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Where did Montessori come from? 

Montessori education was founded in 1907 by Dr. Maria Montessori, the first woman in Italy to become a physician. She based her educational methods on scientific observation of children's learning processes. Guided by her discovery that children teach themselves, Dr. Montessori designed a "prepared environment" in which children could freely choose from a number of developmentally appropriate activities. Now, nearly a century after Maria Montessori's first casa dei bambini ("children's house") in Rome, Authentic Montessori education is found all over the world, spanning ages from birth to adolescence.

Why should I send my child to Authentic Montessori Preschool?

Recent studies released by the Ontario Ministry of Education indicate that children are ready for school well before age 5. Most educators and psychologists agree that the single most important period in the development of a person’s intelligence occurs before age five. A child’s mind is extremely absorbent, and his curiosity is at a peak during early years. Between the ages of 21/2 – 31/2 years, a special sense of order, concentration, coordination and independence begin to emerge. When properly nourished and stimulated, the child’s mind forms learning patterns that serve him well throughout his life. The Authentic Montessori System of education has proven to be one of the most effective methods used to guide a child through these critical years, and to prepare him or her for what the future holds.

What does it do for the child?

Observers of authentic Montessori children have described them as having developed self-discipline, self-knowledge, and independence, as well as enthusiasm for learning, an organized approach to problem-solving and academic skills. These children tend to be well-rounded individuals who understand their importance within their community and relate in positive ways to their natural surroundings.

What is the difference between Authentic Montessori and traditional education? 

Under the age six level, Montessori emphasizes learning through all five senses, not just through listening, watching, or reading. Children in Authentic Montessori classes learn at their own, individual pace and according to their own choice of activities from hundreds of possibilities. They are not required to sit and listen to a teacher talk to them as a group, but are engaged in individual or group activities of their own, with materials that have been introduced to them 1:1 by the teacher who knows what each child is ready to do. Learning in this system is an exciting process of discovery, leading to concentration, motivation, self-discipline, and a love of learning. 

Is Authentic Montessori good for children with learning disabilities? What about gifted children? 

Montessori is designed to help all children reach their fullest potential at their own unique pace. A classroom whose children have varying abilities is a community in which everyone learns from one another and everyone contributes. Moreover, multiage grouping allows each child to find his or her own pace without feeling "ahead" or "behind" in relation to peers. If a child requires special attention, a government worker will be provided based on need and testing.

What ages does Montessori serve? 

There are more Montessori programs for ages 2-6 than for any other age group, but Montessori is not limited to early childhood. Many infant/toddler programs (ages 18 months to 3 years) exist, as well as elementary (ages 6-12), adolescent (ages 12-15) and even a few Montessori high schools.

What is the Toddler Program?

We often hear our toddler’s cry of, “let me do it by myself”. It is with this notion that our Montessori Toddler program has been created. Our prepared environment allows the child to fulfill his need for independence through the use of ‘hands-on’, sensorial based materials. Through play, the child is able to develop self-help skills such as buttoning, spooning, and pouring. They are also exposed to early concepts such as discriminating color, building from largest to smallest, early number and letter recognition, and language enrichment. The outside world is also an inviting component of the Toddler program. Children are able to discover the wonder of nature and learn to care for it. Our child-sized, home-like environment allows the child to explore freely in a safe, controlled, social, nurturing environment, creating a sense of security and building the child’s ever developing self-esteem. 

Are Authentic Montessori children successful later in life?

Research studies show that authentic Montessori children are well prepared for later life academically, socially, and emotionally. In addition to scoring well on standardized tests, Montessori children are ranked above average on such criteria as following directions, turning in work on time, listening attentively, using basic skills, showing responsibility, asking provocative questions, showing enthusiasm for learning, and adapting to new situations. 

Do children have trouble adjusting to public school after Montessori school?

