‘Critically evaluate the work of one or more of the following educational philosophers in terms of their contribution to our understanding or practice of education and their continued relevance in education today. You may wish to focus on one example of their published works or comment more widely on their broader philosophy.’

Within this assignment, I have chosen to study the work of Maria Montessori. Maria Montessori was an Italian physician, educator, and innovator, acclaimed for her educational method that builds on the way children learn naturally. 
She had judged an international competition on the subjects of scientific pedagogy and experimental psychology. She was then invited to create a childcare centre in San Lorenzo, a poor, inner-city district of Rome. There, she worked with some of the area’s most disadvantaged and unschooled children. The doors of the childcare centre opened on January 6th, 1907. The centre was named the Casa dei Bambini—Italian for “Children’s House.” Dr. Montessori wanted to make the childcare centre a quality educational environment for the children, whom many had thought were unable to learn. While the children were not very interested at first, in a short while they were working with puzzles, learning to prepare meals and clean their environment, and engaging in hands-on learning experiences. Dr. Montessori observed the children. The children were calm, and presented peaceful behaviour, periods of deep concentration, and a sense of order in caring for their environment. She saw that the children took knowledge from their surroundings, essentially teaching themselves. 
The news that the school had succeeded had soon spread through Italy. On April 7, 1907, Dr. Montessori opened a second Casa dei Bambini, also in San Lorenzo. And on October 18, 1907, in Milan, she opened a third Casa dei Bambini. The success of the school had soon travelled across the world, which then led dignitaries to travel to Rome to witness the “miracle children” who exhibited concentration, attention, and spontaneous self-discipline.
Dr. Montessori published her first book, Il Metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all’educazione infantile nelle Case dei Bambini, 1909. Within 3 years it had been translated into 10 languages. Its first 5,000 copies in English, succinctly titled The Montessori Method, sold out in 4 days.
By 1910, Montessori schools being established around the world. In 1911, the first Montessori school opened in the United States.
By 1914, 187 English-language articles and books had been written about Montessori education. One article, in the highly popular McClure’s Magazine, described Dr. Montessori as “an educational wonder-worker.”
In 1916, Dr. Montessori began to turn her attention to the education of elementary-aged children. A year later, she published L'autoeducazionne nelle Scuole Elementari, describing her thoughts on the education of children ages 7 – 11.
The Montessori method is particularly clear in early childhood and primary school education. The method contains five basic principles.

The first principle is ‘Respect for the Child’. Respect for the Child is an important principle within the entire Montessori method. Montessori believed children should be respected. This was not common practice in the early twentieth century. Respect is shown for children by not interrupting their concentration. Respect is shown by giving pupils the freedom to make choices, to do things for themselves, and to learn for themselves. Teachers should model respect for all students, and must learn to observe without judgement.
The second principle is ‘The Absorbent Mind’. Montessori education is based on that children are constantly learning from the world around them. Through their senses children constantly absorb information from their world. They then make sense of it because they are thinking beings.
The third principle within the theory is ‘Sensitive Periods’. Montessori pedagogy believes there are certain periods during which children are more ready to learn certain skills. These are known as sensitive periods, and last only as long as is necessary for the child to acquire the skills. The order in which sensitive periods occur (i.e. a sensitive period for writing) as well as the timing of the period varies for each child. Through observation, Montessori teachers must identify sensitive periods in their students and provide the resources for children to flourish during this time.
‘The Prepared Environment’ is the fourth principle to the Montessori method. The Montessori method says that children learn best in an environment that has been prepared in order for them to do things for themselves. Always child-centred, the learning environment should promote freedom for children to explore materials of their choice. Teachers should prepare the learning environment by making materials and experiences available to children in an orderly and independent way.
‘Auto education’ is the last principle to the Montessori pedagogy. Auto education, or self-education, is the concept that children are able enough of educating themselves. This is one of the most important beliefs in the Montessori method. Montessori teachers provide the environment, the inspiration, the guidance and the encouragement for children to educate themselves.

In Montessori education the role of the teacher is to guide children through their learning without becoming an obstacle, and without getting involved too much into the natural learning process. Montessori teachers encourage children to learn by placing the pupils, at the centre of the experience, rather than the teacher. They provide learning materials that are appropriate to each child after close observation in the specially prepared learning environment. Teachers also demonstrate and model learning activities whilst providing freedom for the students to learn in their own way. Montessori teachers manage classroom behaviours by modelling ongoing respect for all children and their work, by observing and using sensitive periods, interests and abilities to plan activity, and by diverting inappropriate behaviour to meaningful tasks.

One of the more widely known features of a Montessori education is the multi-age classroom. Montessori schools believe multi-age classrooms enable children to work more productively at their natural pace. They reject the idea that all children of the same age develop and progress at the same page. Montessori classrooms are typically set up in 3-year age ranges. Advocates believe this enable children to learn better social skills, and to develop academically, in a co-operative, non-competitive learning environment.

