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From the Editor
We are pleased to send you this edition of
Direction where you will find many articles of
interest to both parents and teachers.
A new feature, which plans to publish blogs from
good Montessori websites around the world,
focuses this time on blogs about Montessori and
creativity. Peter Davidson talks about how creativity
is alive and kicking in a Montessori environment and
Pilar Bewley clarifies the difference between fantasy
and the imagination.
With the launch of the Aid to Life website we bring
you details of a parent support programme that can
be run using the Aid to Life materials and an article
on movement which has been specially
commissioned by Aid to Life and is published for
the first time here.
Of particular interest to teachers we offer the
second part of an article on observation. In this
issue we look at the kind of observations that
teachers need to be making if they are truly to be
able to ‘follow the child’.

Montessori Society President and early years expert
Sue Palmer has kindly allowed us to publish an
article that she originally wrote for the Sunday
Times focussing on the needs of boys in the 21st
century. Those of you who are parents of boys will
find this article particularly enlightening.
In our regular feature Yesterday’s Discovery Today’s Science Lori Woellhaf looks at the much debated and current idea that children should start
formal school later. Gayle Wood asks ‘Maria’ about
the value of the mixed age environment. We are
grateful to Gayle and Lori for finding time in their
busy lives to make these high quality, regular
contributions to Direction.
As always we welcome your feedback. So if you have
enjoyed this issue or you feel there is something in
particular that you would like us to address, please
take a moment to send us an email.

Louise Livingston, Editor
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News
Save the Date for Refresher Course
Please save the date for this year’s annual AMI
Refresher Course which will be held at the Maria
Montessori Institute on the 4th and 5th May at their
new premises in North Kensington. The decision to
hold the course on a Friday and Saturday means that
teachers will not have to give up the whole of their
week-end and it is hoped that schools will be able to
close on the Friday and that parents will understand
the value of giving staff a Professional Development
day.

Sue Palmer Speaking at ME(UK)
Conference

aboriginal groups in Australia. Neuroscientist
Professor Adele Diamond speaking about how
Montessori education helps to develop executive
function. An application form can be downloaded
from the AMI website www.montessori-ami.org

Special Needs Course
AMI has announced dates for a Special Needs
Course to be held in New York over two summers.
The goal of this course is to provide Montessori
teachers with additional training and resources to
assist the child in growing and developing a strong
sense of self, in the face of emotional, behavioural
and academic difficulties. To find out more about
this course visit www.montessoriintervention.org

New Summer Course Announced
Montessori Society President and early childhood
expert Sue Palmer will be the Keynote speaker at
this year’s ME(UK) conference. Sue will speak about
‘21st Century Boys and Girls: Children and Gender
in the Modern World’. She will be supported by Rob
Gueterbock, Head of School at the Montessori Place
in Brighton, who will speak about ‘Helping
Challenging Children in a Montessori Environment’,
The conference will be held on the 19th May. An
application form can be downloaded from the
ME(UK) website www.montessorieducationuk.org

2012 Montessori Summer Seminar
This year’s Montessori Summer Seminar is entitled
‘Montessori: The Power of Building Social
Communities’. Taking a very broad perspective of
how Montessori principles can be applied in a
multitude of situations, the participants will enjoy
getting an in-depth view of the latest developments
in neuropsychiatry (executive functions), the
empowerment of communities, and Montessori
school settings. A unique part of the programme is
a Montessori history day, which will make important
connections between the past and the present,
demonstrating the brilliance of Montessori
principles.
The Seminar which is organised by AMI will be held
from 26-31st August in Amsterdam. Speakers
include: Lynne Lawrence talking about building
communities from within focussing on the Corner of
Hope Project in Kenya. Ruben Jongkind from the
Johan Cruyff Foundation reporting on a project to
using Montessori principles with young people in a
competitive and social environment. Dr Steven
Hughes’ talking about experiences gained with
direction >> 3

The Maria Montessori Institute is now taking
applications for a second Summer Course starting
this June. This Course accommodates those people
who are presently working in school but would like
to take the AMI 3-6 training in its summer format.
For more information about training for the AMI
Diploma across 3 summers please contact the Maria
Montessori Institute on 0207 435 3646 or email
info@mariamontessori.org.

Montessori Society AGM
This year the Montessori Society AGM will be on
Wednesday 13th June at Hampstead Town Hall. The
event is open to all members. Please make a note to
save this date in your diary and watch this space for
the announcement about the speaker for this
popular event.

Advertise on the Montessori
Society website
The Montessori Society are now offering advertising
slots for those schools wishing to recruit Montessori
trained individuals. The advert will be placed on our
website for a defined period of time and for a fixed
fee. Please email info@montessori-uk.org for more
information.

Your Letters

Answered by Emma Wong-Singh

How can I ensure that mealtimes
are calm and happy?
Meal times are often a tricky time for my family. I want
to ensure that my children are appropriately nourished
but also that they enjoy the time we have sitting down
together as a family. Is it too much to expect to have a
happy and calm dinner for example, where all the
members of the family are enjoying their meal?
Food is undoubtedly an emotive
subject. It throws up our keenest
emotions because how we eat,
where we eat and what we eat is
defined in a large way, by the
culture we grew up in. The rise
of mixed race families and the
general increasing rate of
globalisation mean that many
parents live in a country where
they did not grow up. For that
very reason, we find that our
cultural habits are often stronger
than ever as we endeavour to

I have many questions
that crop up on a daily
basis, concerning my
children’s welfare and
coming from a variety of
sources. These diverse
questions range from
questions about the use of
technology and whether
children are ‘happier’
these days to whether
smacking is an acceptable
form of punishment. Are
there any core Montessori
principles that I can apply
to my daily life that will
help guide me as a parent
in making the right
decisions for my children?

instill in our children the values
and customs that we were
brought up with, despite the
counter-culture we experience
outside of the home
environment.
Laying the foundations for a
positive attitude to food starts
with engendering a feeling of
shared responsibility.
Every
member of the family has a
contribution to make at each
meal, whether it is buying the

ingredients, helping with the
actual preparation, folding the
napkins or choosing the flowers
for the table. A choice can be
given to the youngest child, as to
whether they would like to eat
carrots or peas, or will it be
scrambled or a boiled egg today?
Following through consistently
on choices given and decisions
made helps to set clear
boundaries and will eventually
help to establish a calm and a
positive environment. Sharing a
meal together not only serves to
sustain us to keep us healthy but
also gives us an opportunity to
be together with friends and
family, sharing and making
conversation. Recognising that
there is so much more to a meal
than the eating of it, takes us
one step closer to helping our
youngest children experience the
delight of shared meal times.

Parents these days face very different challenges to those in the past.
‘Information overload’ and ‘media-hype’ are well known terms. Our social
environment has changed enormously since the first half of the twentieth
century. However, each child’s developmental path has not. Every child,
regardless of where, when or how he is born will, will have an absorbent
mind for the first six years of life. His mind will be built on the
experiences he shares with the people close to him. He will be offered
‘windows of opportunity’ during these first six years which highlight
areas such as language, order and co-ordination of movement, to name a
few, and will help him to build the characteristics that will form his
personality. His natural human tendencies driving him towards certain
types of behaviour such as independence will make him human, unique
and complete.
From this developmental pathway that all children tread, the child looks
to the adult for guidance. Each child has within them the power to grow.
As Montessori said, ‘no-one can do for the child the work he has to do’.
This force as every parent and teacher has experienced is of a vital kind.
Our work therefore as a parent is not hap hazard or free-rein; it is
directed and purposeful. When we direct our attention to human
development, observe our children and study how they learn, we, as
parents, start on the trajectory that will take us where we want to go. Our
study and observations in this way, will help guide the decisions we
make for our children. As with many other facets of life, looking inwards
in an attempt to better ourselves is always the best place to start.
direction >> 4

I am worried about how the ‘me’ culture is affecting my child

I was struck by an article I read a few months ago about a mother giving in to her
teenage daughter’s unreasonable demands at Christmas time, after reading a letter she
had written to Santa Claus threatening the fictional character, if he didn’t deliver what
she demanded.
I understand that this is an extreme case, but generally, I worry about the ‘me’ culture,
and how it impacts children these days. How could we start to combat this trend and
ensure that the children in my care and in families grow up with the true sense of
community spirit and an attentiveness to the needs of others, as opposed to themselves
all the time?
Helping children become aware
of the interplay of all we do as
human beings sows the seeds of
an understanding that we are all
individuals and each of us make
up a community. The community
will be a cohesive one if
responsibility is shared, actioned
and acknowledged by each
individual. This will in turn allow
the necessary freedoms to
flourish. Growing up with
concrete experience of the
interconnectivity of all living

things, through the practical
activities done in the home and
the school environment from
birth and all the way through
adolescence, will provide the
grounding necessary for a deep
understanding of community.
From the concrete everyday
experiences such as helping
prepare dinner, doing one’s own
laundry and laying the table, the
values we cherish in every
person will appear quite
spontaneously. We will see

empathy, intuition, creativity,
focus or concentration,
kindness, being self-aware,
being attentive to the needs of
others… the values that make a
strong character. These practical
activities will allow for the
individual to actively connect
with the world around him. Let’s
make sure that our children
make a real contribution on a
daily basis in the school
environment and at home.

Is my qualification going to be affected by the government
review of early years qualifications?
I am a Montessori
teacher working in the
early years sector. I have
read recently in the press
that the government is
carrying out a review of
early years qualifications
in the UK. I am
wondering how
this
affect my ‘license to
practice’ in a Montessori
Children’s House and if I
will still be qualified to
work in any nursery
environment?
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You are quite right. This review
is being carried out by Professor
Cathy Nutbrown, Professor of
Education at the University of
Sheffield and will be published
in
June
this
year.
Representatives of Steiner and
Montessori training providers
have met with her and the
expert panel that has been
appointed to make it clear that
they want the kind of
recognition for the Diploma that
has existed previously, that is,
for it to confer competency to
deliver the EYFS in any early
years settings not just a
Montessori setting. They feel
confident that a satisfactory
solution will be reached.

Comments,
Questions?

Please send in your letters to:
Direction
Montessori Society AMI [UK]
26 Lyndhurst Gardens
London NW3 5NW
email:
info@montessori-uk.org

Blog
Creativity and
Montessori Education
Peter Davidson, AMI Board Member and
consultant for Montessori in Redlands, an
AMI school in Southern California,
explodes the myth that Montessori
education does not offer opportunities for
creativity.

