot 
says that ‘babies learn as much 
a b o u t s p e e c h s o u n d s b y 
practicing them as they  do by 
hearing. So while babbling may 
seem to be just an enchanting 
way  for babies to get attention, 
it also serves as a very  important 
rehearsal for the complex 
gymnastics of speaking.’ [4]

It seems a natural conclusion 
that placing a dummy  in the 
mouth during this period will 
s low down the process of 
b a b b l i n g . A s t h e R C S L T 
comments, if the child does 
babble with a dummy  filling the 
front of the mouth he is forced 
to use the back of the tongue 
instead of the front and this can 
lead to the distortion of sounds 
such as ‘s’ and ‘z’. Moreover, the 
dummy  probably  deters people 
from speaking at length to the 

Regulars
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Dear Maria...

What do you think 
about dummies?
Dummies are now part of modern 
society; although initially  intended as 
something with which to soothe a 
crying infant, they  are seen in the 
mouths of children as old as six years. 
The many  concerns about their use, 
however , inc lude increased ear 
infections, tooth decay  and teeth 
misalignment, not to mention speech 
problems and decreased interaction with 
one’s surroundings. The Royal College of Speech 
and Language Therapists (RCSLT) says that regular 
use of dummies during the babbling phase can 
cause speech problems which may  continue after 
the dummy is discarded. Given Maria Montessori’s 
emphasis on the importance of natural language 
development, what would she have thought about 
dummies?  



child - after all, the conversation 
is rather one-sided! We know 
that the more the child is 
exposed to articulated speech, 
the better his language skills 
develop; a study  of parent-child 
ve rba l commun ica t ion on 
children from seven months to 
three years of age found that the 
children’s linguistic ability  at 
ages nine to ten was attributable 
to the amount of speech they 
had heard in the earlier period 
[5]. So if putting a dummy in the 
chi ld’s mouth reduces his 
chances of people chatting to 
him it cannot be positive. 

We have all seen the baby  who 
‘zones out’ while sucking on his 
dummy; the dummy suffocates 
his natural interest in the human 
voices around him. Not only  may 
the dummy  put people off 
communicating with the child, 
but by  stopping the child 
communicat ing with other 
p e o p l e a n i m p o r t a n t 
psychological factor in early 
l anguage deve l opmen t i s 
removed: encouragement. When 
an infant babbles his loved ones 
listen and then, with a smile of 
encouragement, may  respond 
with words of their own. The 
infant realises that his noises 
have an effect and get a reaction 
- this inspires him to carry  on 
with his efforts. The poor child 
with the dummy  receives only  a 
message of ‘be quiet’. 

The arrival of a newborn baby 
into a family  is both a beautiful 
and a challenging time for 
parents. Trying to work out what 
the baby’s different cries mean 
is difficult and often frustrating 
and sometimes a parent will get 
to the point when they  just want 
the baby  to stop crying. It may 
be tempting to use a dummy to 
calm the baby, but turning to 
the Montessori principles we are 
reminded that the child wants us 
t o ‘ h e l p m e t o d o i t b y 
myself.’ [6] It is healthier in the 
long run for the child to learn to 
soothe himself; in this way  he 
can choose when to self-soothe 
and for how long, thus setting 

off on the path to independence. 
The newborn baby  with the 
dummy  has to cry  for his parent 
to come and replace it for him 
when it falls out. Self-soothing 
actions could include having a 
favourite blanket or toy  close-by 
or sucking a thumb or other 
finger. 

Parents who defend the use of 
dummies point to finger sucking 
as equally  addictive. The major 
difference is that as children 
g r o w  o l d e r a n d b e c o m e 
increasingly  active their hands 
tend to be occupied more and 
more and the habit of finger-
sucking is gradually  dropped. A 
child with a dummy  is able to 
suck on his dummy while using 
his hands, however, so the adult 
must take action to either break 
the habit or replace it with 
something else. 

What is not disputed is that 
dummies should not be given to 
newborn babies who breastfeed; 
international studies have found 
that early  use of dummies is 
associated with a shortened 
duration of breast-feeding. In 
1991 UNICEF and the World 
Health Organisation launched 
the Baby-Fr iendly  Hospital 
Initiative in an effort to ensure 
that all maternity  facilities were 
cent res o f b reas t - feed ing 
support. One of the ten steps 
that a facility  must take in order 
to be designated baby-friendly  is 
giving ‘no artificial teats or 
pacif iers to breast-feeding 
infants’. [7] 

Although Dr Montessori did not 
comment specifically  on the use 
of dummies, she did write 
extensively  about language 
development in children and it is 
k n o w n t o b e o n e o f t h e 
foundations of her methodology. 
She believed that language 
acquisition has an initial internal 
phase in which ‘there is a great 
disproportion between the 
powers of expression and the 
inner work the child is doing.’ [8]  
Even though we don’t observe 
the infant speaking we shouldn’t 
forget that he is still carrying out 
important work - his own 
obse r va t i ons and na tu ra l 
absorption of human speech - 
and we should support him in 
his efforts. As well as offering 
h i m a w o r l d f u l l o f r i c h 
conversat ion and prec ise , 
repeated phrases, we can avoid 
obstacles such as the dummy. 
For as Dr Montessori said,

‘ [ Language ] i s a t reasure 
prepared in the unconscious, 
which is then handed over to 
consciousness, and the child, in 
full possession of his new 
power, talks and talks without 
cessation.’ [9]

Gayle Wood
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