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BEST PRACTICES HANDBOOK 
by Tim Seldin     

  
r Montessori’s legacy needs to be preserved in the face of rapid expansion 
and adaptation in a wide array of situations. We are concerned that 
Montessori could one day become "whatever anyone does in her name" and 
the value of the method for children will be lost. Montessori is both a set of 

practices and a condition of mind. The joining of these two parts is what distinguishes 
good effective Montessori classrooms. 
 
The idea of "best practice" has the power to promote a higher level of professionalism, 
because it can engage Montessori teachers in meaningful discussions at a much deeper 
level, leading perhaps to a better understanding of human nature. It could certainly 
lead to be teaching practices within a school. 
 
Dr. Montessori's thoughts need to be the core of our work. As Paula Lillard once told 
me, "If we could just allow our egos to be less dominant and focus on what Dr. 
Montessori said and did, it would be more than enough to occupy a professional life. It 
is too bad that more Montessori schools are based less on a rigorous study of Dr. 
Montessori’s practice and insights than on our competing personalities." 
 
Having said that, I have to gently point out that much of the Montessori legacy was 
handed down through an oral tradition. She hesitated to put too much in writing 
because of her fear that people would mistakenly believe that you could master the 
skills and develop the profound insights and perspective that she was trying to pass 
down through independent reading. Much as I treasure the books, I know that they 
represent only a small and far less than complete collection of her knowledge and 
practical teachings. Perhaps the fact that she earned her living in part through the 
operation of personally supervised teacher training programs also influenced her, but 
there seems to be little doubt of her strong position in this matter. 
 
Dr. Montessori was also very clear about her concerns about well-intentioned people 
who attempted to use part of her approach, but not all, or those who similarly 
attempted to blend her ideas in with many others. It seems that she taught through an 
extended process of lectures, demonstrations, work with associates, and supervised 
periods of observing and working with children. While there does not appear to have 
been one consistent model used throughout her career, all Montessori teacher 
preparation programs during her lifetime were personally supervised by Dr. 
Montessori and ran for periods of a year or longer.  
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Five Steps to Best Practice 
The Montessori Foundation recommends that schools follow a five-
step process in working towards a definition of Best Practice. 
1) Define a burning issue in writing as a clearly stated question. 

Reexamine; for example, is there any compelling reason why 
we must keep our five year olds in the same room as the three 
and four year o1d? 

2) Take a really close look as a staff at what Dr, Montessori said, 
wrote, or did. Identify your sources. Establish the best reference 
library that you can get. 

3) Turn to the experts, the Montessori mentors in your life, and ask 
them what they believe to be true. While a David Kahn, Miss 
Stevenson, Harvey Hallenberg, Celma Perry, or whomever you 
most respect and admire may not always agree with Dr. 
Montessori or offer infallible opinions and advice, they are a 
reasonable and highly legitimate resource. 

4) Next, try to find out what is believed to be best practice outside 
of Montessori. In many cases, we can gain valuable insights by 
looking beyond our limited community to see what others are 
doing. Frankly, that's what Dr. Montessori did when she 
lovingly adopted the ideas and many practices of Jean Itard and 
Eduard Seguin. Just because it wasn't invented here, doesn't 
mean that someone else's research is invalid. 

5) And, finally, put your insights down in writing, with the 
commitment to make this become universal practice within 
your school. 

 

As Albert Einstein said about science, the whole process is a search 
for what is true. The airplane flies not because we believe it to be 
true, but because the laws of the universe work a certain way. 
 

Best Practices Handbook (cont’d) by Tim Seldin 

Mr. Joosten's often spoke about the 
value of taking training several 
times from different centers, 
gaining a fresh perspective each 
time. Hilda Rothschild gently joked 
that every time she read the 
Absorbent Mind, someone slipped 
in new pages that she never noticed 
before. 
 
We need to always begin by going 
back to the source. However, we 
need to do so understanding the 
limitations inherent in the published 
literature, and recall the countless 
monographs, speeches, interviews, 
recollections of those who worked 
with her, and other first hand 
sources of information. 
 
The question is what did Dr. 
Montessori write, say, or actually 
do in her schools? 
 
As to the process of compiling a 
"Best Practices" handbook, I don't 
see the process as one of simply 
allowing a simple majority to rule. 
The challenge is to get several 
people working together on a 
faculty,  each coming with 
individual insights, previous 
experience, and less than perfect 
memories and understanding, to 
wrestle with, define, and hopefully 
agree on the way specific issues will 
be addressed at a given school. 
Since there are no "Montessori 
Police" to arrest those of us who do 
not faithfully implement her legacy, 

we do much better to go through a 
process intended to refresh our 
m e m o r i e s ,  d e e p e n  o u r 
understanding, and wrestle with 
legitimate questions of whether or 
not there is an even better way to 
address something than what she 
did. 
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In recent months, two apparently 
unrelated events have taken place 
in my life which appeared to have 
little connection.  Now however, I 
sense a synchronicity in these 
disparate occurrences, linking 
them in a special way. 
 