O

n a recent morning, I gave an educational
consultant a tour of our Montessori school. She was
visiting local schools, familiarising herself with their
operations and introducing herself and her services.
She specialises in creativity and in developing
individualised programmes for talented and gifted
students to supplement their learning experiences
outside of school hours.
First, I settled her in to observe in a Children’s
House classroom. When I returned twenty minutes
later to escort her to an elementary class, she
asked, ‘Are those really two and a half to six-yearolds? It was so peaceful and productive!’ I pointed
out a few of the many activities in which children
were engaged. ‘This boy is writing sentences with
cut out letters. That little girl is ordering blocks and
prisms using visual discrimination of
dimension. The girl next to her is arranging flowers
in a vase to beautify the classroom. The group of
three on the rug is doing an addition problem with
decimal system materials. You probably recognise
many of the practical activities such as sewing a
button, cleaning the window, and learning to buckle
and tie. I hope you also noticed the many
expression activities in use – the clay, easel
painting, cutting, colouring and collage.’
After her 20 minutes observing in an elementary
classroom, I showed her the work journal of the 10year-old seated closest to the observation
chair. ‘This is where she records all of her activities
throughout the day. You can see that today she
arrived at 8:35 and resumed work on her Egypt
report; at 10:00 she had snack, at 10:30 she was
invited to join a small group lesson on decimal
multiplication, and has been doing follow-up
problems ever since.’ Then the observer followed
me to my office for a conversation.
She began by asking the questions typical of a firsttime Montessori observer, then began to wonder
out loud how her services would be useful in such a
setting. ‘Let’s talk about creativity,’ I suggested,
‘for I think you’ll find that everything you observed

this morning was essentially creative in the truest
sense of the word.’
‘First, let’s consider the Children’s House class. You
noticed that the expression activities all respect the
child’s innate creativity. These were not ‘art
projects’ with an adult-determined outcome. We
teach children a variety of media but limit the lesson
to technique, leaving the child free to explore. In
each case any product created was a unique
expression of that child. We are even careful that
our comments are non-judgmental.
We might
recognise the kinds of brush strokes, the use of
space or colour, but would stop there. You won’t
find children in these classrooms producing artwork
to please the adult, but to satisfy their own creative
urges.
What you might not have recognised was the
creativity involved in the child building with the
blocks and prisms. She was using two materials
simultaneously: the Pink Tower, which varies
regularly in all three dimensions, and the Brown
Stair, which varies in only two. While she has been
shown on separate occasions one of the many ways
to build each of these materials, the rest of the
variations are left for her to discover on her own. On
this occasion, she has noticed the correspondence
of the two materials in their two-dimensional aspect,
and has chosen to build them side-by-side, first as
towers and then as stairs. But, no one showed her
how to do this, nor even suggested it. She
discovered it entirely on her own, using – guess
what? Her creativity.
When you think about it, the entire environment was
designed to allow freely for that most creative of all
acts – the self-construction of each individual child
according to his or her own pattern and pace. That
essential creative act, which began at birth and
continued throughout their early childhood as they
learned to walk, and speak, and care for themselves,
continues here unabated in an environment full of
the raw materials of self-construction and with the
time and freedom to do this important work.
Now let’s consider the elementary child. In my
experience, what talented and gifted programmes
attempt to do is to pull the talented and gifted
children out of class to have the experience of
devising their own projects and progressing at their
own pace, if only for a few hours a week. As you
saw, Montessori children get to do these things with
every minute of every day! So, essentially what we
have here is a talented and gifted programme all of
the time, and one in which every child is considered
talented and gifted, not just an elite few.’
So, it was with little hope that she left her card with
me, since obviously her skills would be redundant
here. But perhaps the Montessori children had
taught her just a little bit more about creativity.
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Blog
Keeping it Real with
Imagination and Fantasy
Pilar Bewley, AMI Diploma Holder for the 3-6 and 6-12 age group talks
about the importance of a grounding in reality to development of the
child’s imagination

I

n our increasingly competitive world, the key to
professional success is said to lie in our ability to be
creative. Even more importantly, we know that in the
future our children will be faced with huge
technological, social, and ecological challenges;
providing them with an education that supports
their creative problem-solving skills is therefore
essential!
We are all aware that creativity stems from a welldeveloped imagination. You have to imagine
something before you can create it. We also rightly
assume that the capacity to imagine is formed in
early childhood (a time when children are read
fantasy stories and are encouraged to participate in
pretend-play). And yet, you won’t find a single fairy
tale, doll, or talking animal in a Montessori
Children’s House classroom!
While this approach might seem counter-intuitive at
first glance, Montessori’s focus on reality actually
has a proven positive impact on creative
development. Current
research shows that
children who received a
Montessori education solve
problems more creatively
than do their public school
peers, even beyond
elementary school.

passionately attracted to reality. Her little pre schoolers walked away from a teacher who was
telling a fairy tale in order to examine worms and
insects in the garden; they shunned a group of
pretty dolls for the privilege of serving real tea to
adult visitors; they ignored an expensive dollhouse
and instead chose to sweep and tidy the classroom.
Dr. Montessori observed the children’s natural
drives and developed an approach that satisfied
their desire to interact with the world around them.
She realised what scientific research now confirms.
A child develops knowledge based on impressions
fixed in his mind by his experiences in reality.
(These perceptions are absorbed into the child’s
mind without a filter during the first six years of life;
a phenomenon Dr. Montessori termed the
Absorbent Mind.)
The impressions that form the child’s new
knowledge can then help him understand new and
more complex concepts, which is how intelligence
develops. Here’s a simple example: Through handson work with precise
learning tools (materials), a
child understands the
quantity represented by
each number from 0-9.
When he is introduced to
addition, he will be able to
focus on the process of
putting numbers together
(and not worry about the
concept of the numbers themselves). He will have an
easy time mastering the operations because the
initial concepts were clear in his mind. If precision
is maintained throughout this learning process, the
child will easily understand more and more complex
mathematical concepts (the same process holds true
for all areas of knowledge).

Children develop their
imaginative and creative
powers through hands-on
experience

It turns out that fantasy,
ideas that have no basis in reality (such as fairies,
talking animals or talking trains), has no place in
education and is not what strengthens imagination
and creativity. Children develop their imaginative
and creative powers through hands-on experiences
in the real world.
Following the child
When Dr. Montessori started her first school in
1907, she believed the same thing most adults do,
that children love fairy tales and pretend-play. She
was amazed to discover that, when given freedom
of choice and the opportunity to have real-life
experiences, the children under her care became
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The child will be said to be ‘intelligent’. But
intelligence unfolds seamlessly only if the initial
impressions were clear and precise. A precise
impression is one that does not contain any
concepts that might confuse the child and create an
incorrect image in his mind, and this is precisely
where fantasy becomes an impairment.

Credulity is not imagination
One of the main reasons why fantasy is not a part of
the Montessori curriculum is because it
disorientates young children. This might be difficult
for us as adults to understand, but research has
shown that most children before the age of five are
unable to differentiate between real and fictitious
characters and situations.
I once heard about a mum who wanted to follow the
Montessori approach with her young daughter,
Jenny, but also wanted to share with her several
lovely fairy tale books. She thought she would solve
the problem by letting the three-year old child know
when a character was not real. When mom read
about fairies, she gave Jenny a knowing look and
said: ‘Jenny, we know that fairies don’t exist, right?’
Jenny replied with a smile: ‘No, they don’t exist.’
When she read about a dragon, she gave Jenny a
wink and said: ‘Jenny, we know dragons don’t exist,
right?’ Jenny replied with a smile: ‘No, they don’t
exist.’ This went on for a few days. Then one day,
they read a nature book about giraffes. Halfway
through, Jenny gave her mum a wise and knowing
look, and said: ‘Mum, we know giraffes don’t exist,
right?’
Credulity is not imagination. Children will believe
what we tell them (or show them on TV) and it will
form part of their foundational knowledge; this
huge responsibility cannot be taken lightly. As
Montessori says:
‘How is it possible for the child’s imagination to be
developed by that which is in truth the fruit of the
adult’s imagination? We alone imagine, not they;
they merely believe.’
Let’s consider the difference between fantasy and
imagination. In our daily lives, those
words
are
used
interchangeably. But are they
really the same thing? Absolutely
not! The definition of fantasy is:
‘ideas that have no basis in
reality’. Fantasy can be a great tool
for escape and entertainment for
those of us who have a strong grip
on reality. However, young
children (before the age of 5 or 6)
are not able to differentiate
between fantasy and reality; a
phenomenon that has dire
repercussions on their ability to
learn and problem-solve.

Montessori: The Science Behind the Genius. Our
goal as parents and educators is to give our children
a firm grounding in life, so they will be able to deal
with whatever challenges come their way, instead of
burying their heads in the sands of a fantasy world.
How is imagination different from fantasy? Let’s
look at the definition of imagination: ‘1. The ability
of the mind to form new and original ideas that
have their basis in reality. 2. The ability to be
creative and resourceful’. Why does imagination
have two definitions? Because there are two types of
imagination! When the child is young (before the
age of 6), he uses reproductive imagination. Simply

if we give children a
firm grounding in life they
will be able to deal with
whatever challenges come
their way
put, this is the ability to see something, close your
eyes, and continue seeing it in your
mind. Reproductive imagination plays a huge role in
the early formative years of a Montessori child. It
allows him to develop maths and language skills,
and permits him to understand abstract concepts
such as size, colours, shapes, and other aspects of
the world around us.
We use reproductive imagination to help the young
child expand his horizons. If we want to talk about
the desert to a young child who has never
experienced it, we use concepts he is familiar with
to help him build a mental picture of an unfamiliar

‘Pretending is largely assimilation
of reality to one’s own thoughts,
rather than adjustment of one’s
own ideas to fit reality,’ writes Dr.
Angeline Stoll Lillard in
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Cosmic Education presents the interrelatedness of everything around
us. Just like in the Children’s House
environment, we use materials that
transmit concepts concretely, but these
materials are only the starting point in
the Elementary child’s learning
process. The child uses the Montessori
materials to understand certain ideas,
but will then use his powerful
imagination (well-prepared by real
experiences in the earlier years) to
reach accurate conclusions. This new
type of imaginative ability, called
creative imagination, will allow him to
understand the wider implications of
his new knowledge, and he will use it
as an agent of creation and problemsolving.

