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What are the benefits of Montessori education for children aged 4-5?

Literature Review

The Montessori method, developed by Dr. Maria Montessori in the early 1900s, is a child-
centered approach to education that supports academic, emotional, and social development. It
emphasizes independence, hands-on learning, mixed-age classrooms, and a carefully prepared
environment where children learn at their own pace. Teachers act as guides rather than direct
instructors, encouraging self-motivation and exploration. The goal is to educate the whole child,
promoting holistic development through both knowledge and personal growth (Maria Montessori
Institute, 2025).

A study involving parents from three Montessori schools in Massachusetts investigated their
reasons for choosing Montessori education for their children. The findings indicated that parents
were attracted to Montessori’s child-centered approach and emphasis on encouraging
independence. Many parents believed that the Montessori philosophy aligned with their own
values and suited their child’s individual needs. Additionally, they expected the schools to
support positive academic achievement and social development. The distinctive Montessori
classroom environment, characterized by hands-on materials and a balance of structure and
freedom, was also a significant factor influencing their decision. Overall, the study demonstrated
that parents’ choices were influenced not only by the educational approach but also by how well
Montessori aligned with their aspirations for their child’s holistic development (Hiles, 2017).

A cross-sectional study comparing 201 children from Montessori and traditional schools
examined academic performance, creativity, and executive functions (cognitive flexibility,
working memory, and selective attention). Montessori students outperformed their peers in
academic outcomes, creativity, and school-related wellbeing. There were no significant
differences that were found in overall executive functioning, apart from working memory, which
was a notable exception. The findings suggest that enhanced academic performance may be
more closely linked to creativity generated by Montessori environment rather than executive
function alone (Denervaud et al., 2019).

Marshall, C. (2017) research states that conducting high-quality research on Montessori
education presents several challenges, particularly the difficulty of randomly assigning students
to Montessori and non-Montessori schools for direct comparison. Most existing studies rely on
matching participants across groups, which may leave room for unmeasured factors influencing
the results. Larger-scale studies are needed to allow for broader generalisations and to
determine which children benefit most from Montessori education. Recent experimental
research, which manipulates certain aspects of Montessori classrooms or integrates Montessori
elements into traditional settings, shows promise in identifying the specific components that
contribute to its effectiveness.
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A qualitative study conducted by Fayyaz et al. (2023) investigated the impact of Montessori
teachers' communication styles on the cognitive and language development of young children in
two schools in Karachi, Pakistan. Using semi-structured interviews with six educators, the
research highlighted that effective teacher communication fosters key developmental outcomes
such as increased engagement, positive behaviour, self-regulation, curiosity, and problem-
solving abilities. The authors emphasized the importance of targeted communication training for
Montessori teachers to enhance holistic child development within these educational settings.

This study can be linked to Vygotsky’s theory, which highlights the teacher’s role in supporting
learning within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). In Montessori classrooms, teachers
guide rather than direct, offering help when needed to support children’s independent
exploration. This approach reflects Vygotsky’s idea that learning is social and requires tailored
support to promote development (Van der Veer, 2025).

Although Montessori education is often praised for encouraging independence and hands-on
learning, there are also some criticisms and common misunderstandings. Some people think
Montessori classrooms lack structure and discipline or believe that the approach limits creativity
and imaginative play. Others argue that it focuses too much on individual work and may be hard
to apply in all school settings. According to the American Montessori Society (2024), many of
these misconceptions arise from limited exposure to authentic Montessori environments or from
schools that do not fully implement the approach. Looking at these misunderstandings helps
provide a more balanced view of the method and how it works in practice.

Gentaz and Richard (2022) reviewed existing research on the effectiveness of Montessori
education in supporting children’s development and learning. Their review included both
observational studies and three randomised controlled trials (RCTs), which are considered high-
quality evidence. While some of the studies showed positive outcomes, the overall results were
inconsistent due to issues such as small sample sizes, weak research designs, and variations in
how strictly the Montessori method was implemented. The authors also highlighted potential
gaps in the Montessori approach, such as limited emphasis on language development and
imaginative play. They concluded that more rigorous and focused research is needed to identify
which specific elements of the Montessori method are most beneficial for children’s learning and
development.