It began last summer while 
listening to Gary Zukav’s 
abridgement of his book “the 
Dancing Wu Li Masters” on tape.  
The book is a history of the 
evolution of physics in our 
century, and the impact of the 
new theories on our notions of the 
‘real world” --- reality if you will.  
The move away from a pervasive 
Newtonian mindset to the 
d i m e n s i o n s  o f  Q u a n t u m 
Mechanics, has electrified the 
entire scientific community and is 
b r in ing  abou t  a  rad ica l 
transformation in every branch of 
scientific thinking.  It is both a 
disquieting and exhilarating place 
to find oneself. 
 
The second incident occurred a 
matter of three weeks ago, when I 
found myself in orbit for two 
wonderful days, with an educator 
for the next century.  With an 
impressive background in the 
neurosciences, Dee invited us to 
think along with her about 
children in today’s world, and the 
challenges which confront us in 
education as a new century 
dawns.  A really awesome task, 
but somehow echoing the hope 
that new ways of thinking and 
new attitudes can shape a new 
paradigm for education. 
 
One thing quantum theory does, is 
to shatter most of our most fondly 

held notions of the fundamental 
nature of the universe in which 
we live.  We have to abandon old 
ways of thinking about energy 
and matter, and once again stand 
in awe and wonder at our 
incredible universe which defies 
our best efforts to tie it down.  
Quantum theory also shows the 
human species to be more 
int imately connected and 
dependent upon the living earth 
and its non-human life that we 
could have imagined. 
 
The contributions to new physics 
are demonstrably the work of 
many “minds”, who, interestingly 
enough, seem to share the ability 

to view the commonplace in 
uncommon ways.  Each scientist 
dared to envision the improbable, 
to wrestle with the impossible.  In 
hindsight it looks so easy, so 
logical; yet it took a childlike 
perception to view the familiar 
f rom a wholly  different 
perspective, to see the “elusive 
obvious” Zen master, S. Suzuki 
calls it a “Beginners Mind”; a 
mind capable of slipping “the 

bonds of the known to venture far 
into unexplored territory which 
lies beyond the barrier of the 
obvious”. 1 
 
Dr. Montessori’s insights were 
and are ahead of our times, 
because she, too, freed herself of 
the bonds of past pedagogical 
assumptions, using a “beginner’s 
mind” to explore the nature of 
childhood itself.  The skills she 
had finely tuned in pursuit of 
medicine, focused on naturalistic 
observations of children to reveal 
the secret of their true inner 
nature.  She went to the children 
to learn from them to see through 
their eyes, to catch a glimpse of 
their world and communicate her 
discoveries to any who would 
listen.  Only a “beginner’s mind” 
could have seen the child with 
such clarity. 
 
So what is so special about a 
“beginner’s mind” when so few 
people have it?  Yet those who 
do, have the power to change the 
course of history. In “Zen mind, 
Beginner’s Mind” Suzuki claims 
that such a mind is the innocence 
of the first inquire.  It is a mind 
that is open, and it includes both 
an attitude of doubt and 
possibility, as well as the ability 
to see things fresh and new. 2.  
Only such a mind can make those 
critical discoveries unhampered 
by previous notions.  Zukav 
describes Albert Einstein as 
possessing a “beginner’s mind” in 
these words.  “In the moment of 
insight, he, and he alone, sees the 
obvious, which to the uninitiated 

A Place to Begin—A Beginner’s Mind  
by Audrey Sillick (undated: reprinted with author's permission) 

(Continued on page 5) 

“Children today 
need us to call to 
them, to awaken 
their inner self 

with warmth, and 
most importantly 

to be REALLY 
present for each 
little person..”   
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yet appears as nonsense or, worse, 
as madness or heresy.  This 
confidence is not the obstinacy of 
the fool, but the surety of him 
who knows what he knows, and 
knows also that he can convey it 
to others in a meaningful way”. 3.  
It is a matter of not being bound 
by the past, to see what everyone 
else has seen and to frame the 
questions nobody else thought to 
ask, as my educator friend put it. 
 
