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For centuries many philosophical debates and arguments surrounding education and how it should be taught has been a topic of debate. Indeed, Socrates, Aristotle and Plato all had views on the subject. Without question it seems that education itself is subject to change as highlighted in a research paper that points to the work of Dewey who stated ‘changes that occur in society must exist and are inevitable because education is always changing’ (Isriyah & Lasan, 2018, p. 202).
It can be confidently stated that during the late 18th and 19th Century these were periods of intense change and reform in children’s education. The following discussion critically evaluates the contribution of Maria Montessori and attempts to understand the relevance of her work in today’s educational practice. Reflection and understanding more about this philosophy and how it works in practice is particularly relevant due to personal experience in a Montessori work placement.  
Maria Montessori (1870 - 1952) can be considered a pioneer in so many ways firstly by ‘breaking the traditional barriers between males and females in education’ (R. Kramer, 1976, ‘Maria Montessori’ A Biography, p. 22) by becoming the first woman to graduate in medicine in Italy. Although she studies medicine, her interest in children and social reform combined with her clinical, observational, and scientific skills resulted in the formation of a philosophy and method of early year’s education that continues to be popular in some parts of the world today mainly in the private sector and for some she is considered a ‘true pioneer in children’s education’ (Cascella, 2015, p. 658). However, it can be said her philosophy has also influenced mainstream education today and is relevant in many ways within the primary schools. For many she is also considered a ‘remarkable woman’ in the history of early year’s education (Pound, 2011, p. 42).    
To begin to understand the Montessori philosophy it seems important to start by acknowledging the emphasis Montessori placed on the potential of the child not just by intellectual development but also the inner workings of personality in the psychic life of the child. This simply means that Maria Montessori believed that when a child is born within their soul there is a pattern of psychic development that takes place and ‘every man has his own creative spirit that makes him a work of art’ (Montessori, 1966, ‘The Secret of Childhood’, p. 31). This inner work in the new born as he carries the soul to be the person he will become is referred to as the ‘Spiritual Embryo’ and the environment plays a crucial part in the process. Here, the child from zero to three years unconsciously gathers information from the environment. As the child grows from three to six years, the child is said to move onto consciously taking in impressions and actively attempts to create order from the environment. Maria Montessori (1997) concluded that “the child has a different relation to his environment from ours… the child absorbs it. The things he sees are not just remembered; they form part of his soul he incarnates in himself all in the world about him that his eyes see and his ears” (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 56). On the other hand, it could be pointed out here in relation to the term ‘Spiritual Embryo’ and psychic development critics today questioned her scientific style finding ‘her language romantic and mystical, her style sometimes embarrassingly florid’ and that her “Scientific Pedagogy” was not really good science, that she did not provide adequate evidence or proof of her findings’ (R. Kramer, 1976, ‘Maria Montessori’ A Biography, p. 376).  
However, Montessori’s notable contribution to education and understanding of how children learn can be said to lie in her recognition that children follow a pattern of development and within her theory she proposed that children have ‘Absorbent Minds’ whereby they ‘absorb’ impressions from their environment (Feez, 2010, p. 35) she identified and proposed that within this period children have a sensitivity or pre-disposition to learning certain skills. Although, the term sensitive periods was first used by geneticist Hugo de Vries it is Maria Montessori who applied it to education whereby she identified it as being a universal trait in all children whereby a child ‘shows an insatiable hunger for the acquisition of some particular knowledge or skill’ (Montessori, 1966, ‘The Secret of Childhood’, p. xvi). She proposed sensitive periods to be transient in nature and once the sensitive period to one particular skill has passed another skill will become the focus of attention. This most definitely can be considered a continued relevance in education today.