place. We tell him the desert is hot during the day;
hot like the heat that comes from a fireplace. At
night it gets very cold; cold like the air inside a
refrigerator. The desert has hills, like the ones he’s
climbed; but they’re made of sand, like the sand he
plays with at the beach.
The child begins to develop an image in his mind
(literally, he’s image-ining). This image’s accuracy
depends on the precision and variety of his
experiences. If he has never been allowed to get
close to the fireplace and feel its heat, he will not be
able to imagine the heat of the desert. If he has
never been allowed to play on the beach (or even a
sandbox), he will not understand the grittiness of
the desert sand.
Young children can certainly use their imagination,
but their main focus is the reality around
them. They want to touch everything and are driven
by nature to orientate themselves with their
immediate surroundings. However, around the age
of six, the child begins to question how everything
around him works. He’s no longer content with
learning through his senses: feeling, seeing, tasting
a fruit, and finding out its name, for example. He
wants to know where it came from and how it was
made!
At this point, nature, in its infinite wisdom, sends
the child’s ability to imagine into overdrive to satisfy
his burgeoning curiosity for the Universe (just like in
the previous stage of life it drove the child to learn
through his senses). In the Montessori Elementary
classroom, we meet the six-year-old child in this
new stage of his life and offer him Cosmic
Education.
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In the Elementary classroom, the
Universe comes to life through the
child’s imagination. He time-travels to ancient Egypt
to discover triangles with the help of a magic rope,
and before that to Babylonia to learn how to
measure angles by following stars. He studies
grammar, where the Pronoun becomes a rocket that
orbits the Sun (the Verb). Maths becomes delightful
when the divisor in long division turns into an

If he has not been
allowed to get close to the
fireplace and felt its heat,
he will not be able to
imagine the heat of the
desert
ancient Roman troop leader, and squaring and
cubing are viewed as a story of a monarchy. The
subjects explored in Elementary are as wide as our
knowledge in our world and the child’s imagination
takes centre stage.
In Elementary, all subjects ‘must be presented so as
to touch the imagination of the child, and make him
enthusiastic, and then add fuel to the burning fire
that has been lit,’ Dr. Montessori explains. ‘Our
aim therefore is not merely to make the child
understand, and still less to force him to memorize,
but so to touch his imagination as to enthuse him to
his inmost core.’
Peter Davidson and Pilar Bewley blog for Maria
Montessori.com. Visit this site to find many more
interesting and genuine blogs about Montessori

Features
Observation as a Key to
Development
In the last edition of Direction Louise Livingston looked at
how to prepare an environment so that we can observe the
spontaneous activity of children. Here she talks about the
kind of observations notes we should make and how we can
respond to them so that observation can be a key to
development.
When considering what we record when observing
children it is important to make a distinction
between observation notes and record keeping.
Record keeping is simply a record of the activities
children have been shown and in which they have
participated. This is a helpful record because it
gives an indication of the level a particular child has
reached in each of the areas of the Montessori
curriculum. On the other hand, observation notes
focus on what a particular child is interested in and
how he carries out his activities and this can guide
us to know what to offer next. It is observation
notes that we must use to
inform our planning for each
child. When we use recordkeeping notes, what we offer
the children just becomes a
matter of what is next on their
record card. When we take
this route we can easily find
ourselves in the situation
where the child’s development
is being directed by us rather
than
by
his
own
developmental drives. On the
other hand, allowing our observation notes to direct
what we offer the children support us to do what Dr
Montessori suggested, that is, to ‘follow the child’.
The boxes still get ticked on our child development
profiles but the profiles are populated in the order
that nature dictates for each particular child. As we
know, development is not linear, the child does not
achieve one goal and then the next and the next in
a nice neat line. Sometimes he progresses more in
one area than another and development slows in
one area and races along in another.

become focussed on and seem to concentrate on
doing because concentration is an indicator that
something developmental is going on. It is
important then, to make a note when we see
children giving their attention to something
voluntarily. We also need to make a note of those
activities that they choose to repeat again and
again. This may be on the same day or another day.
We may see them repeating the whole activity or
just a part of it. Finally it is important to observe
how they are doing things. We need to think about
whether it seems easy for them or whether they can
do it perfectly or not. We need
to look for the things that are
challenging them or
preventing them from being
successful.

First, we need to look
for those things the child
chooses from himself
because this will be a clue
to what his inner teacher is
urging him to do

When considering the observation notes we need to
make the first things we need to pay attention to are
those things that a particular child chooses for
himself because these can be clues to what his
‘inner teacher’ is urging him to do. Another clue
that children offer us is those things that they

We also need to observe each
child for a whole week at a
time if we want our
observations to help us to
build up a whole picture of
that child it. When we observe
for just an hour at a time or a
morning our knowledge is limited to that particular
moment in time. Maybe the child had a bad
morning, tired or over excited for some reason or
sickening for something. But when we observe over
a whole week we can start to see patterns emerge
and then we can separate things that are really
being driven from within the child from
circumstantial things that may be affecting him but
don’t have real relevance to his development.
Making observations like this helps us to be
objective. It is a scientific approach, like collecting
data. We can reflect on our findings and decide how
to respond. It is the response that is so important.
When we take lots of notes and use them simply as
a way of informing our record keeping we are
missing that vital response which is the key to
following the child. Our observations must always
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inform what we offer next.
How something is chosen is a key
When recording the choices that children make we
need to think about whether they chose it by
themselves or whether it was something suggested
to them. It may have been that the choice came
about because of a new challenge offered by the
teacher and it is important to note how children
respond to challenges given to them. Sometimes the
choice may have been influenced by another child’s
choice. We have all seen the child who chooses a
Puzzle Map because his friend is doing one or the
child who chooses to do some washing up because
it is next to the washing hands and he wants to chat
to his friend who is doing that. Since we know that
freely chosen activities are the ones that tell us
most about a child's interest then it is important for
us to be able to differentiate these from those that
are subject to other influences.
Time spent with an activity may not always be
the best indicator
We should also note the length of time that a child
spends doing something because this can also be
an indicator of his real interest in it. But we must
always interpret this kind of data thoughtfully.
Taking something out for a few minutes and then
putting it away does not necessarily mean that he is
not interested in it. He may have taken it and then
realised he did not know what to do or it was too
challenging for him. Someone or something may
have distracted him from what he intended to do.
Conversely, having an activity out for a long period
of time does not necessarily mean that a child is
engaged so it is always important to observe how a
child is doing something. He may have been sitting
passively with it and not really doing anything at all
or he may have been focused on solving a
challenge. Our observations will give us this
information.
We can use codes to help us with to
record our observations and this makes it
possible to make notes quickly and
efficiently whilst still going about our
work of being with the children, giving
presentations, running groups and
directing the class. At the end of the week
we can look at our notes and highlight
those things that a child chose
independently, those things that were
repeated and those things that he gave
his attention to as these are the clues
that tell us that something developmental
is going on.
From these pointers we can start to build
a picture of the kind of things a particular
child is interested in and this will guide us
to decide what to show him next. His
pattern of work can tell us things like
direction >> 11

whether he likes to do something challenging as
soon as he comes into school or whether he prefers
to do a few easy things and then choose a challenge
a bit later in the morning. It can also help us to
identify the child who likes a slow start to the week,
increasing the challenges he is prepared to take on
as he goes through the week. Each child has his
own particular pattern and observing for a whole
week can help us to start to identify this.
This kind of information can help us to know when
it is the right moment to offer a new challenge or a
new presentation. It can also help us to trust each
child’s capacity to find his own way. If we know that
a child likes to start his day with a few easy things
but will always find the right moment to choose his
own challenge then we don’t need to worry that he
is only passing time with the pouring or in the book
corner because we can feel confident that he will
come to his ‘great work’ when he is ready.
Information like this truly allows us to ‘follow the
child’ rather than our record cards!
When we observe we can discover what particular
children are really interested in and offer other
activities related to these interests so that they
might find further things that interest them. We can
also offer challenges related to these activities so
that they might become more and more focussed as
they strive to overcome the challenges and perfect
what they are doing. It is a vital part of our work
with children that we guide them to concentrate
because as we know through concentration on work
‘freely chosen’ comes inner development. As Dr
Montessori says:
‘This is the pivotal point of the whole method:
namely, to offer the child work, not just any kind,
but that work which at that particular moment is
the one thing necessary for the development of the
inner self.’ [1]

We must remember, however, that when
we observe what children do and reflect
on what this might be telling us we may
not always be right. Our training will help
us to make some educated guesses of
course but it is also important to keep an
open mind and accept that often we may
have to offer many presentations before
we hit upon what it was the child was
trying to tell us through his actions.
The observations give us clues, which
suggest what we might show next but the
observations of the response to what we
have shown give us further clues. Each
time we see what is grasping a child’s
attention we get a
further clue to what
we might offer next.
Each
We must also
remember that just time we see what is
because a child’s grasping a child’s
attention is not
attention we get a
grasped the first
t i m e w e s h o w further clue to what we
something this does might offer next
not necessarily mean
he is not interested.
We have to show
things time and time
again sometimes, finding a different angle to entice
the child each time. As Dr Montessori says, we need
to be ‘like the flame which heartens all by its
warmth, enlivens and invites.’ [2]
To reiterate, then, we must observe what children
do and how they choose it. We must look for
independent choices, repetition and concentration
so that we can follow each child’s interests and give
presentations that respond to these. We must
observe what children are capable of so that we can
offer them activities that set the challenge that they
are ready for because this is what they are thirsting
for. This is what keeps them growing and
developing. As Dr Montessori says;
‘This is our mission - to keep alive this fire in the
child who has been given into our care. …. We may
put it out without knowing through negligence, by
not offering a material when the child is ready.
Thus by our negligence to give food to this flame
within the child, the child’s interest dies, and the
fire goes out.’ [3]
However, our work with a particular child does not
stop when he is making independent choices. If we
see a child who is choosing independently yet only
working superficially we need to ask ourselves how
we can help him to become more focussed.
Sometimes his choice may mean that he is
interested in what he has taken off the shelf but
that he doesn’t really know how to spend more time

on it. In this situation he needs a representation
that will help him to perfect what he is doing.
Alternatively, it might be that the activity offers
too much challenge and then we need to think
how we can break down the challenges within the
activity so that he can overcome them one at a
time.
Sometimes observations may show us that a
particular child is not choosing anything at all by
himself. He may be doing things that are
suggested to him but he never actually chooses
anything without a prompt from the teacher. There
may be any number of reasons why this is
happening but often it is because he has not found
anything that interests him. This is our job, to find
something that interests him by offering him as
many presentations as possible. We need to offer a
range of different activities that are age appropriate
but things that appeal to different sensitive periods.
Some activities for language, some for fine
movement, some for gross movement or something
about shapes, colours or textures. We may not
always be lucky enough to hit the nail on the head
straight away. We need to observe his activity with
them and see which he chooses again. We need to
note whether he chooses any of them to work with
for a little longer than usual. We need to be patient,
keep offering and as Dr Montessori says look for
those ‘glimmerings’ that are the beginning of things
and build on these:
‘It is not always imperative to see big things but it is
of paramount importance to see the beginnings of
things. At their origins they are little glimmerings
that can be recognised as soon as something new is
developing.’ [4]
When we see those ‘glimmerings’, that tiny flicker of
interest, we need to fan it and protect it by making
sure that no one interferes with it, not even just to
say ‘well done’ because the beginnings of
concentration may be ‘so fragile, so delicate, that a
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touch can make it vanish again, like a soap bubble,
and with it goes all the beauty of the moment.’ [5]
We need to observe, reflect and respond and then
observe again. If we follow this cycle of activity with
each child we will see him start to develop and
move through different stages in his development.
In the first stage, we see a child who is not able to
concentrate or work at any activity for any length of
time. He flits about the environment picking up
what ever attracts him and at times he can be
disruptive and unable to control himself. He may be
choosing to do things but his choices are mainly
impulsive at this stage. They are not real choices
being driven by developmental need and it is
important to recognise
this. Observation of such
activity does not give us
any real clues. As
Montessori says:

trust him to find his way back to a focussed piece
of work every day. This gives us the confidence to
allow him to take his own path rather than
constantly encouraging him to ‘find some work’.
We can trust he will find it by himself. He may only
be 3 but we can trust him and his own inner
teacher.
In the third stage the period of restlessness begins
to disappear and the time that the child is able to
focus on something increases in length. He chooses
his activities easily usually arriving at school with
an idea of what he wants to do. The main activity of
the day often ends with a period of contemplation
where he may simply sit with his work or do some
tidying or helping others.