The Montessori children are able to cope with conditions they encounter when transferring to the public-school classroom. Most likely this is because they have developed a high degree of self-motivation and independence in the Authentic Montessori environment along with their innate ability to adapt to new situations. The strong foundation created by parental role-modeling helps reinforce an early transition into another learning environment. In general, they adjust to the new classroom well but do best in those classes which encourage discovery and individual rates of learning. 

Can I do Montessori at home with my child? 

Yes, you can use Montessori principles of child development at home. Look at your home through your child's eyes. Children need a sense of belonging, and they get it by participating fully in the routines of everyday life. "Help me do it by myself" is the life theme of the preschooler, school age child, teenager, and young adult. 

Can you find ways for your child to participate in meal preparation, cleaning, gardening, caring for clothes, shoes, and toys? Providing opportunities for independence is the surest way to build your child's self-esteem and to build the skills needed for life-long learning.

Elements of the Authentic Montessori Program

What are the different areas of an Authentic Montessori primary program?

1. Practical Life

Practical Life activities are tasks of daily living. These include lessons in grace and courtesy, care of oneself (grooming, dressing, polishing shoes, etc.) and care of both the indoor and outdoor environment (washing, sweeping, care of plants, etc.). Such activities done via the child's own efforts are excellent preparation for success in language and mathematics in that children develop their own ability to concentrate, and establish neat, orderly work habits and logical sequential thinking. Furthermore, activities of practical life encourage growth of independence, sense of responsibility, while at the same time allowing children to develop control and co-ordination of their own movements.

2. Sensorial

All activities undertaken by the child are directed by their instinctual urge to know or understand what is going on around them. We are all familiar with the child's constant questions of "why?" or "what is this?" In the Authentic Montessori classroom, we present to children, those aspects of their world that will establish a solid foundation for detailed exploration into the elementary levels.

The Sensorial Materials revisit concepts of length, dimensions, shapes, colours, sounds, textures, etc. that have bombarded them since birth, but now, via manipulation of the materials, the children begin the orderly mental exercises of distinguishing and classifying quantity and quality, categorizing, cataloguing, making comparisons, and seeing subtle differences in colours and hues, light and dark, long and short, thick and thin. These mental processes are the very beginnings of intellectual development, allowing the child to make order of their sensory impressions, to reason, make deductions and formulate conclusions.

3. Language

Reading and writing are mastered by the children when we give them the means to decode the English language. The Montessori language program begins with an enriched oral component including enrichment of vocabulary, storytelling, songs and poems and ongoing opportunities for conversations with both teachers and peers. Listening and sound games introduce the children to the phonetic sounds of our alphabet. Along with the sounds, children are introduced to the accompanying symbolic representation in the form of cursive sandpaper letters. Children not only see the shape of the alphabet, but receive the neuromuscular imprint of the shapes when they trace along the raised sandpaper letters with their fingertips.

When children can easily associate the sounds of the alphabet to its symbol, writing naturally occurs, followed shortly by reading. We stress the importance of extensive work in both practical life and sensorial areas to allow the child to develop concentration, orderly work habits and fine motor development of the hand as the crucial preparation to success in language or mathematics.

4. Mathematics

Dr. Montessori viewed mathematics as a natural way of life, reflecting that the basic principles of mathematics are the very things we see in nature and in the objects around us as well as in our daily routines. Thus we live in a world of numbers. To introduce mathematics to the young child is to open his or her mind to more discovery and exploration and to have greater satisfaction and fuller participation in life.

Children learn the basic concepts of mathematics using specially designed concrete materials during the years when they enjoy manipulating equipment. Using hands-on learning materials makes abstract concepts clear and concrete. Children come to a solid understanding of such concepts as the quantities 1 to 10, then the decimal system and eventually performing the operations of addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. Thus mathematics is easily and joyfully assimilated in the early years and the child develops an enthusiasm for the world of numbers.

What materials are used?  

It is the philosophy and the knowledge of the teacher that is essential in the success of an Authentic Montessori class. 

One must be wary of the use of the words "Montessori materials" as many people today use the words as a selling point for materials that have no use in the authentic Montessori classroom and can be distracting and impede a child's progress.

