
The school year is half over, 

the winter has been 

extraordinary and beautiful, 

and there is so much more to 

do. You have to love this job! 

We had a wonderful 

conference in November with attendance 

just shy of 300, and two more workshops to 

go before the summer. The board of CAMT 

is stronger than ever with the addition of 

new volunteers and we have some 

wonderful new ideas to make CAMT even 

better. Our new bylaws should be available 

for perusal soon and we will need your 

feedback and involvement when they are 

ready. 

The membership of CAMT is the only 

reason we, the board, exist. As a member, 

you have access to information and 

workshops that are specifically designed for 

you. Take advantage of these and give us 

feedback whenever you can. We want you to 

be part of the organization all year long, not 

just for the first Friday in November. 

Write articles, review books, critique 

workshops, videos, websites, or anything 

else that helps you teach better. Share what 

you have learned with the rest of CAMT as 

we all work towards peaceful education. 

Check the CAMT website for information 

about upcoming events and workshops. 

Send us interesting articles and facts. 

Experiences and stories. Keep Montessori 

alive. 

Here’s one for you. Check out http://

www.canadianecology.ca/?page_id=711 . It 

will take you to the Teachers Mining Tour 

that I attended last summer. A free week of 

incredible information about the mining 

industry and geology. Fantastic. Stay 

involved. 

Barton Graff, President 
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Montessori and the Human Spirit: Presented by Paula Polk Lillard—by Paula Glasgow 

It was a great pleasure to meet Paula Polk Lillard 

again and to be present at her inspirational 

presentation on Montessori and the Human Spirit. 

 

At the outset, Paula explained that her lifelong 

inspiration has been her experiences at Forest Bluff 

Montessori School which she cofounded in 1982.  She 

outlined the four Planes of Development and focused 

on the child as a spiritual being.  She explained 

clearly that each human being is in the process of self

-formation and is adapted to time, place and culture. 

It was good to be reminded that Dr. Montessori was 

a very practical person who had no expectations of 

perfection.  Instead she recognized the human spirit 

in each person and believed that each person needed 

to adapt to the circumstances and situations of life. 

 

Adaptation:  Unlike animals who operate through 

instinct, the child is a formed vessel at birth.  The 

child’ first task is to adapt to life outside the womb 

and that this adaptation is supported by the life into 

which the child is born. 

 

While the latest fad in today’s life is a reliance on 

technology, Paula stressed that the ultimate 

questions for the young person are the following:   

who am I, and what am I to do with my life? 

 

A Unique Method:  Dr. Montessori went beyond 

individual happiness as a goal for life, Paula Polk 

Lillard continued.  Dr. Montessori believed that we 

are given the gift of self formation, and she pioneered 

a detailed plan that matches that lofty vision.  She 

spent six years in India. Her scientific background, 

unusual life experiences and innate intelligence 

helped her to understand that each child is destined 

to adapt to all aspects of culture.    Montessori is a 

truly unique universal educational system that suits 

children in today’s world. 

 

Humility and lifelong learning:  Paula reminded us 

that this very important quality does not come easily 

to teachers.  Dr. Montessori knew she needed to 

engage in lifelong learning to understand the child.  

She kept up with the work and progress of others 

and was curious until the end of her life. She had an 

openness to all knowledge which is necessary for 

Montessori teachers in today’s world. It was 

interesting to know that she met Freud and Piaget. 

 

Paula Polk Lillard then shared her knowledge and 

experiences with children from birth to early 

adulthood, using beautiful pictures from Forest Bluff 

School.  She reminded us that the child’s 

development does not move in a linear fashion but 

follows the Four Planes of Development, each with 

specific goals and spurts.  The child develops specific 

attributes to meet these goals. 

 

The Planes of Development 

The child’s development begins in the First Plane 

lasting from 0 – 6 years.  The Toddler develops 

freedom for disciplined action.  This was illustrated 

by an important video in which a 14 month old child 

revealed tremendous joy when completing a task of 

wiping up spilt milk. 

 

The child in the First Plane of Development explores 

as an individual in an environment that offers real 

experiences.  The child continues to develop self 

control, recognition of the rights of others and respect 

for others.  The child’s will is represented by self 

discipline.  Respect for the environment, for adults 

and for adult authority is in place by age of six, but it 

all begins in the 0 – 3 community. 

 

The child in the Second Plane of Development, which 

lasts from 6 – 12 years, is interested in other 

children’s minds.  The goals of the Second Plane are 

only met if the goals of the First Plane have been met.  

The children work in groups at Elementary level.  

Qualities of morality, justice and gratitude emerge, 

while social relationships are developed.  The Great 

Lessons are an important part of the Elementary 

curriculum.  These are imaginary, not factual.  Their 

purpose is to get children excited so that they will 

follow up with their own research.  The Great 

Lessons are followed by Key Lessons. 

 

The 3rd Plane of Development lasts from 12 – 18 

years.  This can be a bewildering time for the 

adolescent, who experiences great inner turmoil.  Dr. 

Montessori compared this time to the fragile, 

vulnerable child aged 0 – 6 years.  The adolescent, 

who displays exuberance and a super confidence, 

Continued on Page 3 
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needs much support and a special approach for a 

positive outcome.  The adolescents also need 

opportunities to identify their strengths and 

weaknesses.  They are risk takers who need to 

succeed.  Physical challenges in the outdoors replace 

the Montessori materials of the previous two Planes.  

They engage in research from primary resources.  

They need intellectual challenges by working with 

adults who reveal their passions to the adolescents.  

This leads the adolescents to see possibilities for their 

future lives.  In this way the human spirit of the child 

reacts to the adult’s human spirit.. 

 

Paula Polk Lillard reminded us that the adolescent 

teacher is a Renaissance person and this is more 

important than having specific knowledge.  

 

Finally, Paula shared the exciting news that Beacon  

Academy High School will open in Chicago in 2014 .  

This High School will be an amalgamation of six 

High Schools. 

 

Summary:  Paula Polk Lillard reminded us that the 

child is a spiritual being who adapts to the 

environment.  The child experiences a process of 

formation during which self discipline is developed.  

The child develops intellect, will, appreciation, 

choice, compassion, steadfastness and wisdom 

amongst other attributes and this is the secret of 

human development. 

Montessori and The Human Spirit (Continued from Page 2) 

At the time this edition has gone into collation, 

Nandita Agarwala, a member of the CAMT board of 

directors, is currently journeying through India on 

the path Dr. Maria Montessori travelled, worked and 

lived in from 1939 – 1947.  Starting in Bangalore, 

Nandita will be visiting the IMC (Indian Montessori 

Centre), founded by Dr. Montessori and set up 

together with Mario Montessori and Albert Max 

Joosten. Mr. Joosten was fortunate to have attended 

Montessori programs in Amsterdam as a child at his 

mother`s school, and spent summers with Dr. 

Montessori while his mother trained with her and 

then he himself trained with Maria Montessori.  Then 

Nandita will be meeting with Hamsa Ghorpade, who 

is the last living directress trained by Maria 

Montessori herself! Nandita will be presenting Ms. 

Ghorpade with an honorary certificate of 

membership with CAMT. 

 

From there Nandita will be visiting the Theosophical 

Society in Adyar, Chennai.  It was George Arundale 

of the Theosophical Society that had invited Dr. 

Montessori to India in 1939.  Dr. Montessori lived in 

the Olcott bungalow hosted by the Arundales, while 

she lived there and trained many teachers on the 

grounds outside of the bungalow itself.  

Following in the Footpath of Maria Montessori—An Exciting Journey in India—by Evelyn Buchbinder 

 

The next leg of the journey for Nandita will be to 

meet another Montessorian in Coimbatore. Then onto 

Kodaikanal to see Rose Bank, another house that 

Maria and Mario Montessori trained and stayed in. 

 

Another point that Nandita wanted to share was that 

Dr. Montessori’s idea of ‘Peace Education’ talks 

about ‘the unity of the soul and the universe’ – and 

that one of the Hindu scriptures talks about the non-

duality or the oneness of the Atman (soul) and the 

Brahman (universe).  This ideology has been 

elaborated upon in the Advaita Vedanta, a sub school 

of Hindu philosophy.   

 

Quest: While on this amazing journey Nandita will 

be searching for evidence to see if Dr. Montessori did 

read any Hindu scriptures and if that influenced her 

in anyway.  Also to search for any evidence that lead 

to Dr. Montessori writing the toddler curriculum and 

her book “The Abosorbent Mind” while in India   

 

Look for more about this pilgrimage in our next 

publication! 
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Dr. Stuart Shanker’s workshop was so informative, I 

felt like I had taken an introductory course in 

neurology. Everyone knows too much stress is 

detrimental. But I did not understand how stress 

affects the brain and is therefore the cause of many 

problems. We used the scientific definition of 

stressor in the workshop. This definition refers to 

anything that moves the body out of homeostatic 

balance.  