this is our job, to
find something that
interests him by offering
many presentations

‘If the teacher cannot
recognise the difference
between pure impulse,
and the spontaneous
energies which spring to
life in a tranquilised spirit then her action will bear
no fruit. The true foundation of the teacher’s
efficiency consists in being able to distinguish
between two kinds of activities, each of which has
the appearance of spontaneity, because the child in
both acts on his own free will, but which in fact are
directly opposed.’ [6]
In the second stage we see a child who begins to
make some real choices and is able to focus his
attention on the activities he
chooses. At this stage his day
may start with a period of
‘work’ and then he may be
restless for a while, wondering
around, watching others or
having a snack perhaps. This is
then followed by another
period of work, perhaps a more
focussed effort or something a
bit more challenging and this
may be followed by something
easy to finish the day. Without
detailed observation it is quite
possible that we might think
that a child in this stage is
spending a lot of time doing
nothing since he might have up
to an hour mid morning when
he is not engaged in anything
in particular. However, when
we observe and reflect on his
pattern it gives us another
impression of him. He has a
definite work pattern so we can
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In the final stage we see a child
who works for the whole morning
on the same task. At this stage he
may even work for days on the
same task. We can say that ‘work
has become his habitual attitude,
the child can no longer bear to be
idle’ [7]

But none of this will happen
unless we make observation an integral part of the
way in which we guide and help each child’s
development so that we can make sure that he
finds the work that he needs each day because as
Montessori says
‘to ensure the development of the personality it is
essential that some real task should be performed
each day; for it is from the completed cycle of an
activity, from methodical concentration, that the

Dr Montessori’s whole approach is based on her
own observations of children. Observation pervades
all of her writings. It is the tool that she gave us to
‘follow the child’. It must therefore be the main
focus of our work. We need to train ourselves to use
it so that it becomes an integral part of our practice
because as Paula Polk Lillard says:
‘The future success of the relationship between
teachers and children in Montessori classes will
depend on the teachers’ ability to choose new
challenges wisely. They must use their powers of
observation, their knowledge of sensitive periods,
and their understanding of the Montessori material.
They must direct the children, but on the basis of
their own observations of the children’s needs. In
this sense it is the children who must direct the
adults. It is not, therefore, a case of the director and

the directed. The adults and the children work
together to further the children’s development.
Thus, both are directors and both are directed.’ [8]

1 Lecture VI from the First International Montessori
Training Course, Rome 1913
2 Montessori, Maria Absorbent Mind 1988 p253
3 Montessori, Maria Creative Development in the Child
Vol 1 1998 p309
4 Montessori, Maria Education and Peace 1992 p85
5 Montessori, Maria The Absorbent Mind 1988 p255
6 Montessori, Maria The Absorbent Mind 1988 p241
7 Montessori, Maria Advanced Montessori Method Vol 1
1991 p82
8 Paula Polk Lillard Forward to Education for Human
Development
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Features
Boys Need to be Boys, For all our Sakes
This article about the disastrous consequences of ignoring
what boys really need was written for the ‘Sunday Times’ by
Sue Palmer, Early Childhood Expert and President of the
Montessori Society AMI UK

R

yan was 8 when he decided to kill himself. He
saved up his Ritalin tablets until there looked
enough for an overdose, then knocked them back
and waited to die. Later, after he’d been very sick,
his mum asked why he’d done it.
‘Because I’m too naughty,’ he said. ‘I’m just a
nuisance to everyone.’
Ryan is constantly in trouble at school and home.
He’s been diagnosed with ADHD (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder), a ‘developmental disorder’
involving problems with concentration and selfcontrol. ADHD didn’t exist as a medical condition
until 40 years ago, but is now thought to affect
between five and ten percent of the population. The
vast majority of sufferers are male.

In 2006 I published a book called Toxic Childhood,
looking for reasons behind recorded increases in
children’s behavioural and learning difficulties over
the last twenty or so years. I concluded that,
although British lifestyles have changed hugely
during that time, children haven’t. Their
developmental needs – physical, emotional, social,
cognitive – are still the same. But unintended sideeffects of rapid social and cultural change mean that
those needs are often not being met. Junk food,
poor sleeping patterns, a screen-based life-style,
marketing pressures, family upheavals… all
interfere with healthy development.
It was also clear from my research that these
behavioural and learning difficulties hit the male of
the species hardest. Educationally, for instance,
many now fall at the first fence and never recover:
boys are three times as likely as girls to need extra
help with reading at primary school, and by the time
they reach GCSE they trail behind in almost every
subject of the curriculum. Indeed, less than a
century after women’s emancipation, female
students significantly outnumber male ones in
British universities.
In terms of behaviour, developmental disorders
such as ADHD are around four times more likely to
affect boys. And so are the emotional, behavioural
and mental health problems which, according to the
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British Medical Association, now beset between ten
and twenty percent of our children and teenagers.
As these sorts of problems in teenage boys all too
often lead to school failure, disaffection and
antisocial behaviour, there are powerful social
reasons for trying to solve them.
So I’ve now researched and written another book, to
find out why the modern world seems particularly
toxic for boys. And it’s already clear that there’s one
unintended – and largely unrecognised – side-effect
of change that’s made life much harder for them.
The sort of behaviour we require from our offspring
in an uptight, urban, risk-averse and increasingly
bureaucratic society comes far less naturally to
infant males than it does to their sisters.
Take the ‘naughtiness’ that’s wrecking life for Ryan
and those around him. There have always been
naughty boys, but in the past the activities of
scamps, scrumpers and scallywags were usually
shrugged off as high spirits. Fictional rascals, like
Huck Finn and William Brown, clearly viewed
themselves as heroes, not suicidal victims.
The big difference between Ryan’s miserable
existence and that of youngsters in the past is that,
until the end of the twentieth century, much of
boys’ boisterous behaviour went unnoticed and
unrestrained by adults. There was time, space and

freedom for lads to run off steam. Even when
shades of the prison house did close around the
growing boy, the time round the edges of the
school or working day was still his own, and the
local woods and hills his natural habitat.
This isn’t simply a case of ‘blue-remembered hills’,
the tendency of adults to romanticise childhood in
bygone days. There have, of course, been periods in
the past when children were mercilessly exploited
and probably had little time or energy to play, but
most historical accounts of boyhood – even recent
urban ones – involve a degree of freedom to roam
that seems unthinkable today.
And this change is very recent – indeed, it’s
happened in the last fifteen to twenty years. When I
speak to parent audiences, I often invite them to
spend a couple of minutes exchanging memories of
playing when they themselves were children, then
ask for a show of hands on how many of these
memories were outdoors. It’s almost always a full
house. If I ask whether they were playing without
overt adult supervision, the vast majority again raise
their hands – especially the fathers in the audience.
‘We’d be off on our bikes [or playing football, or
fishing for tiddlers or building forts…] for hours on
end,’ they say dreamily, ‘and come back when we
were hungry.’ But when asked if they’d allow their
own sons the same levels of freedom, they shake
their heads.
There are many reasons behind contemporary
parents’ reluctance to let their children play out,
one of which is a very reasonable fear about
increases in traffic.
Another is the far less
reasonable and generalised fear of ‘stranger
danger’, which – in today’s highly anxious climate –
parents seem unable to keep at bay, even when they
know that child abduction is no more likely today
than it was in their own youth. But perhaps the most
significant reason for most of the parents I speak to
is fear of being thought irresponsible.
In an increasingly risk-averse society, it’s become
the mark of a good parent to keep one’s child under
careful scrutiny at all times. And as ‘responsible’
parents have increasingly locked their children
away, there’s been a change in the attitude of the
general public to unsupervised children. In the last
few years, communities in all areas of the country
have become far less tolerant of boys’ outdoor play,
even when it’s not particularly rambunctious.
A teacher in North London told me recently of a
small group of boys who were playing out behind
her house during the school holidays, making gokarts from bits of junk. She was stunned when a
letter was posted through her door by a neighbour,
urging her to help move the children on. ‘They may
be making go-karts today,’ the letter explained, ‘but

they could be vandalising our cars tomorrow.’ My
informant didn’t join in the witch-hunt, but enough
neighbours did, the boys’ families were contacted
and the lads moved on – presumably back into their
homes to be propped in front of the TV or
communing with a Gameboy for the rest of the
holiday.
And yet boys have a deep biological need to be out
and about. According to evolutionary biologists, the
brains of newborn human babies haven’t changed
significantly since Cro-Magnon times, so infant
males are still born with the genetic encoding of
Stone Age hunters. As they grow, their bodies yearn
to rehearse this masculine role: they need to run
across fields, clamber through undergrowth, fashion
tools and weapons, push boundaries, take risks. If
they don’t fulfil these needs, they’re likely to suffer
in terms of development – physically, emotionally,
socially, cognitively.

