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Who Was Maria Montessori?● 1870-1952 
● From a family that prized education, at age 13 she entered 

an all-boys technical school to pursue engineering
● Degrees in engineering, medicine, and education
● One of Italy’s first female physicians 
● Scientist, teacher, innovator, activist for the rights of women 

and children
● Designed materials and environments and trained teachers 

based on her observation of children
● Lectured, wrote articles and books, and began teacher 

education programs based on her success
● Worked with the League of Nations (later United Nations) 

and UNESCO for the Rights of the Child
● Nominated for Nobel Peace Prize
● Now over 22,000 schools in 110 countries



○ “Times have changed, and science has made great progress, and 
so has our work; but our principles have only been confirmed, and 
along with them our conviction that mankind can hope for a 
solution to its problems, among which the most urgent are those 
of peace and unity, only by turning its attention and energies to 
the discovery of the child and to the development of the great 
potentialities of the human personality in the course of its 
formation.”
Dr. Maria Montessori | From the foreword to "The Discovery of the 
Child", Poona 1948

○ “We must help the child to act for himself, will for himself, think for 
himself; this is the art of those who aspire to serve the spirit.”
Dr. Maria Montessori | Education for a New World, p. 69

Montessori’s Vision for Education





What is YOUR vision for Education?

Word Cloud Activity

https://www.polleverywhere.com/free_text_p
olls/sme8PHpQlMcltYqCzy38L

Response:  PollEv.com/jessicadavis905
Text:  JESSICADAVIS905 to 37607

What do you hope to instill in your children?  

Who do you want to them to be as adults?

https://www.polleverywhere.com/free_text_polls/sme8PHpQlMcltYqCzy38L
https://www.polleverywhere.com/free_text_polls/sme8PHpQlMcltYqCzy38L


What did Montessori Believe?
Through her observation of children, Montessori came to recognize 11 basic Human 
Tendencies:

1. Order-to help understand surroundings
2. Orientation-to “fit in”
3. Exploration-curiosity and the desire to understand
4. Communication-to understand and be understood
5. Activity-of mind and body
6. Manipulation-to touch, feel, and experience
7. Work-enables independence and dignity 
8. Repetition-joy of mastery
9. Exactness-desire to be precise

10. Abstraction-ability to reason and interpret
11. Self-perfection-development of self-satisfaction



Principles of Montessori Education
● Planes of Development and Sensitive Periods
● Movement enhances learning
● Humans thrive with freedom within limits
● Curiosity and interest enhance learning
● Spontaneous exploration of ideas should be 

encouraged
● Extrinsic rewards negatively impact independent 

motivation
● Social learning is beneficial



Principles of Montessori Education
● Carefully considered adult interaction
● Concentration and Self-Regulation as essential foundational 

skills
● The importance of an organized environment (Sense of 

Order, cognitive skills)
● Children are spiritual and capable beings (holistic learner 

outcomes)
● Scaffolding/Zone of Proximal Development

10:00

Next we will go deeper into each of these…



Planes of Development
● Sensitive Periods are interests that are biologically motivated and 

adaptive 





Sensitive 
Periods





Ages 0-6:  “The Absorbent Mind”

○ From birth through approximately age 6, the young child experiences 
a period of intense mental activity that allows her to “absorb” learning 
from her environment without conscious effort, naturally and 
spontaneously. (AMSHQ.org)
■ A time of numerous sensitivities and constant learning and 

growth
■ Often parallel play and work
■ Mantra:  “I can do this myself” (establishing independence and 

capability)



● Ages 6-12:  “The Age of Reason”
○ A time of strong sense of justice and intense imagination

■ 6-9: 
● Learning to assimilate into community
● Imagination
● Critical thinking and questioning
● mostly still concrete learners beginning to move toward 

abstraction
● known as the social period of “31 flavors” and social 

experimentation through experience
● Mantra:  “Let’s do this together.”
● Strong sense of morality and justice
● Strong need for peer relationships



■ 9-12:  
● Has learned how to live in community, and is 

beginning to strive for differentiation
● wants acknowledgement for talents and 

accomplishments
● Strong need for peer relationships
●  Wants to know how they specifically fit into a 

community of friends and is looking for the 
place where they feel they best fit

● Mantra:  “I can do this better.”