 

Dr. Shanker gave the example of himself having 

hypothermia as a stressor. At first I thought that this 

example was quite extreme in terms of looking at its 

effects on the brain and behaviour. I came to realize 

that although it is an extreme circumstance it 

illustrated that a stressor can affect children in 

similarly drastic ways. One point that stuck with me 

from this example was that the muscles of the inner 

ear can stop working when a person is highly 

stressed. It suddenly makes sense why a child may 

appear to be listening, but is acting as if they do not 

hear the words. If a child is highly stressed they 

actually might not even be able to hear properly!  

 

Symptoms of children under stress may include 

short attention span, negative bias, crabbiness, no 

emotion, non-compliance, or becoming hyper-

excited. In laymen’s terms, there is a kind of switch 

in the brain that usually brings the body back to a 

balance when we are under stress. But that switch 

can get worn out if it is constantly being used. It is 

unsettling to think of how many stressors there are 

in our environment that go unnoticed or are 

considered a part of everyday life. Stressors that 

many adults and children live with include: lack of 

sleep, lack of restorative sleep, rushing, artificial 

lighting, dehydration, processed foods and 

technologies.  

 

In a nut shell, what I got from Dr. Shanker is that we 

need to be conscious of how the environment is 

affecting our unconscious. As teachers we must be 

aware of the effects of stress. If a child may be under 

stress it is key to identify the stressor. The next step is 

to help the child become self-aware of being under 

stress. And finally, give him or her tools to deal with 

the stress so that the switch does not get worn out.  I 

now have a lot to learn about following these steps 

effectively. Just as indirect preparation is so 

important for success in a Montessori classroom, the 

same can be said of dealing with stress.  

 

Dr. Shanker made an interesting point explaining 

how self-control and self-regulation can be mixed up. 

Self-control is a conscious process, whereas self-

regulation is an unconscious process. Some indirect 

preparations to increase self-regulation include 

practicing awareness of breath, yoga, positive social 

interaction and brain gym. Another reason I am so 

keen on bringing these practices into my classroom is 

the effect they will have on me!  This workshop was 

insightful and I now see children’s and adults’ 

behaviour in a new light. 

A Review of the Mental Health Workshop with Stuart Shanker—by Stephanie Goruk 
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The past two conferences I made the commitment to 

conduct workshops on the subject of Geology. I en-

joyed the enthusiasm of the participants more than I 

can say and learned a great deal from them and from 

my preparation for the workshops. More and more I 

am asked by other teachers about the Geology of the 

Earth and how it came to be the way it is. Now, I 

have a slight advantage over most because I was for-

tunate to have a Physics teacher in high school who 

was a professional geologist before becoming a teach-

er. He was also a fantastic teacher. We were the only 

high school in the district that had grades 12 and 13 

Geology as a subject. 
 

Little did I know at the time, we were some of the 

first school children taught the recently accepted the-

ory of plate tectonics. This and many drives around 

the province and country, looking out of the rear 

windows with my brothers, fostered a desire to un-

derstand the different formations visible along the 

roadside. It is one thing to learn what the rock types 

are but I wanted to know how they got there. I did 

not buy the stories of giants and dwarves that Dad 

shared. For a Manitoba born German, he a great deal 

of the Blarney about him. 
 

Many of the colleges and universities around the 

country offer short courses in Geology, some for 

credit, some requiring little or no previous 

knowledge. www.thegreatcourses.com/ offers longer, 

more in-depth course that you can watch on DVD at 

your leisure. “How the Earth Works” comes to mind. 

The on-line information is staggering but be sure of 

your source or you could end up with the people that 

believe mountains are the result of a shrinking Earth 

or those that believe the Earth is growing and that 

explains the movement of the continents.  
 

Books that I recommend are Ontario Rocks, Canada 

Rocks, and anything by Nick Eyles. CBC has availa-

ble on its website http://www.cbc.ca/geologic/ A Geo-

logic Journey with Nick. Wonderful stuff. 
 

The change from an entirely molten ball of magma to 

the layered, crusted Earth that we inhabit has taken 

billions of years and will continue to change long 

after we are gone. www.youtube.com  has a plethora 

of videos describing and showing the processes past 

and present. Showing the videos to your students, or 

having the student research them will give you op-

portunities to explore and model many, many as-

pects of this phenomenon. 
 

Words to search: subduction zones, slab pull, ridge 

push, active or passive margin, ring of fire, hot spots, 

accretion zone, island arc, mantle convection, diver-

gent and convergent areas, and magma plumes. 

 

Some interesting videos:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HrKTuCDierM 

Tectonics 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hi_prn-U5b4 For-

mation of the Planets 

There are so many topics that relate to the geology of 

the planet that you are only limited by your imagina-

tion and the inquisitiveness of your students. Vulcan-

ism, meteorology, the extinction of dinosaurs, geo-

morphology, cartography, zoology and botany and 

biomes. Everything on the planets is related to the 

rocks beneath your feet. 
 

Even the History of the theory is an interesting study. 

Alfred Wegener (1880 – 1930) is generally given cred-

it for the discovery, though the proof was not provid-

ed until the 1950’s and 60’s by magnetic and sonar 

mapping of the floor of the Atlantic Ocean. Wegener 

was long dead by then unfortunately.  
 

Abraham Ortelius (1597), Francis Bacon (1625), Ben-

jamin Franklin, Antonio Snider-Pellegrini (1858), are 

just some of the more prominent persons who had 

noted earlier that the shapes of continents on oppo-

site sides of the Atlantic Ocean seem to fit together. 

Take the time to find out more. Environmental Sci-

ence stands on the foundation of Geology and there 

is no shortage of jobs for Environmental Scientist nor 

is there likely to be for some time. 
 

On Saturday April 5, 2014 CAMT is presenting a 

workshop in Scarborough called Deeper and Deeper. 

This is presented by the people at Mining Matters 

and though a little pricy, includes a box full of rocks, 

minerals, testing equipment and ready-made lessons 

for your elementary class. Check our web-site. 
 

Also, the Teachers Mining Tour, http://

www.canadianecology.ca/?page_id=711 at the Cana-

dian Ecology Centre, near North Bay is a fantastic, 

free introduction for teachers. I went last summer 

and had a fantastic time. I highly recommend it. 

I Feel The Earth Move by Barton Graff 



Montessori teachers report that when their students 

arrive at school each day, all they really want to do is 

work with the Montessori materials.  This is as it 

should be.  The materials Dr. Montessori created for 

3-6 years olds offer a wealth of wonderful learning 

opportunities and are definitely hard for young 

children to resist.  However, as important as the 

materials are, the provision for an unhurried, 

uninterrupted learning environment for the morning 

students is equally significant. 

 

Morning is the essential time for the 3-6 year olds to 

exercise their powers of construction in the prepared 

environment.  It is a precious time because it 

provides for the development of normalization in a 

manner that is difficult to replicate. Three hours of 

uninterrupted work, a relaxed pace, freedom of 

choice, consistent organized routines and a mixed-

aged grouping – what a rare blend of opportunity for 

young children!  Nothing else is needed and 

anything beyond simply detracts from the 

experience.  

 

The real value of the morning work period can only 

be realized if special events such as field trips, music, 

gym and art classes do not occur during the morning. 

These activities should be reserved for the 

afternoon.  Older casa students, who stay in the 

classroom for the entire day, enjoy group experiences 

and have sufficient stamina for occasional excursions 

that take them beyond their classroom. If we interfere 

with the unfolding of a long, morning work period, 

our student’s opportunity to develop their full 

potential is compromised.  Administrators and 

teachers need to commit to the sanctity of the 

morning work period and help parents understand 

its significance. 

 

Another important factor with regard to learning 

essentials is the directress’ responsibility to perfect 

the art of each and every presentation. We know that 

in order for lessons to be effective they need to 

clearly demonstrate the purpose of the material. This 

requires careful analysis and perfected 

presentations.  Regardless of the length of time that 

you have been teaching, your ability to nurture 

normalization will only be sustained if you keep 

returning to the materials for inspiration. 

  

“The most efficient prevention of misuse of the material 

lies in its presentation at the right moment in the child’s 

development.  Another guarantee of proper use lies in the 

exactness of the presentation” (Montessori, 2007, p. 201).   

 

Finally, we come to the most critical factor of 

all.    This, of course, is love.   Lessons that are given 

without wonder, joy, and love may impart 

information but will fail to capture the hearts and 

souls of the students in our care.  Essentially, they 

become empty lessons because they do not contribute 

to the development of the child’s spirit, imagination 

or happiness. We cannot inspire children to discover 

unless we impart our own joy in discovery as we 

direct their learning.  We must always remember that 

our primary mission, as Montessori educators, is to 

nurture the whole child in the ways of peace.   This 

can only be accomplished with kindness, joy and 

love.   Above all else, give lessons with love. 