Perhaps what happened in that 
f irst  environment of the 
Children’s House was a meeting 
of “beginner’s minds”.  Is it 
possible that the freshness and 
openness with which Dr. 
Montessori approached this 
experiment was prompted by her 
recognition of other “beginner’s 
minds” and confidently followed 
their lead?  Is that “beginner’s 
mind” something every educator 
needs to cultivate because it is the 
greatest gift we can bring to the 
young child? 
 
In search of a definition of 
Master, or teacher/educator, 
Zukav approached a Tai Chi 
Master who quite simply said, “A 
person who started before you 
did”.  Ancient wisdom tells us the 
master/teacher begins at the 
centre, not at the fringe.  A master 
does not teach, he dances with the 
student.  Enthusiasm is the source 
of his energy and every lesson is 
new, personal and alive like the 
first lesson.  The master imparts 
the basic principles of the art, 
before proceeding to the details, 
and he steadfastly refuses to make 
the student a robot.  The master 
teaches “essence” and only when 
it is grasped, he teaches what is 

necessary to expand perception.  
My friend put it another way, 
wear the curriculum but dance the 
context. 
 
The master is someone who 
approaches the child with an open 
heart and mind, holding the image 
of the child who is not there, yet.   
Curriculum content and teaching 
techniques are enhanced when we 
know them so well that we can 
“forget” them.  Only then can the 
teacher transcend content and 
reach each child from whom she 
seeks to learn.   The art of the 
teacher is to kindle the spark and 
step aside, from time to time to 
gently fan the flame as needed.  
Then the student becomes aware 
of learning, but not of having 
been taught. 
 
Many teachers are not seeing the 
phenomena witnessed so many 
years ago by Dr. Montessori and 
others in their classrooms and 
become understandably frustrated 
and saddened.  Far too many 
children, for a host of reasons 
physical and psychological are in 
need of healing before learning 
can take place.  The over 
stimulation they experience in 
their lives, coupled with the 
frenetic pace of the adult world 
has them buzzed by the time they 
hit the classroom.  Montessori is 
offering education from the 
“inside out” so, the question 
might be, is that still appropriate 
and workable?  Speaking as a 
beginner, the answer is an 
unequivocal yes it is.  It is going 
to take longer and will challenge 
our every reserve to see the 
children every day as if presented 
to us for the first time, and 

maintain our own perspective 
from the “inside out”.  It is a new 
choreography but the same dance. 
 
Perhaps a renewal of our flagging 
commitment to observation with a 
“beginner’s mind” is in order; we 
need to remember to reflect and 
act at the same time, and to 
“smooth our minds” and slow our 
pace, as my wise educator friend 
Dee would say.  Children today 
need us to call to them, to awaken 
their inner self with warmth, and 
most importantly to be REALLY 
present for each little person.  Not 
only being present in body, but 
the whole person being there for 
them.  Exhausting?  Yes, because 
it calls on our inner reserves of 
commitment. 
 
Because our work has become 
more complex of recent years we 
also might want to give time, lots 
o f  t i me ,  t o  d e v e l o p i n g 
communications with parents.  
We need to enlist their help, to 
help us help the children.   There 
is so much we know that needs to 
be shared with the parents, whose 
function gets tougher daily. 
 
It may well be a place to begin the 
quest for wiser ways of helping 
families and children. 
 
Notes:   
1   G. Zukav, The Dancing Wu LI 

Masters, (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1979). 

2.  S. Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beinner’s 
Mind, (New York:  Weatherhill, 
1970). 

3.  G Zukav, The Dancing Wui Li 
Masters, (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1979). 

A Place to Begin—A Beginner’s Mind (cont’d) 
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What is it that should drive the 
design of the outdoor environ-
ments at our schools? Hands-on 
learning? Children’s health? Posi-
tive social environments? Con-
nection with nature? A diversity 
of play? On a recent trip to visit 
children’s play environments in 
Europe, I was struck by how 
many leading designers have 
made private spaces for children a 
top priority. 
 
Typically, these are pathways or 
pockets that are separated from 
busy areas by trees and shrubs.  
At The Coombes School in Eng-
land (thecoombes.com), a great 
number of the pathways were al-
most impassable for adults, who 
are forced to bend low and lift 
branches in order to pass through. 
Inevitably, the branches were a 
wild tangle. Sue Humphries, for-
mer headmaster put it this way: 
“The thing that's hardest to repro-
duce is the sense that you are in 
the wood. A real wild wood. If 
you do too much cutting and too 
much manicuring, you destroy 
that sense that you're among wild 
things that have a pattern of their 
own.” 
 