boys have a deep
biological need to be out
and about
Humanity has, of course, come a long way since
Stone Age times, not least because of our
remarkable and unique ability to pass on our culture
to our young. Through the ages this has made the
human race more civilised, more democratic and
more able to live a peaceful, social existence. Part of
the process of civilisation has been finding ways of
gradually redirecting little boys’ primitive male
instinct to hunt (and fight) along channels that suit
the economic circumstances of the day. But it is a
gradual process, and can’t be rushed.
Sadly, we seem to have reached a stage where adult
citizens have ‘civilised’ themselves out of a sense of
shared humanity. In a society driven by
individualism, selfish consumerism and rights
legislation, it’s easy for powerful groups (such as
neighbours with no small children of their own) to
assert their rights over those of less powerful
groups – and children are the least powerful
members of society. Modern parents, frantically
trying to deal with the results of childhood toxicity,
have responded by locking their children out of
sight. But when adults deny children the right to
play – out of fear, risk aversion or sheer intolerance
– they threaten the long-term health not only of
those children, but of society itself.
Even in the twenty-first century, we still
civilise our young, balancing their natural
with the requirements of society. This
‘bringing up’ children means. During the

have to
instincts
is what
first ten
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years or so, parents and teachers have to bring
these Stone Age babies up through ten millennia of
human culture, civilising, socialising and educating
them for the world they’ll live in. The process has
always been more difficult with boys, since
prototype hunters are less naturally inclined to
social niceties than their sisters, the prototype
nurturers. And as our urban, technology-driven
lifestyle moves us ever further away from our
biological heritage, it becomes even more of a
challenge.
The sensible approach – adopted in Scandinavian
countries, with their outdoor forest schools and
long period of informal preschool education – is to
acknowledge boys’ biological drives, and to take
them into account, while gradually introducing all
children to the sorts of behaviour society requires.
There’s a general awareness of children’s
developmental needs among parents, politicians
and the general public in the Nordic
countries that means everyone
takes a more broad-minded and
tolerant attitude to the undersevens, especially boys, and play is
valued as an essential part of their
early learning.

boys today have little
means of fulfilling their
instinctive need for activity
and risk

Giving boys leeway in the early
years pays off long-term. With time
and space to develop physical, emotional and social
skills, they acquire greater levels of self-control and
empathy. As time goes by, they can therefore be
expected to behave with greater consideration to
their more venerable neighbours. Meanwhile, those
neighbours, having smiled indulgently at the little
lads when they saw them playing out as toddlers,
are unlikely to feel threatened by them as they grow
up. (The early leeway pays off in cognitive terms too
– despite starting the formal teaching of reading
two years later than we do in the UK, Sweden and
Finland regularly top the international league for
achievement in literacy.)
The contrast between Scandinavian tolerance of
young children’s needs and current Anglo-Saxon
practices couldn’t be more stark. In hypercompetitive hard-nosed Britain, public, parents and
politicians all seem to feel there’s no time to waste
on running about and playing. Our children –
especially those wayward boys – must be fasttracked into ‘sensible’ adult-like behaviour, as soon
as possible. And since we’re not prepared either to
provide the safe open spaces needed for play, they
also have to be fast-forwarded into a sedentary,
screen-based twenty-first century lifestyle.
So from their very earliest years, many little boys
born in the UK today have little means of fulfilling
their instinctive need for activity and risk. They’re
plonked from babyhood in front of the television
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(or, in more
aspirational
households, Baby
Einstein DVDs) to
watch other people
moving about
rather than getting down and dirty themselves.
When they go out they’re strapped into car seats or
buggies to transport them safely and swiftly to their
destination – researchers have found that British
two-year-olds are now as sedentary as officeworkers.
Indeed, one headteacher in a
disadvantaged area of the country recently told me
about a three-year-old boy brought to his nursery
who could scarcely walk. Frustrated by his tendency
to be ‘into everything’ his mother had decided to
confine him almost permanently to his buggy. When
he wasn’t out and about with her, this could be
positioned in front of the TV.
At nursery, boys are corralled with a host of other
children, mostly indoors so that energetic play is
out of the question. And even outdoors there’s
often restraint: toddlers in the nursery down the
road from me are now exercised on leads in our
local park – three children per nursery worker. This
fulfils current health and safety regulations, but
leaves their charges with less freedom of movement
than the average family dog.
And when proper school starts – which it does in
Britain earlier than anywhere else in the world –
children must knuckle down straight away to
reading and writing. But when they’re denied the
rough-and-tumble activity that develops physical
coordination and control, many five-year-old boys

are simply unable to focus on a book or wield a
pencil. They find class lessons, trying to sit still ‘on
the mat’ while the teacher explains the mysteries of
phonics, bewildering and intolerable. (‘It wastes
your time, sitting on the mat’, one little boy said to
a researcher. ‘It wastes your life,’ chimed in his
mate, dolefully.) So boys who are too immature to
settle sufficiently often fail to pick up the basic
skills that underpin the Three Rs of reading, writing
and arithmetic. They then tumble into a cycle of
school failure, guaranteed to add to their antisocial
tendencies.
Social class comes into this, of course. A boy who
lives in a home with a good-sized garden, attends a
school with extensive grounds, or goes for frequent
family holidays by the sea or in the countryside, will
obviously have more opportunities to run off his
high spirits. And if his parents know enough about
‘toxic side-effects’ to ensure a decent diet, the right
amount of sleep, and feelings of relative security,
he’s more likely to thrive than a child who feeds on
junk, watches TV in his bedroom till late into the
night, and never knows what’s round the next
emotional corner.
As well as creating a new educational gender gap,
our blinkered attitude to childhood thus feeds the
growing – and alarming – gap between rich and
poor. This too contrasts strongly with Scandinavia,
where the division between haves and have-nots is
actually decreasing. It’s difficult to convince
politicians and the general public of the connection
between a sensible early years educational policy

and social cohesion, but my seven years of research
into childhood convinces me there is one.
All boys – rich and poor – would benefit enormously
from more time and space to develop in the early
years. Even though our more well-heeled boys are
still, on the whole, managing to overcome the
handicap of an early start on formal education,
they’re nevertheless missing out on other important
lessons learned through play. Despite our country’s
current obsession with school tests and standards,
academic achievement is not the only measure of a
man.
As we move further into the 21st century, our young
men will need physical control, emotional resilience
and social competence to meet the challenges
ahead. And one of those challenges, unless we act
very soon, will be dealing with the threat to society
posed by Ryan and the growing band of ‘lost boys’,
as they follow the horribly predictable downward
spiral of school failure, teenage disaffection,
violence and crime.
If British society is to keep up with the frantic pace
of change, we must acknowledge not just where
we’re going to, but where we come from. Every baby
born is a link between the future of the human race
and its remote, primitive past. And if boys aren’t
allowed to be boys – for the first few years at least –
a growing number of them are likely to reject the
cultural treasures we’ve spent ten millennia
acquiring.

Duck Weather
Splishing, splashing in the rain,
Up the street and back again
Stomping, stamping through the flood
We don’t mind a bit of mud.
Running pavements, gutters flowing,
All the cars with wipers going,
We don’t care about the weather,
Tramping hand in hand together.
We don’t mind a damp wet day,
Sloshing puddles all the way,
Splishing, splashing in the rain,
Up the street and back again.
by Shirley Hughes
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Feature
A Parent-Support Programme
using the Aid to Life Materials
The Aid to Life project was launched in the UK at a seminar at the
Maria Montessori Institute on the 26th November. This report from the
event gives an outline of a parent-support programme that could be
run using these ground-breaking materials.

T

he Aid to Life project is the culmination of many
years’ work, which started in North Carolina in 2006
but it is important to acknowledge the role played
by the UK Montessori community. Prior to the
Centenary year a committee was set up, in which
every Montessori organisation in the UK was invited
to participate. The committee included:
Training organisations - Bournemouth Montessori
Centre, MCI, Maria Montessori Institute, Montessori
College Wimbledon and Montessori Partnership.
Grass-root organisations - MEUK, MEYF, Montessori
St Nicholas, and Montessori Schools Association.
Representatives of publications - Montessori
Direction, Montessori International, Montessori
Review, The Triangle
During that year the UK
Montessori community held
events, made and bought
Centenary gifts, in particular
a beautiful Centenary
calendar and all the children
in our schools walked a 100
steps – all to raise money to
‘make a concrete difference
in the lives of all children.’

Someone tells them their child can become clever by
watching DVDs whilst someone
else tells them that watching
DVDs can affect their child’s
capacity to learn. Someone tells
them that if their child can't use
a computer by the time they are
two they will be falling behind in
this technological age whilst

remember that no
matter what they might
do parents really do
want the best for their
children

Together the Montessori
community in the UK raised an
unprecedented amount of money. But not
only this, they came up with an idea for
helping children by finding a way to reach
new parents and help them to understand
how they could help their children right
from birth. This idea was taken to the
Global Centenary Committee and the Aid to
Life project was born in North Carolina in
2006.
So what is the Aid to Life Project all about?
When we come to thinking about helping
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parents, one thing that it is very important to
remember is that no matter what they might do they
are the people who know their child best and they
really do want the best for their child. It is this
‘wanting the best’ that sends them looking for
information. They used to just be able to ask their
mum but nowadays with the decline of the extended
family unit they have to look elsewhere. They buy
parenting books and they go, of course, to the
Internet where they Google ‘my baby won’t sleep’,
‘how to potty train’ ‘how to feed my baby solids’
‘when should my child be walking’ and many more
questions. They might click on 3 different links and
get 3 different approaches – all conflicting with each
other. So it is hardly surprising that they can often
feel confused about what is right for their child and
end up hopping from one approach to another.