 

Learning Essentials in the Casa Classrooom—by Mary Flewelling 
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My Montessori Transition by Kim Mead  
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My children introduced me to the Montessori Meth-

od.  This in not, I realize, uncommon.  A good friend 

recommended the local Montessori school to me 

when I became less than enamored with their day 

care setting.  I was happy the day I left my two pre-

cious boys at their new school because it was beauti-

ful and the people caring for them seemed loving 

and attentive.  Patrick and Ben fell in love with their 

school.  I never dreamed that I too would be deeply 

impacted by my children’s time there.  

 

As a public school teacher I did not give credence to 

what Montessori had to offer.  I was filled with mis-

perceptions and was also a bit defensive.  I believed 

that the children did well because they came from 

only the finest families. I thought there was a very 

small teacher/child ratio.  I was under the impression 

that Montessori children did not have the same chal-

lenges as children in a public setting.  I finally ob-

served my children’s classrooms and did some read-

ing.  I was wrong on many fronts.  Eventually I dis-

covered that there are public Montessori schools 

throughout the United States and I decided to visit 

one.  What I learned there was incredible.  As the 

months and then years went by I also began to see 

how a Montessori environment was truly impacting 

my own boys.  They were coming home with ideas 

and information that was far beyond what I antici-

pated.  “Look Mommy, if you line up three rows of 

three peas you have 3 squared.  That is nine.”  I was 

dumbfounded.  

 

Eventually I was instrumental in implementing the 

Montessori Method in our public school.  I am so 

grateful I had no idea what a challenge it would be-

come.  We pulled it off and it was fantastic.  Our aim 

was to create the most authentic Montessori environ-

ment possible.  We removed the desks from our 

1st through 3rd grade classrooms.  We met with par-

ents to explain the importance and value of mixed 

age groupings.  The textbooks were taken to the base-

ment and the brilliant Montessori materials were or-

dered.  As public school teachers with a lot of experi-

ence we found ourselves holding on to much of what 

we had done in the past that we loved and knew was 

worthwhile.  A lot of time was spent analyzing les-

sons we had shared with our previous classes that 

were rich with content.  The question became, “How 

do we hold on to what we did in the past but stay 

true to the Montessori Method?”  As new Montessori 

teachers we established guidelines.  The lessons 

needed to be individualized, developmentally appro-

priate, presented (for the most part) in small groups 

and strive for an element of self-correction.  One of 

the easiest transitions was the implementation of 

the Six Traits of Writing.  It is a method that meets 

the children where they are.  It guides them with 

clarity and support.  The traits assume children are 

capable of discerning strength and weakness in a 

piece of writing.  It also gives them time to ‘simmer’ 

and reflect on a piece of writing.  Our Montessori 

staff spent time making sure that what we kept in 

place reflected the strength of a method we had 

worked within and another we were newly embrac-

ing.  

 

I believe this process made us better teachers.  A 

school board member once said to me, “Kim, I’m not 

sure that Montessori is the best way to educate chil-

dren (I smiled politely…) but I do know that the best 

teachers are drawn to Montessori because they seem 

to always ask themselves if there is a better way.”  I 

know for sure that Montessori is the best way to edu-

cate children, but I also agree that the Montessori 

teachers I know and love always ask themselves, 

“How can I make the work I set out for the children 

better.”  “How can I truly meet the needs of this 

child?”  “What is it I can change or enrich in my envi-

ronment that will draw the children in?”  I feel that 

my transition from a public school teacher to a Mon-

tessori directress has helped guide me to constantly 

grow.  My path to the Montessori Method has been a 

gift.  The exploration, discovery, questioning and 

inquiry I pursued was a personal transformation.  I 

feel blessed and honored to be a part of a community 

that is always looking into themselves and asking, 

“What can I do to improve?”  
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“Songs of Loving Kindness” (SLK) is a heart-based 

methodology that takes teachers and students of all 

ages on a musical journey where singing and visual 

imagery are creatively integrated into a holistic 

learning process.  For the past four years, I have been 

composing, illustrating, and writing verses for “Wild 

Peace, Fierce Love!” This unique songbook is SLK’s 

first publication and will be released in Fall 2014 with 

a double-disc sing along cd.  Other learning materials 

will be available including a string methodology for 

violin, viola and cello.  The songs in this book 

playfully invite children, parents and teachers to 

engage with secular spiritual themes like gratitude, 

breath awareness, connecting with nature, and 

listening to our heart-based wisdom. 
 

As a cello teacher, I use this material to teach my 

students.  After my students explore all the different 

layers of creative expression in SLK, I then begin to 

teach them more advanced classical compositions 

and how to improvise.  After learning SLK, they feel 

more confident in expressing a wide range of human 

emotions both musically and in their daily social 

interactions. 
 

I find that the most essential component used in SLK 

that makes it such an effective methodology is the 

human voice.  Students excel most when they can 

sing what they play.  When lyrics are fun and have 

strong emotional and thematic content, students are 

more likely to be engaged with the music and 

practice at home.  This translates directly into their 

ability to play the piece both technically and with 

emotional and musical intensity.  When I get a 

student to sing a piece through a couple times, their 

playing of the piece generally improves between 25-

75%. 
 

Using the voice during lessons gives both students 

and teachers a learning tool that develops emotional 

awareness, musical expressiveness and a strong 

foundation in classical technique.  Many 

instrumental music teachers have been deprived of 

the wonders of their voice and will find that by 

engaging with SLK, the roots of their musical 

sensitivity will grow deeper.  The accompaniment 

parts written for the teachers offer unique musical 

and technical challenges, especially if they are played 

and sung simultaneously.  
 

The verses in SLK are inspired by popular classical 

and folk melodies.   
 

‘One Family!’ is inspired by ‘Ode to Joy’ from Ludwig 

Van Beethoven's Symphony No. 9:  

 

2. One Family! 

We are sisters. We are brothers.  

We are one whole family! 

Come my sisters. Come my brothers. C 

ome and be here joyfully. 

Singing, laughing, drumming and dancing, 

celebrating this one day. 

We are sisters. We are brothers.  

We are one whole family! 
 

All the forests, all the meadows,  

growing in diversity. 

All the oceans, all the rivers, flowing with vitality. 

Tumbling, twirling, splashing and swirling, 

nurturing life eternally. 

All the wonders of this Earth  

dwell in perfect harmony. 
 

Lucas Tensen © 2013 

 

Having lyrics with strong emotional content and 

meaning gives students, teachers, and parents a 

unique opportunity to get to know each other in a 

deep and heartfelt way. It can sometimes be 

uncomfortable for students and teachers to break 

through some of the initial fears and shame 

surrounding their voice, especially when singing 

lyrics that evoke such a wide range of emotions.  As 

time progresses, I believe that many of the initial 

fears will be replaced by feelings of happiness, peace, 

and open-heartedness.   Learning music should 

ultimately serve the purpose of getting to know 

ourselves and others more deeply by developing and 

cultivating the qualities of patience, tolerance, 

humor, understanding, creativity, presence and love.  
 

In our current times, we need aspiring young 

musicians to not only excel in musicality and 

technique, but to be Ambassadors for Peace in a 

world that is in desperate need of courageous youth 

who will stand up for Humanitarian Rights and for 

the protection of the Earth and its species.  SLK seeks 

to empower youth with the integrity, courage, 

honesty and open- heartedness needed to become 

engaged citizens in a diverse global community. 

Songs of Loving Kindness (SLK) by Luke Tensen    www.songsoflovingkindness.com   

http://www.songsoflovingkindness.com
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You know those delicious moments when parent and 

child are locked into each other’s gaze–laughing, 

smiling or just making faces? Those moments when 

the rest of the world disappears? Few things in life 

can touch those times, but they are much more than 

just feel-good moments. These interactions are criti-

cal to the adult/child bond and to a child’s health and 

development. 

  

All that cooing, copying of the baby’s facial expres-

sions and mimicking of her sounds lets her know 

that she is understood. That understanding is reflect-

ed back by copying and imitating babies in a won-

derful back-and-forth dance throughout the day. Ba-

bies love and crave this interaction. All this mirroring 

calms and soothes them and helps them to feel safe 

with what is happening around them. Throughout 

our lives all of us are calmed when we feel listened 

to, cared about and understood. It turns out that 

these feelings are critical to the development of a 

healthy sense of self and they are the building blocks 

for social cognition, empathy, attachment and learn-

ing. 

  

The way the human brain learns appears to be relat-

ed to what is called the mirror neuron system. Until 

the mid-1990s, when a group of neuroscientists in 

Italy discovered the way mirror neurons function, it 

was believed that humans basically learned by doing. 