A study by Fleming et al. (2024), looks at how well Montessori education is being implemented
in public schools in South Carolina, the U.S. state with the most public Montessori programs.
The researchers examined whether these schools follow the Montessori model closely, what
factors affect this, and which students have access to high-quality programs. They found that
while most schools do implement Montessori with reasonable fidelity, older programs tend to
perform better. However, students from low-income backgrounds and those who are Black or
Hispanic are more likely to attend lower-fidelity programs, raising concerns about educational
equity.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory helps explain why disparities in Montessori
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program quality disproportionately affect low-income and minority students. According to the
theory, a child’s development is influenced by multiple interacting environmental systems, from
the immediate microsystem (family, school) to the broader macrosystem (cultural values,
economic conditions) (Antony, 2022).

In communities experiencing poverty and limited funding, fewer resources can lead to lower-
quality school environments. When high-fidelity Montessori education is concentrated in
wealthier areas, children in under-resourced neighbourhoods are excluded from its
developmental benefits. This reflects systemic inequalities rooted in broader societal structures,
highlighting how a child’s access to quality education is shaped not just by individual schools,
but by interconnected social and economic factors (Biggeri and Cuesta, 2020).

Lillard et al. (2021) conducted a study comparing adults who attended Montessori schools in
childhood with those who did not, to explore the long-term benefits of Montessori education on
wellbeing. Surveying 190 Montessori-educated adults and 184 non-Montessori adults,
participants completed standardized questionnaires measuring life satisfaction, social trust, and
relationship quality. Controlling for variables such as age, gender, race, and childhood
socioeconomic status, the study found that those with Montessori backgrounds reported higher
levels of overall wellbeing. These findings suggest that the Montessori approach, with its focus
on self-directed learning and holistic development, may have enduring positive effects on
individuals' life satisfaction and social functioning.
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Methodological considerations

Methodology refers to the overall approach and reasoning behind how a research study is
conducted. It includes the choice of research type (such as qualitative, quantitative, or mixed
methods) and explains why certain methods and strategies are suitable for answering the
research questions. Methodology ensures that the research design and methods are
appropriate for the study’s goals (Open University, 2023).

Research design refers to the overall strategy or blueprint that guides the process of conducting
a study. It outlines how the research questions will be addressed, specifying the methods for
data collection, measurement, and analysis to ensure valid and reliable results (University of
Minnesota, 2025).

Selecting an appropriate methodology is not something that should be decided based on
personal preference, experience, or routine use. Instead, the choice should be carefully made
by considering what approach will most effectively address the research questions and meet the
aims of the study. The methodology must be suitable for the type of data needed, the nature of
the topic, and the context in which the research is being conducted. In some cases, relying on
just one methodology may not be enough. Combining different methodologies, such as using
both qualitative and quantitative approaches, can provide a more complete and balanced
understanding of the research problem. This flexible approach, known as mixed methods,
allows researchers to explore complex issues from multiple perspectives, which can lead to
more reliable and insightful results (Louis,C. 2017).

Mixed methods research is an approach that combines both quantitative and qualitative
methods to take advantage of the strengths of each. This allows researchers to analyse broad
trends using numerical data while also gaining deeper insights through detailed personal
experiences. The choice and combination of methods are influenced by paradigms, which are
underlying beliefs about knowledge and reality that help ensure the research is consistent and
meaningful (McChesney, n.d.).

Qualitative research is an approach used by researchers who aim to understand complex or
diverse human experiences in depth. It focuses on smaller populations and seeks to explore the
meanings that individuals attach to their experiences. Rather than relying on statistics or
experimental control, qualitative research uses detailed, personal methods such as interviews
and focus groups. It includes a range of research designs, such as phenomenological inquiry,
ethnography, historical research, case studies, action research, and policy analysis. This
approach values rich, descriptive data and often involves active participation from individuals,
including children, in the research process (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, 2013).

Quantitative research is a method of collecting and analysing numerical data to understand
patterns, relationships, or trends. According to Ghanad (2023), it focuses on measuring things
using numbers and answers questions like “how many” or “how much.” Quantitative research
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aims to test hypotheses, identify patterns, and generalize findings from a sample to a larger
population through objective measurement and statistical analysis.