It seems to me this is a crucial 
point. Isn’t a sense of wonder 
born out of those moments when 
we realize that something has a 
pattern of its own, not directly 
influenced or shaped by the hu-
man hand. It begs for inquiry and 
exploration. It leads to an appetite 
for learning and getting to know 
nature. In this age of indoor child-
hood, we need all the thought and 
care we can give to the design and 

programming of our play and 
learning environments for chil-
dren. 
 
If you are looking for tangible 
ideas, take a moment to conjure 
memories from some of the spe-
cial places you remember from 
your own childhood. Often this 
exercise will remind you of how 
small landscape features became 
whole worlds. How seemingly 
modest pockets of nature offered 
so expansive a palette for play. 
Often, it was the opportunities to 
manipulate elements in the envi-
ronment (water, sand, leaves, 
sticks, mud…) that opened up 
hours of immersive play. 
 
Our challenge today is that those 
hours of unstructured, unsuper-
vised play are scant for today’s 
children. The role of our school 
environments to provide some 
aspects of this experience is criti-
cal. Good luck with yours. 
 
One source of ideas and inspira-
tion I encourage you to browse is 
our web site: evergreen.ca. 

A Place of Their Own  
by Cam Collyer 
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A s  o n e 
h a n d w r i t i n g 
analyst recently 
s a i d :  “ W i t h 
computers, who 
wants to take 
time to pick up a 

tool and write?”  Such attitudes 
had resulted in a steady decline in 
penmanship in our schools, which 
in turn has created its own growth 
industry:  impossible-to-read 
handwriting among adults and 
children alike.  Given the 
incredible popularity of e-mail 
and the dominance of the word 
processor, many educators now 
wonder why we should bother 
teaching handwriting at all.  It’s a 
good question that leads to some 
surprising answers. 
 
But first, a little history.  For 
thousands of years, the human 
hand has recorded much wisdom 
and thought in script:  treaties, 
codices, bibles love letters and 
declarations of independence. 
During the Middle Ages, 
handwriting found its highest 
expression in a variety of 
beautiful and clear styles that 
were often elaborate and 
laborious to master. 
 
In the 19th century, private 
penmanship classes thrived in 
North America because good 
handwriting was regarded as a 
sign of grace, intelligence and 
class.  And for most of this 
century, school systems regarded 
handwriting as an essential 
“instrument of culture and 
thought.”  In 1948, the United 
Nations even issued a report on 
the subject and gave Canada high 
marks.  “In general a fair amount 
of time is devoted to the teaching 
of writing in the lower grades 

until habits have been well 
established,” it said. You’d be 
hard pressed to find any report on 
handwriting today other than the 
predictable computer article about 
computers edging out structured 
handwriting lessons or the 
dangerous illegibility on your 
doctor’s prescription pad. 
 

Handwriting deserves much more 
respect for three good reasons.  
 
1) T h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s n ’ t 

delivered on the creative 
writing front.  Consider this 
1994 study from the Journal 
of Computing in Childhood 
Education.  It examined the 
compositions of 8 and 9 year 
old over a three-year period.  
And guess what?  Students 
wrote longer and better 
quality compositions by hand 
than by computer. A 1997 
study published in the 
quarterly journal Computers 
in the School found that “the 
quality of creative writing 
produced by young writers 
using the computer is both 
scarce and unsettling.”  Such 
u n c h a r i t a b l e  f i n d i n g s 
prompted one bewildered 
researcher to ask:  “Why are 
these results so much smaller 

than one might have hoped 
for?”  The answer probably 
lies in the kinesthetic nature 
of handwriting and its 
connectedness to the brain.  

 
2) Handwriting stimulates the 

thinking process, which in 
turn supports the creative 
writing process.  There isn’t 
much research on this subject, 
but what does exist is rather 
striking.  A group of 8 and 9 
year olds was taught spelling 
lessons on the computer and 
then with pen and pencil.  The 
children said they learned 
better by writing or tracing 
the words.   

 
3) The last reason is purely 

technical.  Electronic slates 
are being developed that can 
recognize handwriting!  In 
fact, digital tablets with pens 
are already popular items.  So 
handwriting may have the last 
laugh after all.  The bottom 
line is that good handwriting 
matters! We do need to teach 
it deliberately, even if it’s just 
for 10 minutes a day.  

The Forgotten Literacy: Why Good Handwriting is So Important 
By Andrew Nikiforuk 
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TODDLER  DIRECTRESS POSITION 
for 

Guelph  Montessori  School 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada 

We are seeking a Toddler Directress for an  
established program with 15 toddlers ages 18 to 30 

months for the academic year of 2009-2010. 
Competitive salary and benefits. Candidates must pos-

sess excellent communication skills.  
Experience preferred. 

