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Abstract

 Maria Montessori was the first woman physician in Italy and went on to make history 

with her educational philosophy. The Montessori philosophy has been used world wide for over 

100 years. Over this time, it has become a well -known educational philosophy that concentrates 

on valuing the child and nurturing their love of education. In American society today, Montessori 

is being looked at as an alternative to the traditional education system. 
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Maria Montessori: A Love of Learning

	
 After opening the front door and taking a first step into the classroom it is clear that you 

are not walking into a traditional classroom. Some children are working on math, others on art 

and a few children are working independently on various subject matter. The teacher is floating 

around the room answering questions when asked for help specifically from  the students. These 

unique visuals is what distinguishes this classroom as a Montessori classroom. 

	
 The Montessori method is a innovative way to look at education and how children are 

capable of learning from the environment around them.  The method has come a long way since 

Maria Montessori first started it in a small school house in the slums of Rome. Today, statistics 

show that the Montessori method is an affective alternative to traditional schooling. The 

Montessori philosophy is finding its way into the private and public sectors of schools through 

out America as the search for quality education is continued. 

  The Life and Work of Maria Montessori

Maria Montessori was born in Italy during the year of 1870. She received her degree  

in natural sciences and went on to University Rome Medical School. When she graduated in 

1896, she became the first woman physician in her country (Peters, 2008).  While studying 

medicine, she began observing and analyzing the process of  how children learn. Her 

observations led to what became known as the Montessori method.

When Montessori’s passion shifted from the human body to the human mind, 

Montessori went back to the university to study psychology and philosophy in 1901. Three years 

later, in 1904, she became a professor of anthropology at the University of Rome (Pendleton, 

2010). Montessori’s love of education and children was compelling enough that she chose to 
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leave the university and open the Casa dei Bambini in Rome, in 1906. Casa dei Bambini is where 

she concluded that children teach themselves and thus the Montessori method was born 

(Pendleton, 2010) .

 The success of Casa dei Bambini was overwhelming and soon their were 

Montessori schools through out Europe and America. In 1913, the first American Montessori 

school was opened in Tarrytown, New York (Peters, 2008). Just two short years later, in 1915, 

their were 150 montessori schools in the United States. 

During the year 1915, Montessori made world news with her “glass house” exhibit at 

the Panama-Pacific International Exhibition in San Francisco, California (Pendleton, 2010).  This 

exhibit used a glass classroom where the viewers were able to watch first hand the teachings and 

advantages of the Montessori system. The “glass house” exhibit put the Montessori method on 

the map. During this, her second trip to the U.S., Maria Montessori also spoke to the National 

Education Association and the International Kindergarten Union.

From 1911 through 1918 the Montessori method flourished through out the United 

States. Around 1918 many scholars began to criticize the methods and the movement died in 

America. Although, the movement continued to grow through out Europe (Whitescarver and 

Cossentino, 2008). 

 Montessori began teacher training courses in London in 1919. For political 

reasons, she traveled through out Europe for the next few years until she settled in the 

Netherlands in 1938 and opened the Montessori Training Center (Pendleton, 2010). In 1939, she 

went onto establish teacher training courses in India. In 1947, the Montessori Center in London 

was founded.It wasn’t until the late 1950’s that Montessori found a home back in the United 

Maria Montessori: A Love of Learning ! 4



States. A search for quality education led parents back to the Montessori method (Whitescarver 

and Cossentino, 2008). 

 Maria Montessori, amazingly, was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize three times for 

her work, through out her career. She passed away in Holland in 1952 and left a legacy behind 

(Pendleton, 2010). Her legacy now spans across 110 countries and 22,000 Montessori schools 

(Peters, 2008). 

The Basic Principals of the Montessori Philosophy

Multi-age groupings-

Children are grouped into a 3 year age bracket. Babies 0 to 2.5 years old are grouped together 

and children ages 3 to 6 years are grouped together. As the children get older the age brackets are 

larger, but their is no more than a 6 year age difference between the children in the same group 

(Stephenson, 2010). 