others tell them that a child under two needs to be
using their hands not a mouse. They become
confused and worse still their child gets confused.
What they really need is simple advice given in a
way they can easily understand and apply for
themselves without having to keep referring back to
a handbook all the time. This is what the Aid to Life
parent support programme has set out to do. Give
parents a few simple things that they can do with
their children - a few simple things that will make a
difference to their child’s development.
The Aid to Life programme is not meant to be a
comprehensive parenting programme with every
possible aspect covered. It is a much simpler
approach than that. It is based on the premise that
the things suggested will be so simple that parents
will automatically say ‘Oh yes I can do that’ and they
will feel confident enough to give it a try. When they
give it a try and it makes a difference they will be
encouraged to try something else, and then
something else and so on. If these simple ideas are
linked because they are based on the same general
approach – a general approach which is based on
the Montessori approach – then we will be helping
parents to find a way to apply Montessori principles
in the home.
Anyone who has Montessori training can run the Aid
to Life Support programme with parents because it
has a simple format and is founded on fundamental
Montessori principles. As Montessori teachers we
know that we should be helping parents to
understand and help their children at home but
sometimes we shy away from doing this. Perhaps
this is because we feel it is too much responsibility.
But we can make it easier on ourselves if we
remember that we don’t have to know everything.
We don’t have to have all the answers to every
problem. We don’t have to be able to solve
everything. We don’t have to be the expert on all
aspects of bringing up children. We also have to
acknowledge that every child is a unique individual
and every parent’s experience of their child is valid
and tells them something about their own child.
So rather than setting ourselves up as the experts
with the answers to everything we need to think of
parent education in a different way. All we actually
need to do is to help parents to understand what is
possible, help them to observe their child and help
them to find a way of responding to what their child
is showing them that he or she needs. We are the
guides to help them to find their own way.
It is important then to keep it very simple: Simple
language – no sensitive periods, self-construction
and psychic embryos! Of course, we will tell them

why they should do certain things but in words that
they hear everyday and make sense to them.
We can offer 3 simple principles that they can apply
to anything and everything with their children.
These 3 simple principles are based on fundamental
Montessori principles:
Prepare the environment, connect the child to it and
make time for him or her to be active.
Prepare the environment
We need to help parents to see that sometimes this
is the physical things such as chairs, tables, shelves
and sometimes it is the people in their child’s world.
Not just them as parents but also everyone who is in
their child’s life. Sometimes it is intangible things
like attitudes and approaches, like for example,
allowing them to do things for themselves, allowing
them to make mistakes and not giving meaningless
praise.
Connect your child to activity by showing him
what to do
Sometimes this is about helping them find a way to
show their child how to do things by doing things
slowly and breaking down the necessary
movements. Sometimes it is about how they entice
their child to do something and sometimes it is
about helping their child to think for himself by the
language that they use. For example, by saying
‘What do we need to do next?’ rather than telling
their child what to do next.
Make time for your child to be active for as long
as he wishes
Sometimes this is about accepting that allowing a
child to do something himself takes longer.
Sometimes it is about being patient enough to stand
back and allow time for a child to manage it himself.
Sometimes it is about accepting that progress takes
time and miracles don’t happen overnight.
We also need to help parents to understand that
these 3 principles are constantly supported by
observation. They need to observe their child so
that they get to know their own child better and are
able to work out what he needs and how he reacts
in different circumstances. The results of their
observations lead them back to re-examine the 3
principles so that they can adjust the environment,
reconnect their child and make time again.
If we can get parents to reflect on these 3 principles
with everything they do with their child then they
will always have something to fall back on with
every scenario that they observe with their child.
They will be prompted to ask themselves: ‘Have I
prepared the environment for what my child
needs?’ ‘Am I connecting him to activity in the way
that he learns at this stage in his life?’ ‘Am I giving
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him time to be active at his own pace and rhythm?’
‘I am being patient enough to let things happen
naturally?’ ‘I am giving myself time to observe and
see what his further needs are?’
Aid to Life Materials
The Aid to Life materials address 4 developmental
areas: Movement, Communication, Independence
and Self-Discipline. For each of these areas there is
a short DVD, a booklet with more information and a
one-page leaflet with 10 top tips. This is presented
as one package and additional booklets can be
bought separately so that you can buy a set of
books for each parent to take away with them. 100%
of the profit goes back to finance the on-going work
of the Aid to Life project, which is now jointly
funded and supported by the Maria Montessori
Institute, AMI, Montessori Australia Foundation and
NAMTA. The profit is being used to fund the website
so that this information can be spread as widely as
possible. The next phase of the project will address
the ages from 3 to 6, then 6 to 12 and finally the
adolescent. The Aid to Life website will also be a
good place to send parents for further information.
At the moment it has fundamental information
presented in an accessible way but more in depth
articles are being added as the website grows and
develops.
Running a Programme Support Programme
There are several options as to how you could
timetable your parent seminars. You need to decide
which you think would be most suitable for the
parent group you are dealing with. Ideally you
should be talking to parents before their baby is
born but you might just decide to respond to a
group of parents that you have in your school, who
all have new babies.
One option would be to give a short course, a more
general course, covering parents of the age group
from 0 to 3. You would then probably run four
parent seminars – one for each of the
developmental areas: Movement, Independence,
Communication and Self-Discipline. The advantage
of this programme is that parents can plan ahead
for the first 3 years of their child's life. The
advantage for you is that it is shorter and from a
logistical point of view this may be more
manageable. The disadvantage of this approach is
that it does not really provide the opportunity to
work specifically with the parent and their particular
unique child.
Another option is an approach targeted more
closely to the age group of the child that the parent
has at that particular time. This provides for a closer
working relationship with the parent and would be a
longer course, over 3 years, for parents of children
of a more limited age range and divided up into first
year, second year and then third year. The
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advantage of this is that parents are most focussed
on what you are telling them when they can see that
it applies to the child they have at home. They can
go home, try it out and get a response. The other
advantage is that you build a community amongst
the parents in your group. They go home and do
things and then they come back and share and help
each other. In a programme of this nature they will
receive a lot of input and a lot of new information in
the first year. In the second year they will be able to
reflect of this information and build on it as they
start to live with a different child with different
capacities and needs. By the third year they should
have their own problem solving skills. This is an
important progression. You do not want to become
their guru. Instead you want to empower them and
help them to think for themselves about their
children.
The number of sessions you decide to give will
depend on the length of each session and how
much time you have available. You might also want
to build in some additional sessions just for parent
sharing and discussion and practical sessions can
also be included. In each year you will need to give
them sessions on Movement, Communication,
Independence and Self-discipline.

relevant for their baby at this stage. So if we think
about Movement: In the First Year we can see that
we will cover things that are relevant for slithering
and crawling - Dressing for Movement, The Low Bed,
the Movement Mat, Low Mirror, Mobiles for
Movement, Toys for Movement and take a look at
the Obstacles to Free Movement that are relevant at
this stage of their baby’s life. When we come to the
second year we will revisit Movement for a child in
their second year. So we will look at preparation of
the environment for pulling up and cruising,
starting to walk and removing obstacles to
movement that are relevant in this age group. But
by the time we come to the third year we will be
asking the parents to reflect on what their child
should be doing and how they can progress from
what they did in their second year because by now
the parents should be thinking for themselves and
you will just be the host and facilitator of the
discussion.

these kind of words in the booklets and on the
website.
Vision
Then you need to give a vision of what is possible
and for this you can show the DVD for the relevant
developmental area.
Principles
It is very important that parents understand the 3
principles that they are going to learn to apply to
everything because this will be their mantra and
something they can fall back on to guide them in
any situation. So we need to help them to
understand that ‘creating an environment’ means
paying attention to the things, people and attitudes
in their environment, ‘connecting the child to
activity’ includes the words we use and our attitudes
as well as our actions and ‘making time’ means
being patient enough to let
children have enough time to
do things for themselves.

the three
principles are a mantra
that parents can fall back
on to guide them in any
situation

You should make sure you
start the programme with an
ice-breaker session so that
everyone can introduce
themselves and get to know
each other a little. They are
going to take an important
journey together and a good
start is important. This
session should explain the 3
year programme, how it will work, how many
sessions you will offer, what the timings will be etc.
You should also take the opportunity to explain how
the programme will function; that you are going to
give them a few simple ideas and they must go away
and try them and share the results with the group.
You need to establish that you don’t have all the
answers but that you are going to guide them to
find the answers for themselves by helping them to
do a few things with their child and observe the
results. You also need to give them a general
understanding of what their child needs to achieve
in the first 3 years of life, that is to co-ordinate their
movements, to create a language and to reach
independence and self-discipline. You should also
give them an introduction to the 3 principles that
you are going to follow – creating an environment,
connect the child and making time.
General Format for Sessions
In the beginning each new developmental area
should start with an introduction to the area. This
should be brief and to the point, using language
that parents can easily understand. You will find
Find out more by visiting: www.aidtolife.org
You can purchase the Aid to Life Materials by
visiting http://montessori-namta.org/aid-to-lifeinitiative

Give Information
Help them to see what to do
for a particular aspect of one
of the development areas.
For
example,
for
‘Communication - making
conversation with your baby’
you need to help them to
think how the adults in the environment need to be
prepared, how they will their baby and how they will
find time to do it as well as making time for their
child to respond.
Parent Discussion
Set them something to think and talk about. This
should be an integral part of every session.
Acknowledge what they come up with and try to
help them think about things in the context of the 3
principles – environment, connect and time. This
will act as an aid to helping them problem solve for
themselves. You will find some frequently asked
questions on the website and you may find these
useful for framing your discussion sessions. Even
though you want parents to discuss and come up
with their own answers it is always good to have up
your sleeve the answers you want them to come up!
Something to take away
Send them away with the leaflet and booklet for that
session to read at home. At the beginning of the
next session always start with sharing what they
have done at home
with their child, the
responses they have
observed and the
questions that have
arisen.
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Features
Children were Born to Move
We are pleased to publish an article on movement from the Aid to Life
initiative which has been established to help to provide simple straightforward information that will help all parents to support the natural
development of their child.

W

hen a baby comes into this world he cannot
do very much at all. In fact the only thing he can
really do is to cry and to move. Both of these are
signs that he is reaching out to find out about his
new world. He cries to tell us he needs something
and he moves so that he can start to experience his
new world outside of the womb. Movement puts the
baby in touch with the world around him, not just
things but the people too.
At this stage in his life he learns about everything
around him through his movements and what he
takes in through his senses. He moves his head and
he sees something new. He stretches his hands out
and he touches something that he has only seen
before. He moves his head to the sound of a human
voice and he hears all the sounds that make up

human speech. He puts something in his mouth and
he experiences a sensation that can only come to
him through his taste buds. He puts his nose near
to his mother’s breast and his nostrils are filled with
the aroma of her milk. Every time he sees, touches,
hears, tastes or smells something he learns
something new about the world around him. Every
experience he has leads to new connections being
made in his brain. If you want to support your
child's brain development and help him to build his
intelligence then it stands to reason you must find a
way to help him to move as freely as he can at each
stage of his life and this should start from birth.