The "sensorial," math, and some of the language and cultural materials (metal insets, sandpaper letters, puzzle maps, bells, for example) are professionally manufactured according to traditional standards that have been tested over many years. However even some of these are made by newer companies that do not fully understand the reason for certain details and so produce materials that are not as successful. There is a "materials committee" in Holland that oversees the quality of materials used in AMI (Association Montessori International). 

Authentic Montessori, for very good reasons, make many of their own practical life and language material instead of buying them—as they learn to do in their training, depending on where in the world they live. They gather practical life materials piece by piece. This is an important process that gives a unique quality to each classroom that expresses the culture, and ideas of beauty in each community—instead of all classrooms looking alike with no personal touches.

Materials in the classroom, without being used correctly by a trained teacher, are usually worthless in creating a real Authentic Montessori class, but they can help in some ways in non-Montessori situations. For example the math materials have been used to teach a concept sensorially; thus helping a child to make the abstraction. Educational materials in the Authentic Montessori method serve a very different purpose than in traditional education where the text books are ordered and the teacher learns how to use them. This difference is because in Authentic Montessori the child learns from the environment, and it is the teacher's job to put the child in touch with the environment, not to "teach" the child. Thus the creation of the environment and selection of materials is done mostly by the teacher and is very important.

In Montessori education having too many materials is often worse than not having enough. In a country there may be many materials suppliers, unfortunately, not Montessori trained and not understanding the purpose of materials, and who sell items that scatter the child's energy, or waste time, cluttering the environment, etc. It is very important to choose carefully when selecting materials for using the Montessori method of education in school or in the home. 

Does the Montessori method restrict the child's creativity?

No. In fact, the very foundation of the Montessori approach is based on the recognition of the child's creativity and his need for an environment that encourages rather than limits this creativity. Music, art, storytelling, movement and drama are part of every Montessori program. But there are also other things specific to the Montessori environment that encourages creative development and the opportunity for both verbal and non-verbal modes of learning. 

The Authentic Montessori Classroom Environment

What should I be looking for in order to find a quality Authentic Montessori classroom?

The children are the concrete proof of a quality Authentic Montessori environment. While observing the class, one should be able to see children moving about and choosing their work freely and independently most of the day. The children should be fairly independent of the teacher, showing the ability to be self-directed in their activities and capable of great concentration. Their movements are careful and precise and their social interactions respectful and enthusiastic without rowdiness. The teacher for the most part, spends most of her time presenting lessons to individual children.

The physical environment should consist of lightweight, movable child-sized furniture suited to the dimensions of a child's body. Specially designed auto-didactic or self-teaching materials are fundamental in a Montessori classroom, pertaining to areas of Practical Life, Sensorial, Language, Mathematics and Music and Culture.

There should be trained teachers (also known as the directress or director) and one assistant in a classroom size of 24 children aged 2 1/2-6 years old in an ungraded 3-year-age mix in roughly equal proportions.

How can a "Real" Authentic Montessori classroom be identified?

Since the term "Montessori" is in the public domain, many non-Montessori schools use it to capitalize on public interest in Montessori. But an Authentic Montessori classroom must have the following basic characteristics at all levels: (a) A classroom atmosphere which encourages social interaction for cooperative learning, peer teaching and emotional development. (b) Teachers educated in the Authentic Montessori philosophy and methodology for the age level they are teaching. (c) Multi-aged students, a diverse set of Montessori materials, activities and experiences which are designed to foster physical, intellectual, creative and social independence. 

It is very important to check the credentials of the teachers and the school before enrolling your child

Why is the classroom called an environment?

Everything in an Authentic Montessori classroom is geared to the child, creating a child-sized world. The furniture in the classroom is properly sized for the child. The materials are proportionate, fitting easily to the child's hand. They are also proportionate to his abilities, not overly simple, challenging but never presenting an impossible goal. 

