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What 1s the most important thing
that children get from Montessori?

The Montessori approach is often described as an “education for life”. When we try to define what children take away
from their years in Montessori, we need to expand our vision to include more than just the basic academic skills.

TAKING A DIFFERENT APPROACH

Normally, Americans think of school as a place where one generation passes down basic skills and culture to the
next. From this perspective, a school only exists to cover a curriculum, not to develop character and self-esteem.

But in all too many traditional and highly competitive schools, students memorize facts and concepts with little
understanding, only to quickly forget them when exams are over. Studies show that many bright students are
passive learners. They coast through school, earning high grades, but rarely pushing themselves to read material
that hasn't been assigned, ask probing questions, challenge their teachers’ cherished opinions, or think for
themselves. They typically want teachers to hand them the “right answers”.

PUTTING THE CHILD FIRST

The problem isn't with today’s children, but with today’s schools. Children are as gifted, curious, and creative as they
ever were, when they're working on something that captures their interest and which they have voluntarily
chosen to explore.

Montessori schools work to develop culturally literate children and nurture their fragile sparks of curiosity, creativity,
and intelligence. They have a very different set of priorities from traditional schools, and a very low regard for
mindless memorization and superficial learning.

Montessori students may not memorize as many facts, but they do tend to become self-confident, independent
thinkers who learn because they are interested in the world and enthusiastic about life, not simply to get
a good grade.

THE MARIA MONTESSORI MINDSET

Marie Montessori believed that there was more to life than simply the pursuit of wealth and power. To her, finding
one’s place in the world, work that is meaningful and fulfilling, and developing the inner peace and depth of soul,
allows us to love the most important goals in life.

Montessori schools give children the sense of belonging to a family and help them learn how to live with other
human beings.

To reduce these principals to the most simplistic form, Dr. Montessori proposed that we could make peace by
healing the wounds of the human heart and by producing a child who is independent, at peace with their self, and
secure. Dr. Montessori envisioned her movement as essentially leading to a reconstruction of society.

Montessori schools are different, but it isn’'t just because of the materials that are used in the classroom. Look
beyond the pink towers and golden beads, and you'll discover that the classroom is a place where children
really want to be — because it feels like home.



Sometimes You Just Have to Poligh the Duek

Lessons for Grownups
from a Montessori Classroom

By Darcie Vandegrift

[Editors’ note: This article was orig-
inally published in Montessori Life in
Volume 15, Number 4, Fall 2003.]

I am continually taught important les-
sons by my son’s Montessori educa-
tion. Montessori puts a respectful, lov-
ing philosophy into practice. The
Children’s House classroom is a place
that embraces the rightness of the
child’s intentions while shaping the
child’s ability to line up these inten-
tions with action.

How distinct this approach is from
what I experienced in my own child-
hood education. While a few of us might
have been defined by the school as
“good” or “smart,” school was essen-
tially a process that required distrusting
and redirecting so that children might be
kept “on task,” or focused on what they
“should” be doing, often ignoring what
they would really like to do.

After experiencing a Montessori
classroom, I have come to believe the
opposite: The classroom structure
(and, by extension, the structure of a
home) can foster a child’s practically
innate desire to follow a path toward
learning. This environment does not
have to shoehorn all children into the
same trajectory but rather sets the
stage for each small person to proceed
as the way opens for him or her.

The deep trust I have in Montessori
comes from experience. My son, Anson,
had his first Montessori Children’s
House participation at age 4, weeks
after relocating from California to
Wisconsin. His transition to his new
school in Wisconsin was at first diffi-
cult. He cried each morning before
school for several weeks, begging us to
let him stay home. I shed tears as well,
once in front of his teacher as I men-
tioned how difficult the morning rou-
tine had become. Wisely, she advised
us to change routines: What if we car-
pooled with another child to school?
This suggestion transformed our
mornings almost from the first day we
started driving with a friend. I began
to suspect that there might be some-
thing to this Montessorian emphasis
on environment.

This environment . . . sets the
stage for each small person to
proceed as the way opens for
him or her.