Since then, we have come to understand that the 

same learning experience occurs simply by watch-

ing—and mirroring the behaviors we observe. So, 

when you smile, coo, and make funny faces at a ba-

by, he learns to copy you. And he also learns that a 

particular action on his part initiates a reliable re-

sponse from you. And all the while, as he “learns,” 

the baby’s brain is creating more and more neu-

ropathways, or connections that ultimately deter-

mine how he responds to what’s going on in his 

world. 

  

By mirroring and reflecting feelings back, we let chil-

dren know that we care about them and understand 

them and also help them organize their own feelings 

by seeing them mirrored in our own expressions and 

body language. The interaction between parents and 

child affects the growth of nerve cells and emotional 

circuitry in the brain. Positive events release reward 

chemicals like opioids, endorphins and oxytocin, 

which encourage the growth of nerve cells and the 

connections between them. So, mirroring, not just by 

parents but by significant adults like teachers in a 

child’s life appears to have a two-fold function: it is 

what creates that all-important bond or attachment 

that lets the child know he is safe with us, and it is 

responsible for allowing him to learn and develop 

appropriate responses to his immediate environment. 

  

Learning to mirror or using the CALM Technique (C-

connect, A- match the affect of the child, L-listen to 

what you child is really saying, M-mirror and reflect 

the emotion back to show true understanding), helps 

adults to attune to children’s affect and experience, 

which has a powerful and very positive effect on 

their learning and on their ability to regulate their 

impulse control and anxiety. In fact, it seems to have 

a very positive impact on their mental health in gen-

eral. Mirroring is a wonderful way to de-escalate 

children and can stop tantrums in their tracks. 

  

Dealing with children’s negative behavior can be 

challenging and often it can feel like nothing will 

work. It is especially hard with children who have 

difficulty regulating their emotions. Their feelings 

tend to build up and children let them out in differ-

ent ways; sometimes through tantrums, whining, 

bugging a sibling, rigidity or just plain not listening. 

This technique, along with praise, physical nurtur-

ance (such as hugging and cuddling) and the setting 

of fair and consistent limits, can work and bring out 

the best in our children and the best in us as parents. 

  

The Magic of the CALM Technique by Jennifer Kolari MSW, RSW  
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One of the most beautiful aspects of Montessori’s 

philosophy – besides her emphasis on community, 

curiosity, and continuity, is her respect for cultural 

diversity. In our increasingly globalized society, 

cultural diversity is often subsumed by commerce - 

local currencies disappear, languages are lost, tribal 

rituals are forgotten. In an effort to celebrate cultural 

nuance and the resilience of meaningful practices in 

education, I dedicate this article to the ‘Shahid 

Mahdavi Montessori House of Children’.  

                Making The Children’s House - 2004 
 

In 2004, I was invited to Iran to train twelve new 

Montessori guides and help create a Montessori 

environment for one hundred children. From the 

start, there were obvious differences to delight and 

define our process. This twenty-five hundred year 

old culture, so rich with its tradition of poetry, 

artistry and architecture, informed the pattern of 

training and the structure, content, and rituals of the 

nascent school.  The burgeoning teachers used dance, 

puppetry, music and mime to summarize and 

animate chapters from The Absorbent Mind, The 

Discovery of the Child, and The Secret of Childhood. 

Each new guide worked for several years to create an 

original album, beautifully decorated and illustrated 

and interspersed with philosophical journeys in a 

Montessori context. The level of cooperation within 

the community was enhanced by its status as the 

only Montessori School in Tehran and it became a 

centre for the exploration of cooperative learning and 

peace education.  
 

It seemed that the challenges of attaining materials 

and visas only strengthened the dedication and 

innovation of the Montessori movement in Iran. Mrs. 

Mahdavi, the principal of the complex, whose vision 

gave life to this initiative, commissioned Iranian 

craftsmen to replicate materials for the new 

classrooms. The school began to excite national 

interest and by 2010, the government had requested a 

summer intensive to introduce 360 teachers to the 

potential of Montessori. The most exciting aspect of 

that work, for me, was the palpable enthusiasm of the 

participants to embrace the role of guide as inventor. 

Our little school had already adapted the sandpaper 

letters and numbers to an Iranian sensibility in 2005, 

making them from velvet. The practical life materials 

resonated with historical relevance in little copper 

trays and child-sized, silver samovars. The floors were 

covered with Persian carpets and the practice of 

removing shoes added a respectful dignity.   

Blessing The School - 2004       Making Materials - 2010 
 

In our 2010 initiative, not only did the participants 

marvel at the school in action, commenting on the 

seeming ‘magic’ of self-motivation, child mentors, and 

flow, but after intensive rotating workshops in 

language, arithmetic, culture, sensorial, and practical 

life, were invited to create original exercises informed 

by Montessori principles.  Their original presentations 

were frequently infused with nature and history… a 

tiny, child-sized loom with natural yarn; dying wool 

with local herbs; making goats milk into yogurt; 

preserving sour cherries … the hand is organ of mind 

and mouth, touch and taste. The longer growing 

season and the arid climate produces nuts, fruits, and 

herbs that are staples of every day. In the Shahid 

Mahdavi Children’s House, lunch is an event infused 

with aromas and textures, colour and conviviality.   
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     Brown Stairs - 2013       Seven children encircle a globe  
 

In 2010 the ground was broken for a new Montessori 

building nestled in the shadow of the magnificent 

Alborz Mountains. I was lucky enough to be present 

during construction, and it was thrilling to witness 

the infusion of light and pattern that lifted the 

structure through architecture and into art.  Stairs 

seemed to float in a spiral DNA that echoed ancient 

stonework. Boundaries between indoor and outdoor 

environments were blurred by portals and arches 

reflected in the graceful branching of the trees. Small 

gardens held the familiar herbs eaten at most meals 

and delightful fabrics decorated the windows. 

Artwork spoke eloquently, enhancing not only the 

children’s work but creating three-dimensional 

environments for the five classes of vertebrates 

through collages, mobiles and murals. The pulse of 

culture was sensual, loving, and expressive, similar 

to many Canadian schools I have visited, but 

articulate of another family of humanity. I think of 

my time in Iran, and tingle with an impression of a 

past that reaches deep beyond the bones of my 

European heritage. It makes me glad that the 

celebration of cultural diversity is prominent in the 

mind and heart of the Montessori movement.  

 

 

How am I listening? Am I present? Let go of your 

judgments. These thoughts have been arising in me since I 

attended The Sound of Silence: a workshop on mindful 

listening. I enjoyed this workshop because the participants 

did exactly that, participate. Seated in a circle, Ronit Jinich 

and Lucas Tensen, advisors at Mindfulness Without 

Borders, lead us through exercises that brought a curiosity 

to how we listen.  
 

One of my favourite games was having a conversation 

with a partner through a Kora - a West African instrument 

that is described as a 21 stringed double-bridge-harp-lute. 

At first I was most concerned with what I was going to 

play. I then relaxed and let myself listen to my partner 

before answering. I once caught myself almost cutting off 

my partner’s playing because I was eager to respond. 

What an amazing exercise in reflecting on how we listen!  
 

Insightful metaphors were discussed. For example, in 

music, there is usually a baseline, but there are also many 

underlying tones that we hear.  As teachers in a classroom 

setting we can think of the baseline as the agenda for a 

particular day or moment. To be successful in following 

our agenda we must listen to all the undertones of the 

classroom. If the undertones tell us that the classroom is 

not going to be successful in following the agenda, then we 

must listen to this and reassess our agenda.  
 

The more I reflect on mindfulness the more I understand its 

place in the Montessori classroom. When Montessori writes 

about the child becoming normalized, I feel that this could 

also be described as the child becoming mindful. A 

mindful child becomes intensely concentrated. If her mind 

for some reason wanders, she does not judge herself and 

usually leads herself back to the task at hand, back to being 

present. Learning about mindfulness is much easier than 

practicing it. This workshop was centred on having us 

practice mindful listening. We gained practical applications 

for not only the classroom, but for life. To learn more about 

Mindfulness without Borders, visit 

mindfulnesswithoutborders.com. Links to many resources 

on mindfulness can be found on this website. 

Mindful Listening with Ronit Jinichn —by Stephanie Goruk 
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Kim Mead, from Missoula Valley Montessori in 

Montana, led an informative and inspiring workshop 

on helping students develop their ability to critique 

and compose topic-based paragraphs. She focused on 

6 (+1) Analytical Trait Model for Writing Assessment 

by Ruth Culham. The Traits program introduces 

students to six “traits” or characteristics of writing by 

first defining the trait and next looking for the trait in 

“anchor” or sample papers. Students then use the 

Traits in their own writing.  