Guelph is a charming city of 100,000 people,  
one hour west of Toronto. 

 
For further information please contact: 

           Bridget Young or Amir Gutman 
Guelph Montessori School 

Tel : 519-836-3810 
Fax : 519-836-9000 

E-mail : guelphmontessori@rogers.com  

EXPERIENCED CASA SUPPLY  
TEACHER AVAILABLE 

In the Toronto or South Thornhill & Vaughan 
regions. Please contact Evelyn Buchbinder at 

evbuchbinder@hotmail.com  
or call 416-890-3321.  

Resume and references  
available on request. 
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Book Review by Mary Flewellyn 
The Tao of Montessori ,  Reflections on 
Compassionate Teaching 
Author:  Catherine  McTamaney 
Centuries ago, according to legend, an ancient Chinese 
philosopher named Lao-tzu, who was either a student of or 
a teacher to Confucius, penned 81 verses of wisdom.  His 
famous verses, entitled the “Tao Te Ching” has since been 
translated around the world and interpreted by many 
authors throughout history. 
 
Catherine McTamaney, an esteemed American Montessori 
directress, has recently offered her own unique 
interpretation of the “Tao Te Ching” by examining each of 
its verses through the eyes, soul and heart of the 
Montessori educator.  The resulting book, entitled “The 
Tao of Montessori” is full of wonderful insights that have 
the ability to both sooth and motivate any Montessori 
teacher in need. 
 
McTamaney’s book is the kind that can be sampled and 
savoured in bits and pieces.    Each of its 81 chapters is 
only 2 pages in length and designed to be examined 
individually and meditatively.  Catherine begins each 
chapter with one of the Chinese wisdoms from the Tao Te 
Ching and ends with a relevant quote from Dr. Montessori.  
In between the initial and concluding quotes, Catherine 
reveals the remarkable connections between the ideas 
expressed by two great philosophers who lived centuries 
and worlds apart. 
 
Open the book to any one page and begin reading.  I am 
sure that, regardless of your background or teaching 
experience, you will be transformed by both the ancient 
Chinese message and the insightful analysis that 
McTamaney brings forth from her experiences as a 
Montessori directress. 
 
 

Book Review by Barton Graff 

Cryptid Hunters  
Author Roland Smith 
Suggested Reading for Reading Level - Upper Elementary 
When 13 year old twins, Grace and Marty, at school in 
Switzerland, are told their parents have disappeared after a 
helicopter crash in Brazil they feel life has taken a terrible 
turn. Then they discover that not only do they have an 
uncle, Wolfe, that they have never heard of but that they 
are to go live with him on his island off the coast of 
Washington state. 

 
The relationship between the twins is far more realistic 
than you see in most fiction especially television. They 
tease each other as all siblings do but that is not the 
essence of their relationship. They truly care about each 
other and work well together. This becomes very 
important when they island turns out to be the 
headquarters for their uncles work. 
 
He is a Cryptozoologist. He studies hidden animals: Yeti, 
Sasquatch, Nessie,…you get the picture? So do the 
children! When Wolfe heads out to the Congo to protect a 
pygmy friend of his from the money driven and somewhat 
evil Dr. Blackwood, the twins want to go too. Naturally, 
Uncle Wolfe tells them no. 
 
Well, you can guess that they end up there anyway but 
why spoil the story. Read it and enjoy a well written 
mystery with realistic characters. I picked it up and even 
with work finished it in three days. 
 
 

Book Review by Barton Graff 
Fairest  
Author Gail Carson Levine 
Suggested Reading for  Reading level 6.1 
The author of Ella Enchanted has done it again. Levine has 
taken a classic story, in this case Snow White, and gave it 
a far more intelligent tone. I do not mean politically 
correct or gender neutral but deeper and more appropriate 
for thinking children and adults too. 
 
Our new Snow White, Aza, is raised in a small town inn 
buy adoptive parents who love her like their own despite 
her lack of great beauty. Her stunningly beautiful voice 
and a friendly Lady of the court see her becoming hand 
maiden to the queen. Then the world gets turned on its 
head. 
 
With the King becoming comatose and the young Queen 
taking control, the nephew prince who Aza is falling for, 
showing wonderful depth of character and the usual 
misunderstanding and twists of any good story, Aza’a life 
becomes misdirected, confused and imperiled by the very 
people she was trying to help. 
 
Did I mention there are dwarves and ogres too? 
 
Don’t believe me. Get a copy, available through 
Scholastics, and read it yourself. The children will enjoy it 
almost as much as you do. 

Book Talk 