Teacher is the facilitator-

Maria Montessori was quoted saying, “Her [the teacher] virtue consists of never interrupting the 

work of the child, at the same time giving help where she sees that help is 

necessary” (Montessori, 2007). The teacher is the facilitator between the environment and the 

student. The teacher creates specific lessons that are put into the environment for the students 

then choose to work on it at their own time.

Importance in Observation-

The teacher observes the children constantly through out the day and evaluates their progress. 

This helps the teacher to tailor the prepared environment to each students need (Peters, 2008)

Prepared environment-
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After careful observation of the children, the teacher prepares the learning environment with age 

appropriate work projects through out the classroom. In the Montessori school the chairs, tables 

and shelves are full of projects that are well thought out by the teacher and are all at the 

children’s level so that they are easily accessible. Too many projects are worse for a child than 

too few.  Teachers are constantly refining their projects through out their classroom and are 

constantly taking away old projects and adding new ones (Stephenson, 2010). Children are 

natural learners and will learn when put in an environment filled with the proper materials. 

Freedom to make individual choices-

The children are free to move around the room and choose what they would like to work on. 

Inspired by the prepared environment that children choose from art, math, geography, music and 

many other subjects to work on through out the day. The children are free to choose how long 

they work on any one subject; anywhere from 3 minutes to 3 hours is acceptable on any one 

project (Stephenson, 2010). 

Uninterrupted Work Cycle-

During each day their is a period of time where the children can work with out being interrupted. 

Children are allowed to work together on different projects, but social interaction during work 

time is discouraged (Simmons and Sands-Dudelczyk, 1983). 

An Environment Free of external rewards and competition-

The Montessori method believes that the child should work for their own love of learning rather 

than a working to receive a reward. Children are full of purpose and they are encouraged to 

follow that purpose with the end result of learning being their reward. 
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Strengths and Weaknesses of the Montessori Philosophy

 Montessori has been a valued educational philosophy for over a century. During the past 

100 years the philosophy has encountered many challenges as well as successes. Each challenge 

has been a reflection of the era in which it was in. Today’s strengths and weaknesses of the 

philosophy are unique to what education is like in todays society. In a time with standardized 

testing, the No Child Left Behind Act and financial instability, the Montessori philosophy is 

finding its own niche in the educational system. 

 Many Americans are questioning the traditional approach to education and its “one size 

fits all” mentality. The Montessori philosophy is a more individualized and child centered 

approach to education (Peters, 2008). According to Peters (2008), a study done by the AMI  

came to the conclusion that attending a Montessori program from pre- school to third grade 

shows signs of predicted higher math and science scores on their standardized testing. They also 

found that children in the Montessori program had a better experience with their academic work 

and a more positive respect for learning. 

 The Montessori method places great importance on physical exercise. Montessori 

educators believe that motor abilities should develop along side intellectual and sensory skills 

(“Maria Montessori”, 2010). Montessori also finds importance in music education at all ages and 

incorporates it into their daily and weekly lesson plans (Copeland). In today’s public schools 

systems electives such as music and physical exercise are being cut do to the fiscal crisis. It is 

refreshing, to parents and educators alike, to find a method that includes it in its daily activities 

and values it as a necessity to a well-rounded education rather than a luxury.
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 In a traditional classroom setting, the teacher instructs to a room full of students where 

the children have no input into what they would like to learn about. The children are expected to 

memorize and regurgitate information given by the teacher wether or not they have a true 

understanding of the material (Issah, 2010). While a Montessori teacher prepares a classroom 

with tools that allow a child to learn and progress and their own pace and develop a love and 

hunger to learn (Jacobson, 2007). In a Montessori classroom, the teacher only interrupts the self 

contained learning system when the child asks for help directly (“Maria Montessori, 2009). 

 The Montessori philosophy does not believe in testing a child’s knowledge; instead, their 

progress is tracked through the school day by the observation of a teacher. When the Montessori 

method is intertwined with traditional school, the Montessori students find challenges in the 

standardized testing. Students critique questions because they are taught to think critically rather 

than take information at face value. Montessori students are normally free to pick and choose 

when they would like to start and complete a project. When they are told to begin a test and end a 

test together as a class they often times are overwhelmed by this task and expectation (Jacobson, 

2007). For these reasons it has made it a challenge for Montessori students to assimilate into the 

mainstream educational system. 

