
What is Montessori…? 
 

 
 

The Montessori method is an approach to educating children based on the research and 
experiences of Italian physician and educator Maria Montessori (1870–1952). It arose 
essentially from Dr. Montessori's discovery of what she referred to as "the child's true 
normal nature" in 1907, which happened in the process of her experimental 
observation of young children given freedom in an environment prepared with 
materials designed for their self-directed learning activity. The method itself aims to 
duplicate this experimental observation of children to bring about, sustain and support 
their true natural way of being. 
 
Applying this method involves the teacher in viewing the child as having an inner 
natural guidance for his or her own perfect self-directed development. The role of the 
teacher (sometimes called director, directress, or guide) is therefore to watch over the 
environment to remove any obstacles that would interfere with this natural 
development. The teacher's role of observation sometimes includes experimental 
interactions with children, commonly referred to as "lessons," to resolve misbehavior or 
to show how to use the various self-teaching materials that are provided in the 
environment for the children's free use. 
 
The method is primarily applied with young children (2–6), due to the young child's 
unique instincts and sensitivity to conditions in the environment. However, it is 
sometimes conducted with elementary age (6–12) children and occasionally with 
infants and toddlers, as well as at the middle and high school level.  



 

History 

 

 
 
The "Montessori method" developed from experimental research that Dr. Maria 

Montessori conducted with disabled and mentally challenged children in the early 

1900s. She began this research using the basic idea of scientific education that was 

developed and employed in the 1800s with special needs children by French physicians 

Jean Itard and Edouard Seguin. A student and associate of Itard, Seguin extended Itard's 

initial idea of observing children in their natural, free activity by adding a series of 

exercises with specially designed self-teaching materials. Based on Dr. Montessori's 

success using this same approach in her initial research with disabled and physically 

challenged children, she began to look for an opportunity to study how it might be 

applied to benefit the education of more ordinary children as well. 

 

In 1906, the opportunity presented itself when Montessori was asked to establish a day-

care center for young children (2–6) in a low-income housing area of Rome's San 

Lorenzo district. She opened the center in 1907, calling it a Children's House,and began 

observing the children in the scientific manner indicated before by Seguin. In this 

process, Dr. Montessori soon discovered that the children responded to the materials 

with a deep concentration that resulted in a fundamental shift in their way of being, 

changing from the ordinary behavior of fantasy, inattention, and disorder, to a state of 

profound peace, calm and order within their environment. Observing this change 

occurring with all the children in her environment, she concluded that she had 

discovered the child's true normal nature. Later, Dr. Montessori referred to this change 

as normalization and the new emerging children as normalized. 

 

After 1907, Dr. Montessori reported her discovery and experiences to educators and 

others who became increasingly interested in learning how these changes came about 

in children. This interest soon led her to write various books on the subject and conduct 

training programs to explain her approach, which eventually came to be known as the 

"Montessori method." 

 

Following her initial experiments with young children, Montessori extended her 



research by introducing new materials and studying the effects of her approach with 

children of different ages. For example, near the end of her life, in her book De l'Enfant à 

l'Adolescent, (From Childhood to Adolescence), Montessori contributed to the work of 

the International Bureau of Education and UNESCO, by relating how her method would 

apply to the secondary-school and university settings. Her writings, lectures, and 

research during some 40 years until her death in 1952 constituted the basic foundation 

of knowledge about the method, which is currently conducted according to various 

philosophies in schools and other institutions associated with the name Montessori 

throughout the world. 

 

Since Dr. Montessori's death in 1952, the method has developed along several different 

philosophical tracks. Each tract has evolved its own distinctive organizational 

affiliations, training and presentation of the method to the general public. 

 

Concepts… 

* Inner guidance of nature. All children have inherent inner directives from nature 

that guide their true normal development. 

 

* Freedom for self-directed learning. The Montessori method respects individual 

liberty of children to choose their own activities. This freedom allows children to follow 

their inner guidance for self-directed learning. 