In a similar way to other educational philosopher’s such as Rousseau (1712 - 1771), Froebel (1782 - 1852) and Steiner (1861 - 1925) Montessori placed the child at the centre of learning. The Montessori philosophy sees children as active learners who need to explore and learn by hands on experience. This is not dissimilar to views held by Piaget, Vygotsky and Dewey. However, what is most prominent in the Montessori classroom is the importance placed on the prepared environment. A Montessori environment is specially prepared to provide active learning, free choice and independent learning. Emphasis is placed on it being ‘rich in motives which lend interest to activity and invite the child to conduct his own experiences’ (Montessori, 2013, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 84). In addition to this, the specially designed or didactic teaching materials are designed to enable children to learn through and isolate their senses and ‘through the manipulation of a graded series of self-correcting didactic materials, to exercise and develop their sense and thinking and to reach greater independence’ (Montessori, 2004, p. 48) and this undoubtedly makes one aware of how different a Montessori environment is compared to other Early Years provision. However, a number of criticisms have been directed at the prepared environment and the Montessori teaching materials. One of the most criticized aspects surrounds its apparent ‘insufficient scope for free play of imagination’ offering a lack of opportunity for social situations whereby emphasis is placed on ‘the individual rather than group work and the lack of creative expression’ (R. Kramer, 1976, ‘Maria Montessori’ A Biography, p. 229) and materials considered ‘too rigid and limiting’ (p. 229) as well as prescriptive. Being overly prescriptive and rigid ‘means that practice, rather than being dynamic and open to change can become ossified, or over-rigid’ (Pound, 2011, p. 44). Another criticism from time to time surrounding the Montessori Approach is that as pointed out by Dewey ‘Montessori lacks creativity and the classroom is not encouraging’ (Dewey, quoted in, Faryadi, 2007, p. 10). However, despite these criticisms and with continued relevance today “it is worth remembering that much of what she advocated in the past is now part and parcel of standard practice. The child moves freely about his school. He learns to help himself and his is equipment is suited to his stature” (R. Kramer, 1976, Maria Montessori’ A Biography, p. 365). Within a Montessori classroom social solidarity can be observed as children ‘come to feel part of a group to which their activity contributes’ and are observed when ‘children no longer act thoughtlessly, but put the group first and try to succeed for its benefit’ (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 212). 
Within the Montessori Prepared Environment designed with child sized equipment the classroom will be find ‘with its new little tables, its small stools and tiny armchairs made especially for them’ (Montessori, 1966, ‘The Secret of Childhood’, p. 137). Today it can be stated that this type of design can be seen in most primary schools within the UK. Another very important aspect of Montessori philosophy is having a mixed age group or vertical grouping. It is not at all uncommon to find children in a Montessori classroom not being separated by age and indeed children learning to help each other. From Montessori’s observations she felt vertical grouping helped children to gain ‘enjoyment of their own achievements and challenged by the achievements of others’ (Montessori, 1967, quoted in Goodwin, 2014, p. 11). It can be stated that in today’s practice mixed age or vertical grouping can be found in most primary school environment within the UK. However, for some several issues surround multi-age classrooms. Firstly, concerns as pointed out by Cornish (2015) that young children “will not be able to keep up” and older children’s “advanced needs will not be met” within the group (Cornish, 2015, quoted in Cronin, 2019, p. 172). However, the Montessori Approach ‘fosters child to child tutoring’ (Marshall, 2017, p. 4) and there are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, it develops a sense of community and cohesion in the classroom and secondly as younger children often see older children as role models (Provencher, 2014, p. 434), for older children it fosters a sense of care for younger children whilst at the same time deepening their understanding of acquired skills and materials. Another major criticism of mixed aged groups stems from teachers who ‘tend to hold negative attitudes with a conviction that mixed-age grouping increases organisational and time demands’ (Mulryan-Kyne, 2007, Quail & Smyth, 2014; Seban, 2015, Smit & Engeli, 2015; Vincent, 1999, quoted in Cronin, 2019, p. 172) as well as teachers feeling stressed as they must ‘constantly adapt their approach’ (Herts for learning, 2015, p. 2). At this point it appears important here to discuss the role of the Montessori teacher and how it differs from a traditional approach. 
It can be stated that in preparation to become a Montessori teacher one of the skills learnt is to adapt and be flexible in their approach. This can be considered in stark contrast to traditional teaching methods. As Marshall (2017) points out in her research paper in a Montessori classroom there is: 
‘No formal timetable, hence the Montessori classroom is very different to the teacher-led conventional classroom with its highly structured day, short timeslots devoted to each activity, the whole class engaged in the same activities at the same time and the teacher instructs at the front of the class’ (Marshall, 2017, p. 3). 
