Getting the Full Benefits of Montessori

Montessori education emphasizes completing the final year of a given program. Each program is
designed around your child’s developmental cycle, and the last year is irreplaceable in your
child’s progress. Therefore, leaving before the final year reduces the benefit of your investment
in the previous years.

Montessori education follows a spiral model in which students learn more about a subject each
time the topic is reviewed or encountered. Topics are revisited to allow students to expand their
knowledge, skills, and abilities to achieve mastery. (Jerome Bruner coined the term “spiral

in 1960; you can read a good synopsis here.)
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Children Blossom in Their Final Year

One way to think of this is to compare your child’s growth to that of a perennial flower.

Children entering a new classroom need time to establish roots, just as a perennial flower does
when newly transplanted. Like the flowers, children may not initially show much external
growth. These first/second years in a classroom are when children explore their environment
and make sense of their new community.

Children are more established during their second/third years and start to grow and blossom.
They are experimenting in a learning space where they feel comfortable and established.

By their final year, children become experts in their community. Their growth becomes
exponential and abundant. The children who stay for the full cycle of learning have the
opportunity to establish their roots, extend themselves, and then bloom and expand in exciting
new ways.

Example: Language Learning in the Primary Program

What does this look like in concrete terms? Here is an example using the language area in a
Primary classroom.

In Montessori, a larger skill is broken down into smaller component skills. The classroom
activities allow children to gradually accumulate all of those component skills until the day
when they put them all together to discover the larger skill for themselves.

It is typically only when children begin their final year that they have enough confidence in the
larger skill to expand on it and cement it through extension and practice. This is the mastery
phase.


https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED538282.pdf

In the case of reading and writing, the component skills fall into two categories: preparation of
the hand and preparation of the mind.

Many Montessori practical life exercises focus on the preparation of the hand, such as washing,
polishing, and dusting. These activities help children refine their gross and fine motor skills from
shoulders through fingers to conform to a left-to-right/top-to-bottom motion.

Sensorial exercises such as the cylinder block are topped with knobs of the same thickness as a
pencil. Children use this material to refine visual discrimination of dimension and, at the same
time, exercise and strengthen their pencil grips.

In the metal inset work, children fill in geometric shapes with colored pencils in a precise
way--with one continuous line, staying within the shape and moving up and down, left to
right--exactly as they will when writing with a pencil. When they use their two fingers to trace
the shapes of the sandpaper letters, they are preparing to make those same shapes later with a
pencil or piece of chalk.



Other sensorial and language activities in the classroom address the preparation of the mind for
language and writing.

Every sensorial activity has language associated with it; for example, the names of leaf shapes,
geometric shapes, colors, continents and countries, or adjectives that qualify sensorial
experience. The classroom is filled with card material to enrich children’s vocabulary. Children
will also learn to distinguish the phonetic sounds of the English language by playing sound
games with phonetic objects with the teacher (“Can you show me the object that starts with
the sound ‘s-s-s-s’? Yes, sock does start with the sound s-s-s-s.”), and to associate each sound
with its cursive symbol with the sandpaper letters.

These two pathways of preparation come together when children form words with the letters of
the moveable alphabet. Having acquired all of the smaller component skills in earlier work, the
children essentially discover writing on their own. Soon thereafter, they will begin
spontaneously reading back what they have just composed and add a second great discovery to
the first.
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Language development example at MIR


https://vimeo.com/516939465
https://vimeo.com/516939465

The Mastery Phase

But these acquisitions, important as they are, are not an end. Beginning skills in phonetic
reading and writing are a starting point from which the student in their final year of Primary
expands into four areas:

e Writing mechanics: progressing in stages from writing on a blank chalkboard to writing
on lined paper.

e Creative writing with the small moveable alphabet: progressing from single words to
phrases to whole sentences to stories and the first written reports.

e Reading mechanics: progressing from phonetic reading to adding the phonograms
(letter combinations such as “sh” and “ay”) and non-phonetic sight words (such as “the”
and “who” and “beautiful”). Children begin to study word families, compound words,
prefixes, suffixes, synonyms, antonyms, and homonymes.

e Reading comprehension: children gain an understanding of the functions of the parts of
speech through fun and experiential activities with nouns, articles, adjectives,
conjunctions, prepositions, verbs, and adverbs. This enriches their writing and reading,
leading to deeper levels of reading comprehension.

When a child is removed from the critical last year of their program, they miss out on these
activities designed to lead them to mastery. Often, the skills required of a kindergartner and
even first grader in conventional schooling are much less comprehensive than what they

experienced this last year. As a result, the child’s forward momentum can slow considerably.

This situation is not limited to language skills. In the first years of their program, children are
developing foundational skills in mathematics, geometry, geography, and music that only come
to fruition in the final year. They are also developing important character development and
executive functioning skills such as making good decisions, concentration, self-management,
grace and courtesy, and care for oneself and others.

In a very real sense, by opting to keep your child in Montessori to complete their full cycle, you
are maximizing the investment you’ve made in their education and allowing them to reap the
holistic benefits of their Montessori experience.

For more exhaustive information about child development and how Montessori supports
optimal development, we encourage you to use the resources of the MIR website:

e The Toddler Program
The Primary Program

[ ]
e The Elementary Program
e Why Montessori



https://www.mir.org/pages/toddlers
https://www.mir.org/pages/primary
https://www.mir.org/pages/elementary
https://www.mir.org/pages/why-montessori
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