○ Cosmic Education (ages 6-12)
■ Maria Montessori urged us to give elementary-level 

children a “vision of the universe” to help them discover 
how all parts of the cosmos are interconnected and 
interdependent. In Montessori schools, these children, 
ages 6 – 12, begin by learning about the universe, its 
galaxies, our galaxy, our solar system, and planet 
Earth—everything that came before their birth to make 
their life possible. As they develop respect for past 
events, they become aware of their own roles and 
responsibilities in the global society of today and 
tomorrow.(AMSHQ.org)





Movement and Cognition
“Until now, almost all educators have thought of movement and the 
muscular system as aids to respiration, or to circulation, or as a means of 
building up physical strength.  But in our new conception the view is taken 
that movement has great importance in mental development itself, provided 
that the action which occurs is connected with the mental activity going 
on...Watching a child makes it obvious that  the development of his mind 
comes about through his movements...Mind and movements are part of the 
same entity.”  Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind p. 142, 1967



Movement and Practical Life Activities:

1.  Purposeful movement
2. Ability to concentrate on a task
3. Sequence of steps
4. Stewardship

Movement and Concept Development:

● Research from across the last three decades strongly supports the 
use of manipulatives and movement as a tool to optimize learning 
across concepts.  While Montessori was a pioneer in this area, it is 
now a widely accepted truth.



Freedom within Limits
”Freedom in intellectual work is found to be the basis of internal discipline.” Maria 
Montessori, Spontaneous Activity in Education, p. 108

● aka Choice and Perceived Control
● “Having a sense of control over one’s environment and over what one does has 

been shown to benefit both adults’ and children‘s performances.” (Stoll Lillard, 
The Science Behind the Genius, p 82) (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999)

○ One example:  drawing game for first through third graders presented as choice or assignment
■ Children in the choice group concentrated for an average of 5 minutes, versus 1.5 minutes

● Choice and well-being (confidence, autonomy, intrinsic motivation) (Deci, 
Schwartz, & Ryan 1981) (Ryan & Grolnick, 1986)

● What choice and control look like at the different planes of development
● The benefits of limited choice

○ via materials, society



Spontaneous Learning
”The role of education is to interest the child profoundly in an external activity 
to which he will give all his potential.”  Maria Montessori, From Childhood to 
Adolescence, p. 24

● Children learn better through tasks with a component of interest (Renninger 
1992) (Anand and Ross 1987) (Simpson and Randall 2000)

○ Stories
○ Impressionistic Lessons
○ Beauty 
○ Organization
○ Process v Product
○ Interest built on prior knowledge—connections across the curriculum



Intrinsic Motivation
● Rewards do a disservice (Kohn, 1993); we use them because the immediate 

results are compelling, and we fail to notice the long-term results (Stoll Lillard, 
2005)

● Rewards have a negative impact on cognitive functioning, creativity, and 
prosocial behavior (Graham and Golan 1991) (Hennessy 2000)

● Alternatives
○ Sense of ownership/choice
○ Control of error
○ Three-period lesson
○ Repetition
○ Setting and tracking goals
○ Portfolios
○ Conferencing (Questions)
○ Opportunities to demonstrate and share learning 
○ Social learning—peers as source of feedback and inspiration



Meaningful Encouragement
● Be specific
● Acknowledge effort
● Highlight good 

decisions/character
● Understand the person--what 

motivates that individual?



Social Learning

“There is nothing that makes you learn more than teaching it yourself.”  Maria 
Montessori , The Child, Society, and the World, p.69

● “Because mental development occurs when the child has to resolve 
disequilibrium by changing his or her mind or “accommodating“, to incorporate 
new ideas, peers can be an important engine of development.” (DeLisi & 
Golbeck 1999, Piaget 1926)

● Observational Learning
● Social Learning in Montessori

○ 3-year age groupings
○ Larger class sizes
○ Peer tutoring
○ Collaboration as life skill



Learning from Peers
Angeline Stoll Lillard, in her book MONTESSORI:  The Science Behind the 
Genius, notes 4 primary mechanisms of learning from peers:

● Incorporation -imitation of others‘ behaviors and thought processes
● Distributed Cognition-social distribution of cognition in collaborative tasks
● Active Learning-distributed cognition results in the necessity of transactive 

language, and thus learning is more active as concepts must be understood 
well enough to articulate them to others effectively

● Motivation-importance of social life leads to higher satisfaction with projects 
involving social collaboration



Concentration and Self-Regulation
● Self-regulation = ability to pay attention to 

oneself
● The ability to pay attention is a learnable task 

(Sohlberg, McLaughlin, Pavese, Heinrich, & 
Posner 2000) (Klingberg, Forssberg, & 
Westerberg, 2002)

● Concentration and Self-Regulation in the 
Montessori classroom
○ Normalization
○ Uninterrupted work cycles
○ Enticing materials and presentations 



Work Habits
● Sense of order

○ Organized work space and materials
○ Sequencing

● Work cycle 
○ Choose, complete, return

● Time management
○ Breaking a task down into parts
○ Prioritization

● Intrinsic motivation
○ Process vs. product
○ Own enjoyment/fulfillment



The Prepared Environment
”Pedagogically the work of the school is to organize the work of the child...The 
organizing of the child’s work and offering this work to the child is a very exact 
work for us...It is the organization of the work which [leads to] the establishment 
of mental order.”  Maria Montessori 1997(Oxford Lectures)