The above description of a traditional method of teaching is in stark contrast to a Montessori classroom and viewed as restrictive in nature because children in a Montessori classroom move about freely where spontaneous exploration is observed. The Montessori classroom is ‘dedicated to him, and he is free to move about in it, talk and apply himself to intelligent and formative kinds of work’ (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 154). A major principle of Montessori philosophy is that children learn through movement. The child is considered an active explorer and ‘absorption is now helped and enriched by active experience’ (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 153). There is freedom for children to choose their own activity as they move uninhibited around the room. However, as highlighted by Marshall (2017) ‘Freedom is not unlimited’ in the sense it is the ‘teacher’s role to guide children who are finding it hard to select materials or who are disturbing others, to introduce new materials to children who are ready for a new challenge’ (Marshall, 2017, p. 2). It is also worth pointing out that in this conscious period of development as highlighted by Maria Montessori (1997) the child is ‘Guided by his conscious “I” by his own personal self’ (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 153). 
In a Montessori classroom one might be surprised to find the Montessori teacher not giving direct instructions to children but in an unobtrusive manner directing and guiding children who are freely selecting their own activities within the environment. As proposed by Montessori the ‘teacher teaches little, but observes a great deal’ (Montessori, 1997, ‘The Discovery of the Child’, p. 163). Great emphasis is also placed on Montessori teachers being able to self- reflect and being able to also observe themselves, ‘a teacher must prepare himself interiorly by systematically studying himself’ (Montessori, 1966, ‘The Secret of Childhood’, p. 149). This self-awareness is considered crucial in developing observational skills in order to observe every child. For Maria Montessori:
“There is only one basis for observation: the children must be free to express themselves and thus reveal those needs and attitudes which would otherwise remain hidden or repressed in an environment that did not permit them to act spontaneously. An observer ... must have at his disposal children placed in such an environment that they can manifest their natural traits.” (Montessori 2007a:48, quoted in Isaacs, 2012, p. 1).
Therefore, careful observation and guidance are key to her work, and based on observations of each child the teacher is able to provide ‘direction and structure’ (Johnston & Nahmad-Williams, 2009, p. 22). It is from these observations of each child that the Montessori teacher guides children in their learning. And as a turning point through these observations, educators can make ‘adjustments in individual learning plans, both academically and behaviourally’ (River Montessori Charter School, n.d., p. 2). Similar to what Montessori did whereby she stated that ‘I observed little children; I sensed their needs; I tried to fulfil them” - (Montessori, quoted in Age of Montessori, 2021, p. 1). Within the Montessori approach teacher is led by the children and should ‘witness children’s development unfolding naturally’ (Isaacs, 2012, p. 1) and should “follow the child” and “not make the child to follow them” (Montessori, 2013, ‘The Absorbent Mind’, p. 116). However, the relevance of observational skills are clearly seen in today’s educational environment and valued within the Foundation Phase Curriculum and Foundation Stage Curriculum where it states that observing children should be ‘integral part of the daily routine of practitioners working within the Foundation Phase’ (Foundation Phase: Observing Children, 2008, p. 3). Children are observed daily within the Foundation Phase and Foundation Stage, and this is used to ‘support future planning for the individual child’ (Foundation Phase: Observing Children, 2008, p. 12).  
To draw a conclusion this discussion has attempted to critically evaluate the work of Maria Montessori considered a pioneer in early year’s education by many. This discussion has enabled greater reflection on personal experiences in a Montessori environment along with more in depth understanding of the philosophy. What can confidently be stated is also that and as pointed out by Goffin (2001) ‘teacher is only an observer and a timely interventionist, prepares the environment, directs the activity’ (Goffin, 2001, quoted in Islamoglu, 2018, p. 276). It can be said that although her work continues today mainly in the private sector her work has influenced education today and is relevant in many ways within the primary school environment within the UK. This can be considered not only in the design of the physical environment but importantly on sensitivity in children’s learning and freedom of movement particularly relevant to early years. Critics of her methods in terms of the didactic materials have been acknowledged as well as a comparison to traditional methods in terms of the prepared environment and preparation of the teacher. Another critic surrounding the Montessori methods is that of mixed age group or vertical grouping in terms of being challenging and time demanding for teachers. However, what is most prominent in this discussion is that Maria Montessori’s philosophy centres on the inner development of the child and her goal to obtain optimal development for each child has clear benefits. However, what is apparent and as highlighted by Marshall (2017) the benefits of this method of education requires more research and evidence to support its positive contribution in today’s education system. Indeed, as Marshall (2017) pointed out ‘Montessori was a scientist who truly valued the scientific method and would not have expected her educational method to remain static’ (Marshall, 2017, p. 7). 
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