Anson did not outwardly grieve
the transition from familiar California
to unknown Wisconsin the way we
did. My husband and I missed friends
and longed for familiar places. After
the carpool started, Anson appeared to
pass blithely through the day. At
school, however, he chose different

MONTESSORI LIFE SPRING 2014

activities than the other children.
Many of the kids his age worked with
number chains, created words with
the movable alphabet, or traced the
sandpaper letters. My son rarely did
any of these things his first months in
Children’s House, at least not to my
knowledge. Teachers told me he often
watched other children engage in
these activities, but he did not partici-
pate. Instead, day after day, Anson chose
to practice something he learned as
one of his first lessons in the school.

He took to the table a small tray
containing a cotton cloth, clear shoe
polish, and a wooden duck. Then he
enacted a simple ritual. Lid removed
from polish. Cloth dipped in polish.
Polish applied on duck. Lid put on
polish. Items replaced on tray. Tray
returned to shelf.

“What did you do at school today?”
I would ask, violating rule number one
for how to start a conversation with
your preschooler.

“I wandered around,” he would
tell me. “And I polished the duck.”

The duck, his teacher informed me
the second month of school, was well
maintained. “Anson likes to polish
wooden objects and repeats this often,”
his progress report duly noted. I silent-
ly calculated how much we were pay-
ing per month (with what kinds of
financial sacrifices) to subsidize our
son’s wood-shining habit.




This gut reaction arose from the
timework messages transmitted to me
through my education about what chil-
dren “should” be doing in school. I
mistrusted Anson’s desire to learn,
longing for him to rush to the things
that “kindergartners must know.” As
parents, we receive messages every-
where about what kinds of evidence
our children should provide to
demonstrate progress. I jumped to the
conclusion that duck polishing was, if
not what my son would do through-
out his year in school, at least an indi-
cator that he would not create the kind
of output necessary to “be a success.”
In a culture that values product, the
seeming passivity of observing others
or polishing the duck is slightly sus-
pect. Shouldn’t a student immediately
jump into producing something, the way
I was expecting myself to be producing
something in the job I had moved to
Wisconsin to begin?

Fortunately, the school’s director
suggested I read more about the
Montessori classroom. I learned that
children entering this environment
normalize, a term that I understand to
mean the way kids figure out how
to listen to the loving voice within
that just a few years earlier urged
them to sit up, walk, and speak those
delicious first few words. To normal-

ize, children must learn the structure
of the Montessori classroom through
participation. Polishing the duck was
not just cloth on wood (although I
imagine that the textures and smells
provided daily comfort for Anson dur-
ing the transition to all places new in
Wisconsin). This task, included as part
of the Montessori Practical Life cur-
riculum, helped to teach the order,
both internal to my son and external of
him, necessary for working in other
areas of the classroom. The repetition
done at his choosing provided comfort
and confidence during the process of
learning to work in a Montessori class-
room. One year later, as Anson draws
maps, manipulates the addition board,
and learns to write, his early period of
duck polishing has served him well.
How much better would all of us
be if we learned to trust ourselves the
way my son did during this time? I am
sure that my first year at work would
have been less traumatic if I had been
given the opportunity to observe and
gain readiness instead of pushing to
replicate the output of the best years in
my old, familiar workplace. We drive
ourselves forward, always wanting
evidence of achievement. I am guilty
of demanding daily proof from myself
that I am productive. Another report
filed. Another flowerbed weeded.
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Another project begun.

Nonstop output is not only impos-
sible, but our expectations that we
work in this way exhaust us and set us
up for failure. Big, “productive” accom-
plishments, whether learning to read
or writing a novel, require a strong,
healthy center that cannot be nurtured
in the moment of rushing toward task
completion. As my son demonstrated,
rituals and routines, while not generat-
ing output, help create the environ-
ment for success and time for regener-
ation. The mindful pause, as Anson
enacted when polish met wood, can
help us prepare for future bursts of
growth and help us to rest after com-
pleting such growth. I try to remind
myself that this step of regeneration is
vital. Sometimes you just have to
polish the duck.

DARCIE VANDEGRIFT is associate pro-
fessor of sociology and the chair of the
Department for the Study of Culture &
Society at Drake University, in Des Moines,
IA. Her son, Anson, is now 16 years old
and attended Montessori through eighth
grade. His younger sister is currently a
sixth grader at Cowles Montessori School,
a public Montessori school in Des Moines.
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