 

6 (+1) traits. The Traits were described as follows: (1) 

ideas: “the heart of the message”; (2) organization: 

“the thread of central meaning”; (3) voice: “the 

feeling and conviction of the individual writer 

coming out through the words”; (4) word choice: 

“rich, colour, precise language that moves and 

enlightens the reader”; (5) sentence fluency: “rhythm 

and flow of the language; pleasing to the ear”; (6) 

conventions: spelling, paragraphing, grammar, 

punctuation, capitals; (+1) presentation: “form and 

layout; pleasing to the eye.”  

 

Rate it and write it. Once students have defined a 

specific trait, they next rate a paper on how well it 

demonstrates it (from 5; highest to 1; lowest). For 

example, a rating of 5 would mean the paper is the 

best I’ve ever read. A 3-rating associates the paper 

with some of the trait but it is not there yet. A 1-

rating is suggests that the paper is not there, the 

author is beginning to figure out what she wanted to 

say. Mead suggested that rating be done on written 

work from the anchor papers, which she provided, or 

from former students to encourage candor without the 

fear of hurting a friend’s feelings. Students may then 

write their own paragraphs focusing on 

demonstrating a specific writing trait and rate 

themselves. Writing conferences between student and 

teacher should be short and led by the student. 

Ratings do not reflect a grade or mark in our 

Montessori classrooms so Mead says leave that part 

out of the Traits program (as it should be!). And then 

pick another trait, and start again.  

 

Read more: Choose picture books to show the Traits. 

Mead gave further writing examples in a variety of 

picture books that could be used to read along with 

students and continue to look for the traits. Some 

memorable books to add to your own classroom 

library include My Mama Had a Dancing Heart by 

Libba Moore Gaye, The Kissing Hand by Audrey 

Penn, Whoever You Are by Mem Fox, Ted by Tony 

DiTerlizzi, Haystack by Bonnie Geisert, From Pictures 

to Words by Janet Stevens, Knuffle Bunny by Mo 

Willems, and Ish by Peter Reynolds. 

 

Host an Author’s Tea. After students have practiced 

the Traits and composed good copies of their word, 

celebrate them as authors. Invite parents to join your 

classroom for tea and cookies while students present 

their published works.  

When choosing the workshops for the last CAMT 

conference, my colleagues and I registered for Kim 

Mead’s Workshop 6+1 Trait Writing. We hoped to 

get new ideas of how to inspire our students for 

creative writing. Kim Mead’s presentation exceeded 

all of our expectations. We couldn’t admire enough 

her well-developed structure of teaching how to use 

different writing techniques and the criteria for 

children to do self-assessment of how interesting and 

fluent their writing is..  

 

We learned tips on how to lead our students to 

choose the original ideas, so that they can speak 

about things that others might not notice, and how 

to help them to bring out the clear message, where 

everything makes sense.  The next important step is 

to organize these ideas in such order that it will make 

the reader want to find out what is coming next.  

Using the right time and thought connections is of 

great importance here.  The Child’s individual voice 

should have liveliness and playfulness so that a 

reader can feel the original feelings.  After working 

on voice, students think of the right word choice to 

really picture the whole thing. Reinforcing sentence 

fluency is the next step.  We should show our 

children how to alternate long and short sentences 

The Workshop I Would Like To Attend Again —by Halina Mushtaler 

Continued on Page 13 
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The 2013 CAMT Conference was a little different for 

me, because instead of attending as a CAMT member 

I was working from behind the scenes with the 

CAMT Board of Directors, gaining a new 

appreciation for all of the hard work, time and 

energy that goes into the annual conference. So thank 

you to all of the Board Members, Presenters, Staff at 

the Old Mill, and everyone who attended the 

conference for making it such a successful event. 

 

I was delighted to reconnect with one of my very first 

Montessori teachers, Antoinette Finelli, who was 

presenting her Yoga Rocks workshop in one of the 

smaller rooms at the Old Mill. The room was cozy 

and inviting as it was filled with afternoon sunlight, 

yoga mats spread out across the floor, and teachers 

already starting to stretch. Reading materials were 

available featuring poses and stories that are 

appropriate for the 3-6 age group, such as “To the 

Zoo” where animal poses such as the lazy lion, 

gorilla, snake, and panther can all be explored. But 

the reading materials had to wait as Antoinette was 

ready to lead us all in a journey on a magic carpet, 

using details in the story to draw in our imaginations 

and center us on the relaxed breathing and 

movement of our bodies as we flew with the birds, 

looking down at the earth below.  

 

After our carpet ride, we were led through some of 

the poses in the handout, learning what to start with 

when first introducing yoga into the classroom. One 

thing kids love to imitate are animals, so they are 

usually able to come up with some way of 

representing an animal from the forest, in the ocean, 

on the farm, etc. Antoinette suggested starting with 

simple Cat and Cow (on hands and knees, stretching 

the back down and then up) and Rock (curled up into 

a ball with head on the ground) poses and then 

gradually adding more poses as the class develops 

concentration and focus for yoga. 

 

I was surprised to learn that certain poses can help 

you to identify potential developmental issues. The 

Frog pose, for example, can expose a lack in physical 

development if the child is unable to bend his knees 

or if the knees drop to the ground, and the Lazy Lion, 

where you stick your tongue out as far as you can, 

may imply possible learning difficulties. I feel I must 

note (as it was noted during the workshop) that this 

information only comes from Antoinette’s 

observations over her years of teaching both 

Montessori and Yoga. 

 

Overall, it was a relaxing yet informative workshop 

that gave me ideas to implement immediately into 

my classroom. Since then, Yoga Rocks has begun an 

afterschool program where I work (attracting a large 

group of Elementary and Casa children 4 and older), 

and the kids love it. Thank you to Antoinette Finelli 

for sharing your knowledge and using your 

Montessori background to help us teachers infuse 

yoga into our lessons. If you are interested in 

bringing Yoga Rocks to your school you can find 

them at yogarocks.ca.  
 

Workshop I Would Attend Again (continued from Page 14) 

and begin them in different ways.  The final trait is to 

teach children to use proper conventions and self-

edit their stories.  

 

The pieces of literature that Kim Mead chose for her 

presentation, such as “The Kissing Hand”, “Whoever 

You Are”, “My Mama Has a Dancing Heart”, are 

wonderful choices to share and discuss with 

children.  We enjoyed her ideas of the prepared 

environment, with papers of different colour for 

working on each trait, and pencils and crayons, ready 

for children to work with. 

 

Everything that we learned is very inspiring. I wish I 

have more opportunities to attend Kim Mead’s 

workshops and continue to enlighten my students in 

their creating writing skills. 
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Today, we’ve had a beautiful morning in our casa 

classroom. Absorbent minds were at play and joyful-

ly engaged. We’ve transitioned out of our work peri-

od and are preparing to head outside. The children 

are all eager to enjoy the freshly fallen snow and are 

going about dressing themselves with focused ease 

and excitement. Suddenly, there’s a commotion. 

Little ‘J’ has whipped his mitten across the floor in a 

fit of frustration, as our TA gently consoles him and 

tries helping him with the mitten, he exclaims “No! It 

isn’t right!” It needs to be pulled up just so. So she 

tries again. “No! Not like that!” Now he’s hot, and 

frustrated and losing all patience. The tears are flow-

ing, nothing we do is consoling him, and no way of 

pulling on these mittens is good enough. I’ve tried 

asking for clarification, “J, can you tell me what 

would make it right?” J is inconsolable now, and re-

fuses to answer. I’ve tried gently reasoning with him, 

“This is as high as I can pull them on J”. I’ve tried 

distracting him, “Your friends are ready to head out-

side, I’m sure you’d like to join them.” I’ve tried giv-

ing clear direction, “J, I’m going to put them on one 

more time, and then we’re going to go outside and 

enjoy playtime.” I’ve tried relating with him, “I know 

your mittens don’t feel right, but sometimes we can’t 

get everything perfect. As long as they’re covering 

you and keeping you warm, you’ll be fine”. I try giv-

ing him a hug and holding him … Still nothing. He’s 

on the floor now, completely inconsolable. I wish I 

could get inside his brain and just understand and 

help him.  

 

Deep breath… this is where I think back to my work-

shop at CAMT with Child and Family therapist, Jen-

nifer Kolari. Clearly, I think to myself, this is no long-

er about the mittens. I imagine little J’s brain and re-

member Jennifer explaining that the frontal lobe of 

children is just beginning to develop at this age. 

That’s the reasoning part of the brain. The part that 

would clearly be telling J right now that he’s missing 

on playing in the snow with his friends, he’s over 

heating from the snow pants, scarf and coat and roll-

ing on the floor and crying is helping no one. Ahh, 

the good old Frontal Lobe! Jennifer explained to us, 

that between the ages of 3-6, children are depending 

on the frontal lobe of the adults and teachers around 

them to help them reason and put things in order. 