at this stage in his life
he learns about everything
through movement
You can help your child to move freely when you
follow three key principles:
1 Create an environment that allows and
encourages your baby to move
2 Connect your baby to the possibility of moving
freely by putting him in touch with this environment
3 Allow time for him to practice moving at his own
pace and rhythm
Create an environment that allows and
encourages your baby to move
If you want your baby to be able to move freely it is
essential that you dress him in clothes that do not
restrict his movement such as soft, short trousers
with elastic waists or baby-gros without fitted feet
or hands. Clothes should be neither too small nor
too large. If you can't find footless baby-gros you
can always cut the feet off the conventional ones. It
is important that your baby’s hands are free to
explore and his toes are unhindered so that he can
use them to help him to move. However, if socks are
necessary because it is very cold they should be the
right size, not too big and not too small, and when
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your baby is starting to use his feet to push up on
the socks should be non-slip. Coarse fabrics like
denim and corduroy make it difficult for your baby
to move freely so you should choose lightweight
fabrics like cotton.
As time goes by think about how your child’s
clothes can facilitate his movement. The kind of
clothes that suit a new born baby will not be right
when he starts to crawl. It is good to have
something to protect his knees for this stage. His
clothes should always facilitate the level of
movement that he has reached.
Instead of placing your baby in a rocker or in a baby
seat when he is awake you should offer a movement
mat. This will give him a greater opportunity to
move freely. A movement mat is a thin mat, which
you can place on the floor in any place where your
baby spends time awake. It should be neutral in
colour rather than highly coloured and patterned so
that your baby can see the things that you place on
it more clearly. Provide a long, low mirror next to
the movement mat so that he can look in the mirror
and see the results of his efforts as he practices his
new movements. The mirror should start at the floor

at first these mobiles
should be black and white
because your baby can only
see contrasts

his joy when he manages to move it and it makes a
noise and this will encourage him to keep trying and
keep moving.
At another time you can place interesting toys on
the movement mat just out of reach of your baby.
For a very young baby, toys need to be narrow in
diameter so that they fit into his hand. They also
need to be very light in weight so they don’t hurt
him if they fall on his face. Knitted or cloth balls
that roll slowly are best rather than rubber balls that
he can’t get hold of and will run away quickly as
soon as he touches them. Later when your baby is
able to slither towards things by himself you can
offer rubber balls, which roll faster than cloth balls.
If you give your baby lots of opportunities to move
freely it will not be long till he starts to crawl and
eventually walk. Be ready for this stage by providing
sturdy stools for him to pull himself up on and
remove all wobbly tables and chairs that he might
pull on top of himself. You can also attach a wooden
bar about two inches in diameter to a wall near the
mirror. This will serve as a support for your child to
practice pulling up on.
Once your child reaches the crawling stage you can
put things that your child can play with on low
shelves so that he can reach and choose them for
himself. As long as you place things that are off
limit out of his reach and sight and you put security
locks on cupboards that you don’t want him to open
you will feel confident to continue to let your child
move freely.

and be high enough for him to see all
of himself when he is able to stand up.
When he is able to see what his effort
to move produces he gains confidence
in his body and this encourages him to
try new things.
Hang mobiles slightly out of reach of
your baby while he is laying on the
movement mat. This allows him to
practice focusing and following
objects with his eyes. At first these
mobiles should be black and white
because your baby can only see
contrasts in the first few weeks but
once he starts to lose interest in black
and white mobiles you can offer
something with pastel colours. Choose
mobiles that naturally float on air
currents like dragonflies, hot air
balloons and hummingbirds, not
earthbound creatures like cats, dogs,
or farm animals. As your baby grows
encourage him to reach and grasp by
using elastic to hang a rattle, a bell or
baby toy within his reach. You will see
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Any equipment that confines, restrains or limits
your baby’s movement is a hindrance to
development since they enable him to sit, stand,
walk or jump without achieving these steps through
his own efforts. Playpens limit movement to 5 feet
in any direction and when filled with toys allow even
less space. Walkers allow babies to walk before they
are ready to do so and discourage them from
practicing the movements they really need to
practice in order to learn to crawl and then walk.
Baby entertainment centres, which don’t move, but
confine a child in an upright position surrounded by
fixed plastic toys stop your child practicing the
movement he needs to make
by keeping him immobile.
Baby bouncers create an
experience of jumping before
the child has developed the
gross motor skills to jump.
Babies may enjoy this
experience but it is
important to remember that
every minute spent in a baby
bouncer is a minute not
moving naturally. You should
also think about ways of reducing the amount of
time your child is strapped into a car seat or a
pushchair because these are all moments in which
your child’s movement is restricted.

things. When he seems to having difficulty with
some movement think about what is causing this.
Very often it is something about his clothes that is
restricting his movement and frustrating him.
Allow time for him to practice moving at his own
pace and rhythm
Let him practice moving for at least ten minutes at a
time or until his noises tell you he has had enough.
You should watch him and allow some time for him
to make an effort before picking him up or turning
him over. Try to refrain from picking him up too
quickly. At first the periods of tummy time should
be brief and you should turn
child onto his back as soon
as he shows signs of
discomfort. Gradually the
length of time that he is
happy to be on his tummy
will increase.

any equipment
that restrains or limits
your baby’s movement is
a hindrance

Connect your baby to the possibility of moving
freely by putting him in touch with his
environment
Lay your baby on the movement mat every day,
whenever he is awake. You can put him on his back
to kick but always make sure that you place him on
his tummy for some of this time. Being on his
tummy will allow him to start to strengthen his
upper body as he tries to push up on it. Talk to him
about the movements he is making and describe the
effort he is putting in. Encourage him to look in the
mirror so that he starts to notice someone moving
and gradually he will start to realise that the little
person moving is him!
Make sure you place your baby underneath the
mobile so that he can see it and he has a chance of
reaching it if he really tries hard. At another
moment place one of the toys just out of his reach
so he is enticed to stretch, slither, creep, and crawl
towards it. When the object gets too far out of your
baby’s reach you can move it closer to him. You can
also try changing the toy when he loses interest.
Reaching for these toys will help him to practice
slithering and creeping until eventually he starts to
roll from tummy to back and then from back to
tummy as he strives to reach and grasp.
Watch your baby as he moves on the movement mat
or when he starts to crawl and pull himself up on
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Make sure that there is some
time everyday when your
baby can gaze at the mobile
and after a while he will start
to make an effort to reach it. Let him struggle a
little to reach the toys. Don’t be tempted to stop
him making an effort by putting the toys into his
hand. It is he who needs to make the effort not you.
Once he starts to crawl and pull himself up on
things let him try this by himself rather than pulling
him up with your own hands. He will learn more
quickly through his own effort.
You will see that your baby flourishes when he is
given these opportunities to move freely. If you
watch him closely you will be able to judge when he
is ready for a new challenge and you can adjust your
home to meet his movement needs. A child who is
allowed to move freely is a happy child because he
was born to move!

Regulars
Yesterday’s Discoveries
Today’s Science
What is the most beneficial age for
children to start school?
True story: a Manhattan mother is sueing her 4-year
old daughter’s progressive preschool for failing to
prepare her to pass a traditional school admissions
test. [1]
At the trial, we can imagine what the Montessori
Children’s House defence would be, one that would
be backed not only by decades of scientific
observation around the world, but by an increasing
body of modern research:
Maria Montessori observed a critical period of
development that stretches from the years of 3 to 6.
The early years of childhood, before the age of 6,
are years of immense and critical construction of a
foundation that has a profound impact on the rest
of life. They require not only an environment that
provides the right materials to support optimal
development, but for this environment to be present
till the foundation is in place, till the cement has
dried, till the construction is complete.
Maria Montessori realised that children in these
crucial years learn in a very particular way, a way
very different from that of children over 6.
‘When we realise that the mind of the child in
infancy is different from ours, that we cannot reach
it by verbal instruction, nor intervene in the process
of making human faculty, then the whole concept of
education changes. It becomes a matter of giving
help to the child’s life, to the psychological
development of man. No longer is it just an enforced
task of retaining our words and ideas.’ [2]
A child immersed from the years of 3 to 6 in an
environment that encourages active exploration, the
possibility of working independently, the freedom to
choose, experiment, make mistakes, question and
pursue individual interests, emerges at 6 as an
amazing human being - able to concentrate,
persevere, initiate, filled with gentleness,
compassion for others, joy, and a deep love for the
world. Montessori was struck by how beautifully
human life unfolded when this period of selfconstruction, and the child’s particular way of
learning about the world is protected.

During this period of development, the child needs
to be given the gift of endless time - endless time to
work on and perfect the countless elements in
character, intelligence, movement and language that
must be formed within these years, before the
windows of opportunity for each close. If he finds
this endless time, the skills are acquired with joy,
and the quality of each as he transitions to a new
plane of development at 6, is amazing to behold.
In the UK however, there is immense pressure to
interrupt this important 3-year period of
construction in the Children’s House by pulling out
the child to begin formal schooling in a reception
class by the compulsory school age of 5. The official
school starting age in England is the term after a
child’s 5th birthday. But in fact, the interruption is
coming even earlier. Children are pushed to start
primary school in England at the age of 4, as many
schools admit children to reception at the beginning
of the year in which they turn 5. In fact, some
parents feel obliged to secure their child’s place by
taking advantage of free places in local schools
from the age of 3.
Most countries in the world understand the
importance of the development that takes place till
6, and recognise that when this strong foundation is
built, children are well-prepared to begin formal
schooling at the age of 6. In fact, in Europe, an
overwhelming majority of EU countries have a
school starting age of 6 or even 7. The UK’s
compulsory school starting age of 5 is low by world
standards. So why do English schoolchildren start at
five, when almost everyone else in Europe, and the
world, starts later?
Children are taken out of the Children’s House in
the midst of their journey towards being able to
build the trinomial cube outside the box, just as
they have fallen in love with subtraction and before
they can discover how delightful multiplication and
division can be, without having the chance to
consolidate their knowledge as they become one of
the eldest in a mixed age community, deprived of
the sense of pride and responsibility that comes
from being able to share discoveries that they feel
they have made themselves. They are forced at the
age of 3 ½ and 4 to prove, in stressful school
entrance assessments, all that they are still in the
process of constructing and have not yet had the
time to finish. Surely England must have a good
pedagogical reason for pushing children into formal
schooling by 5. Or does it?
Actually, this mandate has admittedly no
pedagogical foundation. The early start was made
compulsory in the ancient 1870 Education Act. A
study published in the Journal of Education Policy
notes that there was very little parliamentary debate
on this issue at the time, although some M.Ps
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clearly favoured six or even seven as the school
starting age. Rationale behind a starting age of five
was primarily related to child protection (protection
from exploitation at home and unhealthy conditions
in the streets) and a political attempt to appease
employers. Setting an early starting age enabled an
early school leaving age, so employers had a healthy
supply of juvenile workers entering the work force.
It becomes obvious that a school starting age was
not decided on the basis of any developmental or
educational criteria. [3]
In fact, developmental and educational research
shows that not only is there no evidence that an
early introduction to formal learning has any
benefit, but there are indications it can do some
harm. [4] The Cambridge Review of Primary
Education, after 6 years of in-depth, independent
research, concluded that children should not start
formal learning until they are six, giving them
‘sufficient time to establish positive attitudes to
learning, and begin to develop the language and
study skills which are essential to their later
progress.’ [5]
And the impact of this ‘endless time’ in the first 6
years on later progress is well-evidenced not only by
the list of Montessori graduates that have become
immensely successful in their careers, but by the
2006 research study published in Science that found
that by the end of their ‘endless time’ in the
Children’s House, ‘Montessori students proved to be
significantly better prepared for
elementary school in reading
and math skills than the nonMontessori children’ and also
performed better in ‘executive
function – the ability to adapt
to changing and more complex
problems, an indicator of
future school and life
success.’ [1]
Numerous statistics from
international comparisons
appear to support the
conclusion that allowing
children the time to develop
the ability to think has much
better results in the long term
than pushing children to
develop skills developmentally
beyond
them.
The
International Association for
the Evaluation for Educational
Achievement (IEA) measured
reading standards in 32
educational systems and found
that contrary to expectations,
the top ten scoring countries
had a later starting age. [3]
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Currently, proponents of the early start argue that
pupils from poorer homes, with parents who are
less able to help their learning, might be left behind
academically if they didn't start lessons until six or
seven - that this early start enables these less
advantaged children to catch up to their luckier
peers. However, government statistics actually show
that this early start has little lasting effect on
leveling the playing field. At the starting age of 5,
more advantaged children are already ahead. But
this gap in achievement, instead of being corrected
by the early start, has only been shown to widen
each year until the age of 16. ‘As every year passes
in school, the results of the richest and poorest
grow further apart.’ [4] Instead of the early start,
achievement appears to benefit most from an
environment where these young children have
opportunities to socialise, make their own choices
and take responsibility for their own learning.

