
What is Montessori? 

 

“There is in the child a special kind of sensitivity which leads him to absorb everything 

about him, and it is this work of observing and absorbing that alone enables him to adapt 

himself to life. He does it in virtue of an unconscious power that only exists in 

childhood.”    

 

This quote, by Maria Montessori, sums up nicely the “Why” of the Montessori Method. 

Montessori is a philosophy and a methodology of education based on this basic 

understanding of child development.  Children go through sensitive periods in their 

development which allow them to learn easily.  Any program of education should take 

advantage of these sensitive periods to support and promote children’s learning.  As 

children are unique individuals, all children do not go through these periods at the same 

age and time, and it is important for the child to lead the way in his own development and 

for the adults to permit him to do so.  “Follow the child” is a refrain commonly heard in 

Montessori education.  This means to provide an environment that will stimulate children 

to develop according to their own timeline and to take them as far as they can go as they 

are ready. 

 

The name “Montessori” is not trademarked.  Anyone can use the name to describe or 

name a program of education or child care, and there is no overarching organization 

which certifies that schools are truly Montessori.  So how can you tell if a school you are 

considering is “really Montessori”?  There are several key features to look for.  First, is 

the lead teacher Montessori certified through an accredited training program?  Is the 

school equipped with Montessori materials in the various curriculum areas of Language 

(reading and writing), Math, and Sensorial education?  Are the classes composed of 

children ranging in age from three to six years old?  Is the environment prepared to allow 

the children to function independently while receiving guidance from the teachers and 

assistants?  All of these elements are necessary for a school to practice the Montessori 

way.  Beautiful materials without a trained teacher to instruct the children will not benefit 

them as they are meant to.  Classes with children of only one age will not allow children 

to learn from each other as mentors nor allow them to form a community where 

leadership, empathy, and compassion are encouraged.  Children who are constantly 

directed in their learning will not develop the self-motivation or self-directedness to 

become independent learners.  All of these things are critical in a Montessori 

environment.  One of the key tenets of Montessori’s philosophy is respect for the child – 

their person and their intellect.  Is this apparent in the school’s atmosphere?   

 

Montessori is a long-standing method of education.  Dr. Montessori began her first 

school over 100 years ago.  Current research has shown that the methods she devised and 

implemented are still best practice in schools of all kinds, but the combination of the 

philosophy of respect, the specialized materials and teacher training create a prime 

environment for developing self-motivated, enthusiastic learners.  This kind of learner 

understands from an early age that their learning is up to them.  Montessori education 

allows children to achieve independence, learn at their own rate, and to become 

successful in a supportive community. 
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