The Mosaic approach is a participatory research method that actively involves children in the
research process. It uses various tools, such as photographs, drawings, and child-led tours, to
gather children's perspectives on their environments. This approach is particularly important in
early years research as it aligns with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child, emphasizing children's rights to participation and expression. By treating
children as co-constructors of knowledge, the Mosaic approach fosters a more inclusive and
comprehensive understanding of children's experiences and needs (Lyndon, 2025).

It is important to recognize both the advantages and limitations of various research techniques,
such as observing children. Louis and Betteridge, (2020) discuss how observations may be
affected by unconscious biases, which can result in incorrect interpretations and unfair
treatment. Unconscious bias involves making automatic assumptions about people based on
traits like race, gender, or social background, often without realising it. In early childhood
education, these biases can influence how teachers view children’s actions, skills, and needs.
This can lead to inaccurate observations which will affect the research study.

In contrast, observation has several advantages as a research method. It allows data to be
collected in real time, capturing events as they naturally occur. This unobtrusive approach does
not rely on participants’ responses, reducing potential biases. Additionally, observation is
flexible and well-suited for discovering new insights, making it valuable for exploring and
understanding behaviours and interactions in their natural context (Almeida, Faria and Queirds,
2017).

Surveys are a common tool in quantitative research due to their many advantages. They require
relatively low development time, are cost-effective, and allow for efficient data collection and
analysis using statistical methods. Surveys can also reach large and diverse audiences,
increasing the potential for high representativeness in the findings. Furthermore, because they
rely on standardised questions, they are less influenced by researcher subjectivity, which
supports the objectivity of the results. However, surveys also have limitations. The reliability of
the data depends heavily on the quality of the questions and the structure of the survey. Poorly
designed questions can lead to unclear or biased responses. Additionally, the rigid format of
surveys can limit the depth of insight gained, as they often do not allow for open-ended or
detailed responses (Almeida, Faria and Queirds, 2017).

To explore the research question, “What are the benefits of Montessori education for children
aged 4-5?7, the researcher will collect data from four different reception classes, each
comprising children aged 4 to 5. Two of the schools (one following the Montessori approach and
one using a mainstream curriculum) will be located in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage,
while the other two schools (again, one Montessori and one mainstream) will be situated in
more affluent communities.
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Choosing the correct sample size is essential because a sample that is too small may lack the
statistical power to detect meaningful differences, leading to inconclusive or misleading results.
On the other hand, using a sample that is larger than necessary can be inefficient, costly, and
raise ethical concerns by involving more participants than needed (Pourhoseingholi, Vahedi and
Rahimzadeh, 2013).

The reason for selecting schools from different socioeconomic areas is to account for the
variable of funding and access to resources, ensuring that any observed benefits of the
Montessori approach cannot simply be attributed to the schools being in more affluent areas.
This allows the research to more accurately evaluate the effectiveness of the Montessori
method itself, rather than outcomes being influenced by external factors such as school funding
or availability of materials. This reasoning is due to the study done by Biggeri and Questa,
(2020) which showed that low-income communities with limited financial support, a lack of
resources can result in poorer-quality educational settings. When high-quality Montessori
education is primarily available in affluent areas, children in disadvantaged areas miss out on its
developmental advantages.

This study will adopt a mixed methods approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative
research techniques. The qualitative component will involve classroom observations, focusing
on children’s confidence, capabilities, and cognitive development within their learning
environment. In contrast, the quantitative aspect will consist of a structured questionnaire
distributed to parents, featuring closed-ended, multiple-choice questions. The responses will be
statistically analysed and presented using graphs, providing measurable insights into parents’
experiences with the school.

In addition, open questionnaires will be distributed to the parents of participating children to gain
insights into their children’s confidence in performing practical life skills at home. These may
include tasks such as dressing independently, using cutlery correctly, preparing a snack, filling a
cup, or completing simple domestic chores like tidying up toys. The aim is to examine whether
children educated in a child-led Montessori environment are more independent than their peers
from mainstream schools, and if they are able to transfer and apply these skills in their home
setting.

The study ‘Implementation of Practical Life Learning in Developing Independence Character in
Children Aged 4-5 Years’ demonstrates how engagement in practical-life tasks (such as
dressing themselves, using cutlery, and managing simple household chores) significantly
contributes to young children’s development of independence and self-sufficiency (Susilawati &
Diana, 2024). This supports the proposed use of open-ended questionnaires for parents to
explore how children educated in child-led, Montessori-type environments transfer these
independent skills into the home setting.