Aha, I think to myself (as J is still on the floor, ex-

hausted from the meltdown and still going strong), 

he’s stuck in the inner part of his brain, the emotional, 

feeling part. The frontal lobe literally wraps around 

this inner brain and needs to connect for the child to 

‘disconnect’ from his feelings. So, how do we do that? 

Simply using rational statements aren’t working. Rea-

soning is out of the question. How do I get to him? ‘By 

entering his universe with relentless compassion’, Jen-

nifer’s words ring in the back of my head. I can’t pull 

him out of his inner brain, I need to go in there and 

just be there with him. Be CALM I tell myself. Don’t 

judge his universe, just observe, look around… be C-A

-L-M… Jennifer’s words are coming back to me:  

       Connect Emotionally 

Match the  Affect of the child 

       Listen to what he or she is really saying 

            (paraphrase, summarize,  

              wonder out loud) 

        Mirror or reflect the emotion back  

  to show true understanding  

 

So, I take a deep breath, and connect:  “These mittens 

are really frustrating! You just want them to fit proper-

ly so you can go play with your friends, but they’re 

not working right!” I’ve got his attention! Match the 

affect of the child: I’m already on the floor with him, 

but now I slump over in frustration, just like he is, 

“This is not fair to you! You’ve worked so hard to get 

your snow pants on, and your coat all zipped up. You 

even wrapped your scarf all by yourself. You’re all 

ready to go outside, and then your mittens just don’t 

fit right!” I haven’t reasoned with him. I’m not trying 

to pull him out of his inner emotional brain (limbic 

system) I’m just stating everything from his point of 

view, with no judgment.  J responds, “I want to go 

outside and play!” he adds sniffling. As much as I’d 

like to reason with him now, I don’t! I stay in his uni-

verse. I don’t want to lose him… I listen and I mirror: 

“You want to play and have fun with your friends out-

side, but your mittens won’t go on right and when I 

tried to help you I’m not getting it right. I’m not doing 

it the right way. Now you’re hot and tired and feeling 

so frustrated! There’s a right way for those mittens and 

they just won’t work right!” J looks at me, for the first 

time I see he’s taking a deep breath in between his 

sniffles. I’ve connected! The oxytocin is flowing. The 

feel-good chemical in the brain. He’s being heard, I’m 

in his world with him, I get it. I can just feel it calming 

the air around us, as J’s body language begins to shift. 

The Connected Classroom with Jennifer Kolari by Mme Kaur 
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This is when he can slowly disengage from his emo-

tions. He begins to sit up. A couple of friends have 

come in to use the washroom. They see J on the floor 

with me and I explain, “J really wants to come out 

and play with you but it’s just so frustrating that his 

mittens won’t fit on right.” A child makes a sugges-

tion, “Oh, that happens to me too. J, I hope you can 

come out and help us make a snowman!”  He slowly 

reaches for his mittens and puts one on. I watch. He 

turns to me and hands me the other one, “Can you 

pull this one up again?” I do as I’m told. The exact 

same way I did 10 minutes ago. This time, J uses his 

words, “No, it needs to go under my sleeve, like 

Mommy does it”. Aha! We’re communicating. I 

know how to help him! So I pull his mittens on under 

his sleeve, and demonstrate how he can do it himself 

next time. This time, he’s OK with it. It’s probably 

still not perfect, but his frontal lobe is engaged and 

the oxytocin is flowing, so he’s able to make a ration-

al decision to go and play outside.  He puts on his 

boots and off he goes with his friends!  

 

So, what just happened?! Why couldn’t I get through 

to J the first time with all my effort, and reasoning 

and good intention? Because, he was stuck. He was 

stuck in his inner brain, and needed to disengage but 

couldn’t do it forcibly. He needed me to connect 

emotionally. It is that emotional connection that re-

leases a wave of oxytocin in our brains. It is the 

‘reward chemical’. It makes us feel good, it’s a mood 

regulator, it floods the brain and makes us and our 

children happy, healthy and balanced. You can never 

have too much oxytocin. The best part is, the more 

you give, the more you get!  

 

Jennifer Kolari likened this principal of CALM mir-

roring as the best girlfriend we all love! We can chat 

with her and complain to her, and she will not try 

and fix the problem, but will empathize and connect 

and feel your frustration with you. She will not say, 

“I can see that you are frustrated right now”. That 

sounds patronizing. She is frustrated right alongside 

you! “Wow, how frustrating!” Our brain floods with 

oxytocin and suddenly, our problems don’t feel so 

insurmountable. Not because she solved it all for us, 

but because she was there to listen, connect and mir-

ror our feelings. What we, on the other hand, as 

adults often do to children, Jennifer explained, is we 

become the ‘fix all’ husband. When you’ve had a bad 

day and just want to share, we may have a well in-

tentioned husband who responds by wanting to fix 

everything, by rationalizing, finding a solution, ne-

gating, or reasoning, etc. Instead of helping the chil-

dren, we only push them farther into their inner 

brain.  

 

It’s not going to feel natural, let me warn you. In fact, 

the more unnatural, the better, Jennifer assured us. If 

a child’s tower falls over, and he’s having a tantrum 

and so angry at the friend who accidentally knocked 

it over, enter his universe. “You worked so hard on 

that tower, and now it’s on the floor and you have to 

start all over again!” Turn to the other child who is 

equally upset, “You were only trying to help and 

now he’s so mad at you and you feel so sad.” Give 

words to their emotions. Be their Frontal Lobe, con-

nect to the feelings. You can not disengage from the 

emotion until you’re able to label it and see it for 

what it is. That’s why we mirror. We literally act as a 

mirror to their emotions so that they can disengage 

and disconnect. Then the conversation can begin. “I 

wonder what we can do? Maybe you can offer to re-

build the tower with your friend, so he doesn’t have 

to do it all by himself”. Often, the children are able to 

come up with their own solution. The children are 

more ready to receive suggestions once they’ve dis-

connected, and they feel a surge of oxytocin flowing 

through their brains. Not while their stuck in a high-

ly anxious state.  

 

This workshop by Jennifer Kolari, was amongst the 

most informative, engaging and empowering work-

shops I’ve attended. She used warmth and humour 

to hit at the crux of what we do as Montessori educa-

tors on a daily basis. We engage our students from 

their perspective. We honour and encourage them 

and allow them to take the lead, while we provide 

strong and secure guidance and boundaries. That is 

Montessori education. Yet, when it comes to behav-

iour modification and positive discipline, we always 

think to stand outside the child’s experience and 

guide him from the outside in, instead of the other 

way around. Jennifer reminded us what we already 

intuitively knew. The best way to honour and engage 

a child, is to see the world from her lense. Enter her 

universe, look around, don’t judge. Connect before 

reconnecting with relentless compassion. Then, 

watch the magic unfold.  
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As an octogenarian now, a grandmother and great 

grandmother, I look back on a half century of work 

for Montessori education: teaching in the classroom; 

writing books; eventually establishing my own 

school; lecturing and visiting Montessori schools all 

over the world from New Zealand and Australia to 

South Africa to the United Kingdom to the Nether-

lands and most recently, Canada, India, Sweden and 

Germany.  

 

One of the privileges of age is the time to look back 

on one’s life; to reflect on the contribution one has 

tried to make and its ultimate meaning. Today I am 

going to try to explain what it is about Montessori 

education that I have found so significant and why I 

have devoted my working life to it. 

 

Montessori’s emphasis on the human spirit within 

each individual child and young adult as its primary 

focus, from the birth of the infant to the years of 

young adulthood, makes it unique among education-

al systems. To concentrate on each child and student 

as a spiritual being implies an understanding of the 

human species as singular in its designated path of 

self-formation from birth to twenty-four years. The 

goal of this necessary self-formation is a complete 

human being of developed intellect and will, adapted 

to his or her time, place and culture. 

 

Regular education ignores this special mandate for 

humanity and the process that separates us from the 

animals whose journey through life is programmed 

solely by instincts. Historically, educational practices 

have treated the human being as already formed, at 

least to his or her age related ability, and therefore 

ready to receive knowledge passively from the out-

side; a formed vessel ready for the filling. Education, 

past and present, has concentrated on finding new 

and innovative ways to facilitate this “filling” of our 

youth and thus is prey to one fad after another; the 

latest of which, of course, is reliance on technology. 

 

By ignoring the necessary self-formation of each 

unique individual, regular education misses the ulti-

mate questions for the child: who am I and what am I 

to do with my life? Yet, the mental narrative and sto-

ries from childhood onward that each of us tell our-

selves in answer to these fundamental questions, so 

unique to the human species, determines our happi-

ness and ultimate success in life as adults. If Montes-

sori’s concept of self-formation stopped here, she 

would have made a significant contribution to educa-

tion. In fact, she went beyond the happiness of indi-

viduals as the goal of her educational plan to an un-

derstanding that human beings are given the gift of 

self-formation, not for self-centered reasons, but in 

order to serve all creation: to respect it; care for it; nur-

ture it whether human, plant or animal from the 

smallest particle of which all is made to the stars, outer 

space and the universe.  