● Appropriate size
● Organization and Structure

○ Routines (temporal order)
○ Spatial order
○ Task order (sequencing of steps)

● logical sequence of materials
● designed to inspire curiosity and work
● enables independence 



The Role of the Teacher
“To tell a person he is clever or clumsy, bright or stupid, good or bad is a form of betrayal.  
The child must see for himself what he can do.”. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, 
p.250

● Link child to environment
● Warmth and sensitivity/ Kind and Firm
● Balance between accountability and autonomy
● Observation
● Accountability for agreements
● Non–invasive assessment and facilitation
● Engaging and effective presentations of new concepts
● Opportunities for practice through repetition



The Scientist, The Servant, and The Saint

Montessori 
Teacher



Educating the Whole Child
The Spiritual Embryo

● First plane of development
● Customs and morality
● Desire to belong to a group

Holistic Education

● Later planes of development
● Classroom as community (conflict resolution, recognizing needs of others)
● Concentric circles of the peace curriculum
● Interconnectedness/Stewardship



Montessori Learner Outcomes
● Sense of Order
● Coordination
● Concentration
● Self-directed learning
● Curiosity
● Collaboration
● Cooperation
● Self esteem
● Sense of competency
● Spiritual awareness
● Autonomy
● Independence
● Interdependence
● Self-discipline/regulation
● Respect for self, others, and Earth

● Social responsibility/global citizenship
● Organization
● Time management
● Intrinsic motivation
● Academic preparedness



Lessons
Three-period lesson

EARLY CHILDHOOD

● Introduction (This is…)
● Recognition (Show me…)
● Recall (What is…)

ELEMENTARY

● Show 
● Collaborate
● Observe
● Storytelling and Imagination (the story of 

the base 10 system)

Primary secondary and tertiary learner 
outcomes--Thus the care with which each 
presentation must be made by the teacher



Growth Mindset

Modeling

The Power of 
“yet”

Parallel learning

Sharing 
knowledge

Discussing 
progress (vs. 
competition)



Executive Function
Executive function is a set of mental skills that include working 
memory, flexible thinking, and self-control. We use these skills 
every day to learn, work, and manage daily life. Trouble with 
executive function can make it hard to focus, follow directions, 
and handle emotions, among other things. (understood.org)



The Spiraling Curriculum
● Meaningful Contexts for Learning

○ Engagement (story, impressionistic lesson)
○ Orienting to prior knowledge
○ Familiarity builds to expertise

■ Familiarity within materials
■ Familiar lesson formats

○ Meaningful context—> assimilation
○ Clarity; precise and well-designed presentations
○ Social context—sharing knowledge with others
○ Clear application
○ Inter-related concepts throughout curriculum 
○ Scaffolding in careful intervals toward greater depth and abstraction

Modern research

Concrete to abstract

Scaffolding

Examples:  triangles, writing

Last year’s math research



Example:  Study of a Triangle







Example:  Writing







A University Model
”Rather than being modeled on a factory, a Montessori school seems more like a 
miniature and eclectic university research laboratory.  Montessori children pursue 
their own projects, just as do researchers in their laboratories.  Like university 
researchers, children choose what they want to learn about, based on what 
interests them.  They get lessons across the curriculum, which bears some 
similarity to researchers going to colloquia or conferences to learn about new 
areas or techniques.”  (Stoll Lillard, 2007)



FAMOUS PEOPLE EDUCATED AT MONTESSORI SCHOOLS:
Larry Page and Sergey Brin – founders of Google
Jeff Bezos – founder of Amazon.com
Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis – former first lady (John F. Kennedy)
Sean ‘P.Diddy’ Combs – singer
Prince William and Prince Harry
T. Berry Brazelton – pediatrician and author
Julia Child – author, chef, TV cooking shows
Elizabeth Berridge – actress
Kami Cotler – actress
Melissa and Sarah Gilbert – actors
Gabriel Garcia Marquez – Nobel Prize winner for Literature
Katherine Graham – ex-owner of the Washington Post
Anne Frank – author, diarist from World War II



JOSHUA BELL, BMS ALUM

Grammy award winning 
violinist and conductor 



Questions?
Resources:

● Montessori:  The Science Behind the Genius (Angeline Stoll Lillard, 2007)
● To Educate the Human Potential (Montessori, 1948)
● From Childhood to Adolescence (Montessori, 1948)
● The Absorbent Mind (Montessori, 1949)
● Montessori:  A Modern Approach (Paula Polk Lillard, 1972)

Jess Davis assistanthos@montessori.k12.in.us
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