The teacher carefully prepares this environment to give the child a safe place in which to explore, experiment, and learn. The tailored environment allows the child to proceed at his/her own pace from simple activities to more complex ones. The child's natural curiosity is satisfied as he/she continues to experience the joy of discovering the world around him/ her.

What is the importance of the 3-year-age mix in an Authentic Montessori classroom?

The children of three different ages 3, 4, and 5 form an equal distribution of 2 ½-6 year olds with the youngest children typically attending just morning or half-day programs. This age mix of children in one classroom provides excellent opportunity for the younger ones to learn from the older and the older children to take on the role as mentors (we learn things best of all when we teach them to someone else and this leaves us with a tremendous sense of pride). Younger half-day children can move to a full-day program usually around the age of 4 (usually in the second year) or sometimes earlier, based upon readiness of the child and joint agreement between parents and the directress. In some cases the younger children may attend a full-day program.

How much freedom is allowed in the Montessori classroom?

"Freedom within limits". A number of ground rules help preserve the order of the classroom as the students move about. For example, the child is free to move around the classroom at will, to talk to other children, to work with any material he understands. He is allowed to choose where he would like to work and for how long, or to ask the teacher to introduce new material to him. However, a child is not allowed to interfere with other children at work or to mistreat the material that is so important to the child's development. 

The Role of the Montessori Teacher

What does the teacher do?

The Montessori teacher or directress as she is often called, gives individual and group lessons, providing guidance where needed. The teacher spends much of her time observing each child, preparing the environment according to their needs and protecting their self-development. The method of teaching is indirect in that it neither imposes upon the child as in direct teaching, nor abandons the child as in non-directive, permissive approaches. Rather, the teacher is constantly alert to the direction in which the child has indicated he wishes to go, and actively works to help the child achieve his goals. 

What special training do Authentic Montessori teachers have? 

There are recognized specialized training schools for Authentic Montessori Teachers.

As with the choice of an Authentic Montessori school for children, an adult must also exercise wisdom in choosing a teacher training course. Anyone can legally use the name "Montessori" in describing their teacher training organization. One must be sure the certification earned is recognized by the school where one desires to teach. .

Do Montessori teachers ever have discipline problems?

Certainly, and these problems are handled by the teacher in a positive way. A Montessori teacher does not believe in rewards or punishments. She approaches the situation swiftly, yet calmly, addresses the child at eye level and tries to recognize his feelings, thoughts and action. She gives the child the required attention and offers him suggestions of alternative pieces of material in the classroom. 
In situations of conflict between two children, the teacher tries to use the peer problem-solving method. She does not intervene or stop the argument, but she let the children work it out on their own under observation. The teacher then asks them if there is any solution, and most of the time the children come up with a solution! The children learn to solve their problems through conversation by holding each other's hands, which allows them time to express their feelings. Thus, the Authentic Montessori method takes advantage of the natural urge of children to make friends. 

How is freedom and discipline handled in the Montessori classroom?

The Montessori concept of discipline is not, according to Dr. Montessori, a matter of controlling the class; it is a matter of directing the inevitable human energies into productive, socially valuable activities. She saw the truly disciplined child as having achieved inner discipline through activity. When the child is given the freedom to choose interesting work and to become absorbed in it to complete it, he/she can develop concentration, orderly work habits and self-discipline.

Dr. Montessori viewed freedom, discipline and responsibility as related. She said:

“… in order for children to develop independence in any realm, or develop any other human potential for that matter, they must be given the freedom to act…"

However, children are never offered freedom without the limits or checks that provide a necessary balance. When freedoms are offered to the child, choices need to be made. Elements such as the power to think and reason and formulation of judgement (all a part of an intellectual process) have opportunities to be practised and exercised. Non-intervention by the adult is a sign of respect for the child's activity and beneficial to his/her development. However, when disorder happens, then it is the responsibility of the teacher to intervene by modelling appropriate behaviour. In the majority of cases, what is needed is to redirect the child's energy toward a suitable choice of activity.