Montessori Schools in America and World Wide

 Maria Montessori’s dedication to the preservation and integrity of her work has created a 

consistent standard where each Montessori school will create a similar experience for the 

student. The classrooms are arranged in a particular pattern, materials are specific to the 

Montessori program and the interaction between teachers, parents and students are the same 

regardless of location. 
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 Today, their are two main Montessori organizations that assist in the growth and integrity 

of the Montessori method.  The Association Montessori Internationale as well as the American 

Montessori Society. AMI is based in Amsterdam and was originally established by Dr. 

Montessori in 1929 to maintain the integrity of her work. AMS is based in New York City and is 

focused on the American Montessori education. Today, the AMS has 11,000 members in its 

network and estimates over 5,000 Montessori schools in the United States. World wide there are 

22,000 schools in 110 countries (Peters, 2008). There are 32 Montessori schools in Sonoma 

County alone. 

 The Montessori method is geared primarily for children from birth to age 12. 

Interestingly, this method that was created for children has been used in the rehabilitation of 

dementia and Alzheimer's patients (Peters, 2008). In America, Montessori schools are most 

commonly found at the pre-school level, ages 2.5- 6 years of age. Although, it is finding its ways 

into public and private elementary and middle schools through out the nation. 

How the Montessori philosophy is viewed in Society

 The Montessori philosophy is becoming accepted in the United States by educators and 

parents alike. Society is looking to the Montessori ways as a different approach to the traditional 

school system. The nurturing environment of the Montessori schools, where children can 

develop a healthy relationship with learning is something to be desired. As the traditional 

education system is becoming bogged down with tests and state mandated standards, the 

Montessori philosophy is becoming more appealing. 

 In the late 1950‘s the Montessori method became sought after in America as educated, 

middle class parents were looking for the best approach to educate their children. The value 
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Montessori places on environmental  sustainability and teaching children how to take care of our 

earth as a part of the “practical life” portion was appreciated (Peters, 2008). These parents also 

appreciated the emphasis placed on physical education, music, art and the child- centered 

curriculum. These are the same reasons that parents are looking to the Montessori method today. 

 Even with the great strides that Montessori has taken over the last 100 years it still has a 

minimal impact on traditional school reform (Whitescarver and Cossentino, 2008).  With the 

quantifiable increase in test scores the Montessori system is still not accepted as a popular 

mainstream scholastic option.  The Montessori system has been obscured by a societal resistance 

to change.

My view of the Montessori Method 
	
 After spending countless hours reading, researching, and observing the Montessori 

method, with no prior exposure,  I have found that it is a well-rounded unique approach to 

education. Allowing children to explore their environment and learn from what is around them 

while fostering a love for learning.  As a child, walking into a room full of furniture at an 

appropriate height, art work hung at eye level and the room prepared with work that is disguised 

through small fun projects appears to be  the perfect learning environment. 

	
 Often times through out my observation I heard students say,  “we are working together 

and look at what we made”. The way students worked quietly whether it be independently or 

collaboratively was nothing short of amazing. The Montessori students are encouraged to follow 

their curiosity, gain independence, and become a polite, self sufficient learner. The teachers first 

priority, of their child-centered philosophy, is to nurture the students inquisitive minds and foster 

their love of learning.
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Conclusion

Maria Montessori continued to make history through out her life; from becoming the 

first woman in Italy to earn her doctorate to being nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Although, she is most well-known for her educational philosophy known as the Montessori 

method. Establishing her philosophy of a child-based education was a radical idea in the late 

1800’s and has continued to be debated over the last 100 years. The Montessori approach starts 

by encouraging the child to work at his or her own pace and make their own independent 

educational choices. Her philosophy focuses on the needs of individual children embracing their 

unique learning style and nurturing it to its full potential. When children work to fuel their own 

questioning minds, only then are children learning to their full potential.
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