statistics show
that this early start has
little lasting effect on
levelling the playing
field

A research study by Schweinhart and Weikart (1998)
tracked a number of disadvantaged children who
attended one of three pre-school programmes
organised as part of the Head Start initiative.
Children were randomly allocated to a programme:
either High/Scope (where children are encouraged to
follow a pattern of plan-do-review), Direct
Instruction (teacher-led, with academic lessons) and
Nursery School (teachers used themes and children
had free choice of activity for much of the time). At
first all three groups showed a jump in IQ. But the
strongest differences emerged in the long-term. At
age 23, both the nursery and High Scope groups
were doing better on a range of ‘real-life’ measures
(such as rates of arrest, emotional problems and
suspension from work). The authors concluded that
an emphasis on child-initiated activities in these two
pre-school programmes developed the children’s
sense of social responsibility and their interpersonal
skills, and that this had a positive impact in later
life. [3]
‘It is clear that the UK is out of step with other
countries in introducing children to school and
thereby to more ‘formal’ learning early in life. First,
reception class teachers tend to take a more
didactic role, and children spend proportionately
less time on tasks of their own choosing. Second,
children are less physically active, spend less time
exploring their environment and more time sitting
still. Third, the curriculum is more subject-related
and places an emphasis on the acquisition of
abstract and symbolic aspects of number, reading
and writing (as opposed to an emphasis on play and
the development of conceptual, memory, oral and
social skills).’ [3]
Two studies of children attending different types of
pre-school programmes show that children
introduced earlier to formal learning environments
not only display no lasting academic advantage, but
instead correlate with higher anxiety, lower selfesteem, and less motivation towards learning. It is
no surprise that a US review of research on
successful pre-school programmes for
disadvantaged children concluded that the most
effective curricula tended to emphasise exploration,
language development and play. [3]
The literacy expert and author Sue Palmer writes:
‘There’s no doubt that high standards in literacy are
vital, both to individual 21st century citizens and to
society as a whole. But our current early start policy
is clearly counter-productive. To raise literacy
standards, we must first of all concentrate on
raising bright, balanced children. Finland and
Sweden consistently top the international charts for
literacy and the Scandinavians are well-placed in the
2007 UNICEF survey of childhood wellbeing (in
which the UK shamefully came bottom).
What’s

more, there’s far less of a gap between high and low
achievement at secondary school (probably because
fewer children have stopped trying because they
think they’re dumb), and therefore between rich and
poor throughout society.’ [6]
There is a great work taking place in these years. A
forming that will impact the rest of life. It needs
time. Maria Montessori eloquently defended the
right of each child to this endless time, in words
that reflect her appreciation of each child’s
development as an individual:
‘Many things are ‘mass-produced,’ that is, they are
turned out rapidly by machines and are all alike.
Other objects are made by hand. They are produced
slowly and each is different from the other. . . . . A
man, is like an object turned out by hand. Each one
is different from the other. Every man has his own
creative spirit that makes him a work of art. But
there is need of much toil and labor. Before any
effects are outwardly apparent, an inner work must
be performed which is not the simple reproduction
of an already pre-existing type, but the active
creation of a new type. The end product, when it
does appear . . . is like a masterpiece which an
artist has kept in the intimacy of his studio and into
which he has poured himself before showing it in
public.’ [7]
‘We should regard this secret effort of the child as
something sacred. We should welcome its arduous
manifestations since it is in this creative period that
an individual’s future personality is determined.’ [8]
There is a big difference between education that is a
pressure to perform, and an education that is a true
preparation for life.
Lori Woellhaf, AMI Diploma Holder

1 Peter Sims. 2011. The Montessori Mafia, Wall Street
Journal
2 Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind
3 Caroline Sharp. 2002. School Starting Age: European
Policy and Recent Research, http://www.nfer.ac.uk/
nfer/publications/44410/44410.pdf
4 Sean Coughlan. 8 February 2008. Is Five Too Soon to
Start School? http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/
7234578.stm
5 Hannah Richardson. 16 October 2009. Review Backs
Later Formal Lessons. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/
8309153.stm
6 Sue Palmer, 2009. Four Years Bad. Six Years Good.
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7 Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, p 31
8 Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood,
p 36
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Regulars
Dear Maria...
Why are children of
different ages mixed
together in one
classroom?
The University of Durham has released
results of its investigation into the effects
of peer tutoring on Primary school
children. The two-year project, which
involved 5180 children in 119 schools,
found that ‘cross-age tutoring’ had
positive effects on both reading and
mathematics. [1] What were Montessori’s
reasons for establishing a mixed age
environment?
When Maria Montessori opened
her first Children’s House in
1907, rather than select children
of a certain age or sex or
background, she was entrusted
with fifty children from poor and
illiterate families. As her
pedagogy developed one of the
key principles was this mix of
ages from three to six years.
Montessori Primary schools were
later set up in the same way,
with classes of six to nine year
olds and nine to twelve year
olds. Montessori was insistent on
this as a fundamentally
important principle:
‘When some of our own teachers
wanted to apply the principle of
one age for one class, it was the
children themselves who showed
what great difficulties sprang
from this. It is just the same at
home. A mother with six
children finds them easy to
manage. But when there are
twins, or if other children are
brought in of the same age,
things become harder, since it is
very tiring to cope with children
who are all wanting the same
thing at the same time.’ [2]
It might seem that, in a group of
children of various ages, the
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younger ones are the only ones
to benefit because they learn
from the older ones, because
they may be taught directly as
well as learn by watching the
older ones work. However,
Montessori observed that the
older ones learn too:

create an empathy towards his
own adult teacher; as he
explains something to a younger
child who does not listen, his
frustration prompts him to pay
more attention when it is his
own turn to listen and learn. The
case of the younger child not
paying attention is a rare event,
however since, as Montessori
commented, there is a special
bond between the five and the
three year old:

‘Teaching helps [the child of five]
to understand what he knows
even better than before. He has
to analyse and rearrange his
little store of knowledge before
he can pass it on.’ [3]

‘There are many things which no
teacher can convey to a child of
three, but a child of five can do it
with the utmost ease. There is
between them a natural mental
“osmosis”.’ [5]

As Montessori points out even
adults can experience this:
‘There is nothing which makes
you learn more than teaching
someone else, specially when
you don’t know the subject very
well. Because the struggles of
the other act like a control of
error for yourself and urge you
to acquire more knowledge in
order to give him what he
needs.’ [4]

So the younger child is fortunate
to receive this special instruction
from the older one, but in
addition he absorbs knowledge
from the activity of the older
children around him just as
often as he does from the
teacher’s presentations of an
activity. As Montessori relates:

Moreover, the self-esteem of the
older child is boosted as he
helps the younger one and in
doing so recognises his own
ability. It gives him the
opportunity to take on
responsibility and it may also

‘We watched the younger
children go among the older
ones and we saw them become
interested in things which we
had thought previously too
remote
from
their
understanding. It was then that
we realised that the young child
was capable of learning much
more than we had imagined.’ [6]

In the University of Durham
project, they refer to earlier
research done on peer tutoring
which highlights additional
benefits beyond the academic
frame. The report is peppered
with comments such as
‘The claims for positive
outcomes for both the tutors and
the tutees extend beyond the
academic.’ ‘..peer-assisted
learning which focused on
academic outcomes could also
improve social and self-concept
outcomes in elementary schools,
although the effect sizes were
small to moderate.’ ‘cross-age
tutoring enhanced the social
skills of the students involved in
the sessions.’ ‘cross-age tutoring
enhanced self-esteem and social
interaction and resulted in a
more cooperative classroom and
an
improved
school
atmosphere.’ [7]
We certainly see superior
communication skills in children
who spend time with children
who are older than they are, but
Montessori described a more
profound effect:
‘In our schools the five year old
feels himself a protector of the
younger one. It is hard to believe
how deep this atmosphere of
protection and admiration
becomes in practice. The class
gets to be a group cemented by
affection. Finally, the children
come to know one another’s
characters and to have a
reciprocal feeling for each
other’s worth.’ [8]
As the younger children watch
the older ones modelling an
attitude of consideration, so
they too want to help their own
contemporaries. As they see the
older children concentrating on
their work, so they too are
inspired to work. Whereas in a
traditional classroom children
may feel envious of classmates
who are more clever than them,
the younger children never envy
the older ones because they
know their time will come; As
Montessori says: ‘Another thing

that comes is
harmony, harmony
between people who
work together.’ [9]
In a Montessori
environment
children are free to
choose. Observation
is a valid activity;
younger children are
free to watch older
children carry out
their own activities
or to invite older
children to join
them in a group
activity. It also
means that older
children are free to
return to activities
designed for the
younger children,
which in the
t r a d i t i o n a l
classroom would
not be possible.
Montessori noticed
that this used to happen when
an older child lacked some
clarity in his more advanced
exercises and wanted to return
to basics or when an older child
had worked intensely for a long
period and was attracted
temporarily to the more simple
activities of Practical Life.
The following words
of Maria Montessori
show just how
important she
considered the mixed
age environment and
the symbiotic
relationships it
cultivates:
‘[Mixing the children
from three to six]
makes such a
difference that if one
were to put all the
children of the same
age together, there
would be no success
and it would be
impossible to apply
our method. We do
not conceive of
putting children of
the same age all

classed together. The logic of
this is seen in nature; a family of
three children, born at different
times, naturally gives the
difference in age.’ [10]

Gayle Wood, AMI Diploma
Holder
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