In conclusion, the chosen mixed methods approach will allow the study to explore both
measurable outcomes and personal experiences, offering a fuller picture of the Montessori
method’s impact. This approach supports greater reliability by combining the strengths of both
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observation and survey data while reducing the limitations of using a single method (Almeida,
Faria and Queirds, 2017; Louis and Betteridge, 2020). Ultimately, this design is intended to
provide meaningful insights into children’s independence and development across different
educational and social contexts.



ECEY5010 Word Count: 3,992 2419040

Ethical considerations

When conducting research involving young children, it is essential to consider a range of ethical
principles to protect their safety, dignity, and rights. As a vulnerable group, children require
additional safeguards to ensure that research practices do not cause harm and that their
participation is both informed and respectful. Ethical procedures must prioritise children's well-
being, obtain valid consent and assent, and ensure that participation is meaningful and
appropriate to their age and understanding. According to UK Research and Innovation (UKRI,
2025), special attention must be given to issues such as safeguarding, confidentiality, and the
power imbalance between adults and children in research contexts. This section will explore the
key ethical considerations relevant to early years research, including consent, anonymity,
safeguarding, and the importance of maintaining a child-centred approach.

NSPCC (2023) states that when conducting research involving children, it is crucial to carefully
consider any potential risks of harm to both the children and the researchers. Ethical research
should avoid causing stress beyond what children typically experience in their daily lives. A key
concern in studies focusing on children’s experiences is the possibility of emotional or
psychological distress. For instance, children may find participation stressful, the research could
trigger or uncover difficult feelings or memories, or children might worry about how researchers
will respond to their shared information. The extent of these risks can vary depending on factors
such as the child’s age and vulnerability, the sensitivity of the research topic, and the methods
used to collect data. Researchers must be vigilant in minimizing these risks to protect children’s
well-being throughout the study.

In research involving children, it is important to understand the difference between consent and
assent. Consent refers to a voluntary, informed agreement to take part in research, usually
given by a parent or guardian when the child is not legally able to do so. Assent is the child’s
own informed and willing agreement to participate. While consent is a legal requirement, assent
ensures that the child also understands and agrees to the research in a way appropriate to their
age and understanding. Researchers must use clear, age-appropriate language and respect the
child’s right to decline or withdraw at any time. This dual process recognises children’s rights
and supports ethical, inclusive research practices (Barbero, 2025).

According to the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO, 2025), once consent and assent are
understood, it is equally important to consider how they are documented. A well-written consent
request should be clear, concise, and presented in a way that is easily understood by parents
and children alike. It must be separate from other materials, such as terms and conditions, and
should clearly outline who is collecting the data, why it is being collected, how it will be used,
and how consent can be withdrawn. Avoiding vague language or technical jargon is essential,
especially when involving young children. Ensuring that consent is specific, transparent, and
accessible supports ethical practice and complies with legal frameworks such as the UK GDPR,
which emphasises clarity and the right to withdraw consent at any time.
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Anonymity and confidentiality are crucial ethical considerations in research. Anonymity means
that participants’ identities cannot be linked to their data, as personal details like names or exact
locations are not collected, only general demographic information is used. This approach is
common in surveys and ensures participants remain unidentifiable. Confidentiality, on the other
hand, applies when researchers know the participants’ identities, such as in interviews. In these
cases, researchers protect privacy by using pseudonyms and removing any identifying
information from the data to safeguard participants (Coffelt, 2017).

Researchers must recognise that confidentiality has its limits, especially when participants
disclose information suggesting harm or abuse. In such cases, researchers are ethically and
legally obliged to report concerns to safeguarding officers or appropriate authorities to protect
the safety of the participant or others. These safeguarding issues should be anticipated and
addressed during the planning phase, with participants informed about the boundaries of
confidentiality before giving consent. Additionally, when conducting group research such as
focus groups, confidentiality can be compromised because researchers cannot control what
participants share outside the session. Participants should be made aware of this risk, as it may
influence their willingness to participate or the openness of their disclosures (UK Statistics
Authority, 2022).