 

If then, Montessori viewed education in its totality, the 

whole of its depth and breadth and ultimate purpose, 

she also, most spectacularly, pioneered in her long 

lifetime of eighty years a detailed plan of education for 

youth that matches this lofty vision. Thus,   

Montessori’s educational approach makes possible the 

realization of human destiny, and each individual hu-

man being, not as an intellectual ideal, but as a practi-

cal path of self-formation for each child and young 

adult. How did she manage to accomplish such a feat?   

 

First and most importantly, Montessori was not an 

educator. She was a medical doctor; a practicing and 

successful physician in the city of Rome at the turn of 

the twentieth century, well respected by her medical 

colleagues as well as city and national officials and 

leaders. Her medical background meant that she knew 

life in all its forms, whether animal, plant or human. 

Further, she was thoroughly grounded in the scientific 

approach.  She regarded observable evidence as the 

only legitimate path for verifying fact over belief and 

prejudice. Throughout her life she was not much inter-

ested in theory but only observable fact. This is why 

Montessori teachers today must, first and foremost, be 

observers of human life. It is only by observing the 

child and young adult that we will uncover the ongo-

ing process of self-formation in each, and therefore 

how to aid it. This is also why today we have to see 

Montessori children, students and alumni for our-

selves, in their classrooms and without, in order to 

grasp the full benefits of their Montessori education.  

 

The second key aspect to fathom about Montessori is 

her genius for making abstract concepts into concrete 

form so that they are easily incorporated into the mind 

via the senses. How did she manage to do this and 

why hadn’t others done this before? First of all, they 
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had made a beginning in this respect. Most signifi-

cantly, Jean Itard and Eduard Sequin, both French 

medical doctors working with impaired youth. had 

successfully aided them by developing objects for 

manipulation that developed the senses. Montessori 

studied their work intensively and actually incorpo-

rated a few of their materials into her own curricu-

lum. The difference between Montessori and others 

before her, however, was that she pioneered an entire 

educational plan for the whole of human self-

formation, covering all areas for the development of 

the intellect and will in a continuum, from birth right 

up to young adulthood.  

 

For the early years of life, until the capacity for ab-

stract thought was sufficiently established, concrete 

materials were the mainstay of her plan. They cov-

ered every area of basic knowledge and one material 

led to the next in logical order, leading to ever-

deepening understanding. They were elegant in their 

simplicity with no extraneous details that could lead 

to confusion or distraction. In this way, the materials 

made possible the child’s exploration and discovery 

of an abstract concept or idea on his or her own after 

their initial presentation (and, when necessary, re-

presentations) by the adult.  

 

Note that the materials are not visual aides or teach-

ing tools meant to pour pre-digested knowledge into 

the child. Rather, the child alone with a material after 

its presentation (or in the case of the elementary 

child, age 6 to 12, group of children) develops his or 

her own thoughts and knowledge regarding it 

through his or her own efforts. This is a lengthy pro-

cess involving much repetition and revisiting, some-

times over an extended period of years. The adult 

only knows if the child has absorbed the depth of a 

material when he or she can teach another about it, 

thus demonstrating established knowledge. When 

the child exhibits this understanding, passing this 

“test” if you will, the teacher can proceed to present 

the next material or an extended use of the present 

one to the child. In this sense, every material repre-

sents an opportunity for self-formation by the child 

and therefore development into an ever more com-

plete being of intellect and will. 

 

The Montessori Materials designed for the first 

twelve years of life show clearly that Maria Montes-

sori possessed a well-ordered and brilliant intelli-

gence. After a tough day of teaching, the kind all 

teachers experience when nothing appears to have 

gone well and we doubt the path we have taken in 

our chosen career, it was the concrete materials that 

always gave me faith in the integrity of the Montes-

sori approach. I would start the next day with energy 

and confidence that things would go better, and they 

did. If you have never had the privilege of seeing the 

transformation in children that the Montessori Mate-

rials make possible, it is hard to realize what a rare 

and unique heritage they represent. It would be trag-

ic if they were ever lost to posterity through igno-

rance or neglect, and their preservation for future 

generations is a major responsibility for Montessori 

educators and advocates. 

 

Montessori’s scientific background and her innate 

creative and intellectual abilities made possible her 

discovery of the child’s self-formation and how to aid 

it. It was her unusual life experiences on many conti-

nents, living in differing cultures, through multiple 

wars, revolutions and economic upheavals however, 

that helped her to understand the child as a universal 

being, destined to adapt to all times, places and cul-

tures. She found that wherever she went from Eu-

rope to North America to Asia, including a pro-

longed period of six years living in India, children 

responded to her educational plan in similar ways. 

She herself respected differing cultures and peoples 

and lack of prejudice is a hallmark of good Montesso-

ri classrooms today on six continents. Montessori is 

truly a universal approach to education, applicable to 

all humanity: past, present and future. It is therefore 

uniquely suited to the global world of today. 

 

Above all, Montessori possessed a unique humility 

before the child all her life. From the beginning she 

realized that she would have to continue learning 

throughout her life if she was to discover the human 

spirit within the child and its plan in guiding self-

formation. Initially, even though at the height of her 

successful medical and public career, she returned to 

the University of Rome as a student. She took courses 

in every field related to the child: pedagogy, philoso-

phy, psychology, history, anthropology-even becom-

ing a Professor of Anthropology at the University of 
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Rome for seven years. Throughout her life she kept 

up with the work of others interested in children and 

human progress, meeting and corresponding with 

leaders in their fields around the world including 

Sigmund and Anna Freud, Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget, 

Mahatma Gandhi, Alexander Graham Bell and 

Thomas Edison. Her curiosity and openness to all 

knowledge to the end of her days never wavered. 

One can only wonder today how amazed and de-

lighted she would be with the modern technology 

that makes possible the miraculous witnessing of the 

brain’s actual formation in real time, thus verifying 

the basis of her approach to the child’s education. It 

is Montessori’s qualities of humility and openness to 

all knowledge that we must emulate today, if we are 

to succeed as Montessori teachers and advocates into 

the future. 
 

As to the educational plan that Montessori spent her 

life developing, as we have mentioned it is compre-

hensive, encompassing the whole of self-formation 

from birth to early adulthood. It begins with the un-

derstanding that the development of human beings 

does not proceed in a linear fashion, as regular edu-

cation assumes, but follows a series of four stages or 

planes that include spurts of growth, followed by 

subsequent periods of integration and consolidation. 

Each of these planes has specific goals in self-

formation for the human being and each has specific 

attributes that aid in the meeting of those goals.  
 

Hence, the child in the first six years of life, the First 

Plane of Development, possesses an ability to learn 

by absorbing the surrounding environment, at first in 

an unconscious and indiscriminate way but after age 

3 in a more conscious, selective manner. Following 

this pattern of a sensorial, hands-on exploration of 

the immediate environment the child develops both 

the intellect and will. The child needs freedom for 

this exploration but it is a co-measured freedom, con-

sistent with the child’s development of self-control, 

recognition of the rights of others and respect for the 

environment. In this way, the intellect is gradually 

developed in these key years but the formation of the 

will as represented by self-discipline is an equal goal. 
 

Civilized behavior and respect for the legitimate au-

thority of parent and teacher are thus goals to be 

reached by age 6 in order for the child to thrive in the 

Second Plane of Development, the years from 6 to 12. 

The gift of the absorbent mind now fades and a rea-

soning mind, capable of imagining what is not present 

to the senses and available for manipulation, emerges. 

Materials that stimulate reason and imagination in 

pursuit of knowledge become the basis of the Montes-

sori curriculum, thus opening up the whole universe 

and history of human progress to the child’s explora-

tion.  
 

Whereas the child in First Plane was basically explor-

ing as an individual, albeit in a community of others 

and absorbing learning through observing their activi-

ties as well as engaging in his or her own work, now 

in this Second Plane the children primarily explore the 

materials together in small groups. It is the minds of 

others that they find fascinating and that spur them 

onward in their own discoveries. This social interest is 

entirely new and can only take place in a productive 

manner if the children previously have met the goal of 

formation of an individual self, capable of self-control 

and respect for others and the environment, in the 

First Plane.  
 

This Second Plane is typically one of enormous exu-

berance and expansive intellectual development. 

Equally, the child’s will progresses to an interest, at 

times even a preoccupation, with morality and justice. 