 

* Planes of development. The natural development of children 

proceeds through several distinct planes of development, each one 

having its own unique conditions and sensitive periods for 

acquiring basic faculties in the developmental process. The first 

plane (ages 0–6) involves basic personality formation and 

learning through physical senses. During this plane, children 

experience sensitive periods for acquiring language and 

developing basic mental order. The second plane of development 

(6–12) involves learning through abstract reasoning, developing 

through a sensitivity for imagination and social interaction with others. The third plane 

(12–18) is the period of adolescent growth, involving the significant biological changes 

of puberty, moving towards learning a valuation of the human personality, especially as 

related to experiences in the surrounding community. The fourth plane (18+), involves 

a completion of all remaining development in the process of maturing in adult society. 

 

* Prepared environment. The right precise conditions around children allow for and 

support their true natural development. For young children, the environment must be 



prepared in this way by providing a range of physical objects that are organized and 

made available for free, independent use, to stimulate their natural instincts and 

interests for self-directed learning. 

 

* Observation and indirect teaching. The teacher's role is to 

observe children engaged in activities that follow their own natural 

interests. This indirect teaching to control the environment, not the 

child, contrasts sharply with the ordinary teacher's role of 

implementing a pre-determined curriculum. For example, a 

Montessori method class has the teacher resolving misbehavior by 

refocusing the child to some positive activity, rather than engaging in 

the ordinary system of rewards and punishments. 

 

* Normalization. During the 0–6 plane of development, children have the ability to shift 

their fundamental being from the ordinary condition of disorder, inattention, and 

attachment to fantasy to a state of perfect normal being, showing such external behavior 

as spontaneous self-discipline, independence, love of order, and complete harmony and 

peace with others in the social situation. This psychological shift to normal being occurs 

through deep concentration on some physical activity of the child's own free choice.   

 

* Absorbent mind. The young child (0–6) has an absorbent mind 

which naturally incorporates experiences in the environment 

directly into its whole basic character and personality for life. This 

mental faculty, which is unique to young children, allows them to 

learn many concepts in an effortless, spontaneous manner. It also 

allows them to undergo the key phenomenon of normalization to 

return to their true natural development. After the age of about 

six, this absorbent mental faculty disappears. 

 

* Work, not play. Children have an instinctive tendency to develop through 

spontaneous experiences on the environment, which Dr. Montessori referred to as 

'work'. In this sense, the children's normal activity is attached to reality in the present 

moment, rather than idle play through such means as toys and fantasy. 

 

* Multi-age grouping. Children learn from each other in a spontaneous manner that 

supports their independent self-directed activity. The ordinary Montessori classroom 

therefore consists of a mixed-aged group, such as 2–6 (primary level) or 6–12 

(elementary level) 

 



Differences between  
Traditional Education Versus a Montessori Education 

 
 
 
 

Montessori Traditional 

 Three year span 

 Motivated by self-development 

 Ungraded 

 Self-correcting Materials 

 Children learn by handling objects and 

teaching themselves 

 Individual learning 

 Teacher is observer and director 

 Child completes “cycles of activity” 

 Few interruptions 

 Freedom to move and work within 

classroom 

 Emphasis on more cognitive learning 

 Quiet by choice and out of regard for 

others 

 Materials used for specific purpose with 

sequence of steps 

 Work for joy of working and sense of 

discovery. 

 Environment provides discipline 

 Encouraged to help one another 

 Child chooses materials 

 Child sets own pace 

 Child free to discover on own 

 Emphasis on concrete 

 Reality orientated 

 Specific places for materials, sense of 

order 

 Child provides own stimulus to learning 

 Child-centered learning 

 Self education through self- correcting 

materials 

 Recognition of sensitive periods. 

 Multisensory materials to develop 

 All one age 

 Teachers motivated 

 Graded 

 Teacher correct errors 

 Teacher lectures 

 Group learning 

 Teachers is focal point and dominant 

influence 

 Frequent interruptions 

 Assigned seats and specific class period 

 Postponement of 3R’s, emphasis on 

social development 

 Quite enforce 

 Materials used in many ways without 

previous instruction 

 Work because they’re told to 

 Teachers provides discipline 

 Seek help from teacher 

 Teacher sets curriculum 

 Teacher sets pace 

 Teacher guide child 

 Emphasis on abstract   

 Much role-playing and fantasy   

 Ransom placement, not necessary to 

return to specific place 

 Teacher provides 

 Teacher – centered 

 Use rewards and punishment as 

motivation 

 Al l children treated alike 

 Play materials for non-specify skills 

 



 