Article 16 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) highlights the
child's right to privacy, reinforcing the importance of maintaining confidentiality and secure data
storage in research involving children (Unicef UK, 2019).

BERA (British Educational Research Association) is an organisation that supports education
research in the UK. It offers guidance on ethical standards, shares resources, and helps
researchers collaborate to improve the quality and impact of their work. BERA is important for
promoting responsible and ethical research practices in education.

Ethical research design prioritizes the comfort and well-being of participants, aiming to avoid
placing excessive demands on them. Researchers must carefully consider their duty of care
before collecting data, identifying potential risks and preparing to manage any distress that may
occur. If any part of the research process causes harm, researchers should promptly reassess
their approach. The responsibility to protect participants increases with their vulnerability. It is
also essential to inform participants or their guardians about any foreseeable risks or
disadvantages related to the study. Should unexpected harm arise, it must be communicated
immediately. Researchers must also strive to reduce any perceived unfair advantages between
participant groups, such as offering beneficial interventions to control groups after the study
concludes to address ethical concerns (BERA, 2024).

Article 19 of the UNCRC states that children have the right to be protected from all forms of
harm, highlighting the need for safeguarding protocols in research. This ensures disclosures are
promptly reported to protect children (UNICEF, 2019).

Hart’'s Ladder of Participation is a useful tool for understanding how children and young people
are involved in decision-making. It shows different levels of participation, starting from low
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involvement (like tokenism) to the highest level, where young people lead the decisions. The
ladder helps show that participation can change over time and should fit with young people’s
everyday lives. While some say the ladder is too rigid or doesn’t suit all situations, it is still
helpful for identifying how involved young people are, encouraging more meaningful
participation, and showing how their roles and influence can grow (Mensa-Kwao et al., 2024).

Article 13 of the UNCRC grants children the right to freely seek, receive, and share information.
This supports involving children as active participants in research rather than merely as subjects
(UNICEF, 2019).

Ethical research practice involves minimising risks for all involved, including participants,
researchers, and the institution. In the context of the research proposal outlined in the
methodology section, the researcher will take steps to protect child participants by ensuring they
hold a valid DBS certificate. Proper documentation, including clear and informed consent forms,
will also help prevent misunderstandings or allegations of misconduct. According to UWTSD
(2022), the university has a responsibility to promote good research practice by fostering a
culture of integrity and supporting researchers to meet ethical standards, especially when faced
with challenging situations.

Since the research involves children, ethical approval must be obtained before any data
collection takes place. This involves submitting a PG2/E1 form to the University’s Ethics
Committee. Approval is necessary for studies involving personal or sensitive data, vulnerable
groups such as children, data sharing, or international elements. No data can be collected until
approval is granted, ensuring the study meets ethical guidelines and data protection
requirements (UWTSD, 2022).

Proper data storage is essential to protect participants’ privacy and maintain research integrity.
Data should be stored securely, using encrypted and password-protected systems, with access
restricted to authorised individuals only. Physical data, such as consent forms or written notes,
should be kept in locked cabinets in secure locations. Researchers must ensure that data is
backed up regularly and stored in compliance with institutional policies and legal requirements,
such as the UK GDPR. Sensitive information, especially when involving children or vulnerable
participants, requires extra care to prevent unauthorised access or loss. Following secure
storage practices helps uphold confidentiality, prevents data breaches, and supports
transparency and accountability in research (University of Cambridge, 2025; University of
Liverpool, 2025).

To conclude, ethical considerations are essential when conducting research involving children,
who are considered a vulnerable population and require additional protections. Researchers
must ensure that participation is informed, voluntary, and appropriate to the child's level of
understanding, using both consent and assent (Barbero, 2025; ICO, 2025). Safeguarding,
confidentiality, and data protection are equally critical, particularly when sensitive information is
involved (NSPCC, 2023; UK Statistics Authority, 2022). Institutional procedures, such as
obtaining ethical approval and securely storing data, ensure research complies with legal and
professional standards (UWTSD, 2022; University of Cambridge, 2025). By adhering to ethical
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frameworks such as those outlined by BERA (2024) and involving children in meaningful ways
(Mensa-Kwao et al., 2024), researchers promote responsible practice while protecting the
rights, dignity, and welfare of all participants.
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