It is in this plane then that the truly social self is 

formed. Therefore, Montessori recognized that all 

knowledge of human progress on earth should be pre-

sented to the child in the context of gratitude and ap-

preciation for others who have come before us. She 

accomplished this through a series of five Great Stories 

and numerous sub-lessons, presenting the creation of 

the universe, the coming of life, and the arrival of hu-

man beings with their subsequent inventions of litera-

cy and numeracy. With these presentations as a point 

of departure, the children follow their interests in 

more detail through subsequent research projects 

throughout their elementary years. There is no outer 

limit to where their explorations in further knowledge 

on any topic of interest can lead them.  
 

The Third Plane, the years from 12 to 18 years, begin 

an entirely new direction and process for the newly 

born adolescent. Whereas the Second Plane represent-

ed an integration and consolidation of the final years 

of childhood, this new plane begins the formation of 

the adult. Like every process of birth and new life, it is 

a fragile period. This is particularly true for the period 

of 12 to 15 years, when the vulnerability of the slowly 

emerging young adult mirrors the precarious life of 
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the infant through age 3. In these years the adoles-

cent looks inward, similar to the self-centered one to 

three year old, imagining that he or she is a major 

focus of others when in fact this might not be the case 

at all. Thus, the buoyant spirit and confidence of the 

twelve-year old is largely replaced by insecurity and 

self-consciousness. 
 

This transformation is bewildering to the parent but 

even more so to the young adult. Therefore, it is es-

sential that particular attention be paid to the needs 

of adolescents if they are to meet the goals of self-

formation in this crucial plane. Parents, teachers and 

coaches working with this age have to take into ac-

count the inner turmoil the young person is experi-

encing, and form an educational approach that helps 

the adolescent to work through it with a positive re-

sult. Key to this outcome is the opportunity for 

young persons to challenge themselves: testing their 

strengths; overcoming perceived weaknesses; facing 

risk. Montessori called this process “valorization” of 

the self. It is the reason she recommended providing 

an educational environment that included physical 

challenges in the natural world for adolescents. 

Through such experiences they discover persever-

ance and hard work can overcome seemingly impos-

sible tasks and situations, thus building confidence in 

their inborn capacities. In a sense then, the physical 

world and practical hands on experience with it, re-

place the Montessori Materials of the first two Planes. 

This is true for intellectual challenges as well. Ado-

lescents need the opportunity to pursue their indi-

vidual interests in differing academic fields outside 

the classroom and in the world at large. Hence, they 

need to experience, behind the scenes and first hand, 

the passion and dedication of researchers and scien-

tists at work in their laboratories, doctors in their 

offices and hospitals, curators in their museums, 

business people in their offices, farmers in their 

fields: in short, workers in workplaces of all kinds. 
 

In all these experiences, the need for individual sup-

port and encouragement by the adult increases sub-

stantially. Hence, the Third Plane, particularly in the 

first three years (12 to 15), is a time when the adult to 

student ratio should match the earliest years of the 

First Plane with one adult to every 8 to 10 students. 

Nor does the adult at this time need to be a specialist 

in any particular field but rather a renaissance per-

son, interested in all knowledge and able to guide the 

young person to legitimate sources in whatever field 

of endeavor that he or she is eager to pursue in more 

depth. Clearly, what the adult must possess is an en-

thusiasm for life, as well as appreciation and grati-

tude for the history of human progress and a desire 

to know and understand each young person in their 

charge. 
 

By the Fourth Plane of Development, the years from 

18 to 24, young persons, if all has gone well in the 

preceding three planes, are ready to pursue their 

own individual paths toward preparation for a par-

ticular role in serving their fellow human beings 

whether it be in business, finance, science, medicine, 

education or related fields. At the end of this final six

-year period, the formative years for the child and 

young person are over and the mature adult emerg-

es. As adults they are ready to assume responsibility 

for their own welfare and where appropriate for that 

of others, specifically the next generation and others 

less fortunate than themselves.  
 

Let us take a moment to consider the present chal-

lenges to Montessori as an educational plan built up-

on the self-formation of the human being and its im-

plication for human progress across the globe. First 

of all, all of us need to see with our own eyes the full 

impact of Montessori’s unique approach to education 

on the young. Reading about Montessori and intel-

lectually accepting it will not inspire the energy and 

staying power necessary to carry out a revolution of 

such magnitude. Already we are presented with a 

dilemma. The label Montessori is now a generic one. 

Anyone can attach it to any organization or institu-

tion. Although he or she may be doing good things 

for children, there is no guarantee that students are 

being exposed to an authentic Montessori education 

for their age level or to its continuity into their future 

years. Therefore, as a first step, we must strive to cre-

ate model Montessori schools on every continent. 

Model schools allow us to show others in specific 

detail what Montessori was advocating and how the 

young respond to her discoveries about them. This is 

a tremendous task as there are many obstacles to fol-

lowing Montessori’s guidelines in practice. However, 

if at least some of us do not voluntarily make this 

mission our primary task in Montessori, the fullness 

of her contribution will be lost, just as has happened 
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to Froebel and so many others of the past. 
 

In order to establish model Montessori schools, we 

need to recognize that they must expand vertically to 

include all the age levels. Therefore, the model school 

begins its influence with parents soon after, or even 

before, a child’s birth through Parent-Child classes or 

other means. Ideally, children who are ready to bene-

fit should enter a class for 18 month to 3 year olds for 

three hours a morning, five days a weeks. At 3 chil-

dren enter primary classes for 3 to 6 year olds and 

between 6 and 7, elementary classes for 6 to 9 year 

olds and then 9 to 12 year olds. As we have men-

tioned an authentic Montessori education extends 

into the young person’s future years. This means that 

we need to build model schools that gradually ex-

tend beyond the First and Second Planes of Develop-

ment into the Third Plane. We are beginning to de-

velop schools at the junior and senior high levels 

now in the United States. To accomplish this goal in 

an authentic way is even more difficult than at the 

pre-school and elementary levels. Montessori spelled 

out the requirements for the Prepared Environment 

and the Prepared Adult for these earlier classrooms 

in detail. Because her goal was to help the young per-

son to form himself or herself into an adult adapted 

to his or her own time, place and culture, she could 

not do this to the same degree at the junior and sen-

ior high school or university levels. She described the 

needs of the young adult and made suggestions as to 

how best to meet them; she established no training 

course, however, that could provide details of proce-

dure.  
 

This may have been a deliberate decision on her part. 

The child is the child the world over, a universal be-

ing with universal needs for self-formation at the 

First Plane using an Absorbent Mind and at the Sec-

ond Plane with a Reasoning Mind. The basic tools of 

human civilization: numeracy and literacy; respect 

for others; and regard for the world around us are 

one and the same for everyone. At the Third Plane, as 

the adolescent begins an exploration of the adult 

world around him or her, goals become more differ-

entiated, depending on the surrounding culture. The 

principles remain but there are varying environments 

across the globe for carrying them out in an authentic 

way. No matter the courses established in various 

countries today to train Montessori teachers in assist-

ing adolescents, the scholarship of Montessori stu-

dents and their response to their fellow human be-

ings and world around them should manifest them-

selves as universals. They should make a clear 

demonstration throughout the world that Montessori 

is the one truly global education both in vision and in 

results.  
 

Obviously, the necessity of establishing model Mon-

tessori schools at these older age levels is one of great 

challenge, as well as opportunity, for Montessori’s 

followers. If we are going to carry out her vision 

faithfully, the most intelligent, creative and intuitive 

among us are going to have to undertake this task. In 

particular, we will have to possess, or develop, the 

humility to set aside the adult agenda of power and 

recognition for self, as Montessori did. Adult agen-

das versus the needs of children and young adults 

have bedeviled the reform of education for a century.   
 

In summary, Montessori education addresses the 

child as a spiritual being; the human spirit within 

each of us; our self-formation in intellect and will to 

complete our full humanity as human beings 

adapted to our time, place and culture. We are accus-

tomed to think of intellect as the development of in-

telligence and academic knowledge; of will as the 

formation of self-discipline and self-control. They do 

represent these ideals, of course, but it is also within 

the intellect and will that other virtues of humanity 

reside: appreciation, optimism, courage, choice, pro-

activity, altruism, humor, stead-fastness, trust, per-

spective, purpose and wisdom which, of course, in-

corporates them all. 
 

The secret of human progress on the earth is the posi-

tive self-formation by each individual of intellect and 

will, with the strong character and virtues that result. 

Montessori developed a unique and all-

encompassing plan from birth to adulthood at age 

twenty-four to assist in this self-formation. She gave 

us both its mission and goal in these words written in 

1948, as the world struggled to recover from the dis-

asters of World War II:  
   

“Not in the service of any political or social creed 

should the teacher work but in the service of the 

complete human being, able to exercise in freedom a 

self-disciplined will and judgment, unperverted by 

prejudice and undistorted by fear.”       

 

    