Montessori believed that the learning environment, which includes teachers, experiences and the physical environment, may either positively or negatively impact upon auto education. Montessori classrooms are set up to encourage learning. Practically, this typically includes the following considerations in classroom setup: minimising things that may over-stimulate and distract. Walls are painted in neutral shades, minimal objects and artworks are displayed; the classroom is quiet, calm, uncluttered; artwork is carefully chosen and displayed at children’s eye level; resources that appeal to all five senses (sight, touch, smell, taste and hearing) are used; the classroom is separated into different learning areas, with a place for everything; use of natural and real-life (rather than pretend) materials and activities; has sufficient space for children to move around without disturbing others; provides sufficient storage for children to store personal items and project work in an orderly manner; and has living plants within the classroom.
The Montessori method is most appropriate to early childhood and primary school education. The secondary program for Montessori schools is generally based on the Erdkinder, a program created for 12-15 year olds. This program is designed to be taught on a working farm. Consequently, there has been far less uptake of this program by schools across the globe. There is no internationally recognised senior secondary Montessori program.
Montessori teachers are in great demand. In many countries you will also need to have a recognised Montessori certification in addition to your teaching qualification to work as a Montessori teacher. However, this is not a role that will suit everybody. In order to succeed as a Montessori teacher, it is important that practitioners genuinely believe in the philosophy. If there are parts of the method you feel may not suit you, you may still choose to incorporate elements of the Montessori method into your classroom.

‘What makes Montessori unique is the emphasis on individual progress and giving children opportunities to extend and engage with the learning environment for long periods of time,’ explains Barbara Isaacs, Chief Education Officer for Montessori St Nicholas.

Unlike in a normal classroom, where teachers will have a plan and timetable for the day that all children are expected to follow, in Montessori schools, a range of activities is set up and children choose what they want to do, engaging with each for as little or as long as they want. ‘It’s up to the teacher to observe what a child is interested in and find other ways to engage them,’ says Barbara.

A benefit to the Montessori method is ‘the emotional wellbeing that comes from making choices independently, and knowing those choices come with responsibility. This capacity for a child to be in control of their own learning builds independence, autonomy and the ability to engage the attention for long periods of time, alongside social awareness.’

Results-wise, primary schools with a Montessori approach do well. ‘As a way of teaching, instinctively I know it’s right,’ says Carol Powell, the former headteacher of Gorton Primary School in Manchester, which uses Montessori methods in the EYFS. ‘The children are more skilled than they were before, our results have gone up, and the best thing for me is that they have improved the socialised behaviour.’

Although the idea of leaving a child with special educational needs (SEN) to take responsibility for their own learning might seem unlikely, Barbara says the Montessori model works well for many of these children.

‘Children with behavioural needs might take longer to settle into the self-regulated process, but being able to follow their individual interests improves their capacity to concentrate and engage,’ she explains. ‘It’s our belief that once a child finds something they’re interested in and that gives them pleasure, they will grow in understanding and self-control.’

A benefit of Montessori education is that there is an emphasis on independent learning. Lots of natural light and space are common priorities in the classroom design. “Creating a beautiful and accessible environment is of paramount importance, as children direct their own learning with the help of meticulously designed learning aids,” says Karen Ricks, who founded an international Montessori school in Japan.
“These materials lead young learners to the understanding of complex vocabulary and the discovery of abstract ideas through the hands-on use of concrete objects fashioned for just such a purpose,” Ricks explains.
“The best thing about a Montessori environment is that it allows for children to work, develop and learn at their own individual pace,” says Anitra Jackson, Montessori educator and writer of Chronicles of a Momtessorian. “Children are exposed to lessons, activities and materials that build upon their skill set—they progress in their development as an individual.”
"My favourite aspect of a Montessori classroom lies within the sensory-based materials we use with our students, particularly the geometric solids, sandpaper letters and the coloured bead stair used for arithmetic," says Melissa Stepien, a teacher at Sunnyside Micro-School.
“These independently-used materials provide students with the opportunity to develop their concentration and coordination in addition to more traditional academic learning,” Stepien says.
Another benefit to the Montessori theory is enhanced social interaction. Montessori capitalizes on the way that children are fascinated by what other children are doing by grouping children of different ages together in the same learning environments. Stepien says most Montessori classrooms are mixed-age and intended to foster peer-to-peer learning. This arrangement can naturally lead to growth that might not occur in a more uniformly-aged classroom.
"These mixed-aged groups allow for children to learn from one another, teach one another and develop life skills such as inclusion and acceptance," Jackson says.
Independence is a mainstay is another benefit of the theory. “I valued the sense of confidence and creative freedom you develop,” says Lexi Montgomery, Montessori alum and owner at Darling Web Design. "I think a Montessori background is better for developing an entrepreneurial skillset." Since much of the learning process is self-directed, children can gain a sense of independence and confidence in their abilities much faster than in a traditional school setting.
“Students who experience a Montessori classroom tend to be more able to manage themselves and think independently,” Stepien says.
Another benefit for Montessori education is a cultivated love for learning. This educational philosophy encourages a love for learning. “I think the biggest long-term impact I have seen is that Montessorians remain perpetually curious about the people and the world around them, seeing learning as an enjoyable life-long process rather than a burden that ends when a school bell rings,” Ricks says.
This particular benefit can stay with children their entire lives and become a force through secondary education, a career, job training—or even just in the experiences they have and the people they encounter.
“In my experience, they have a desire and an ability to connect with a variety of people and ideas in many different situations and contexts,” Ricks says.
The last benefit of the theory is inclusive of special needs. Maria Montessori’s vision for education included children with special needs. Not only did she study intellectual and developmental disabilities, but she was the co-director of an institute for special education teachers. It was with this background that she started her first “Casa dei Bambini” (Children’s House) for disenfranchised children in Rome in 1907. 
Because children are grouped with others of different ages and have the same teacher for three years at a time, students with special needs tend to have less pressure to keep up with others and more freedom to learn and grow at their own pace. The classroom continuity can also help students with special needs form close connections within their classroom, making a safe and stable environment in which to learn.
Montessori’s “follow the child” philosophy allows for all children—not just those with special needs—to receive an individualized education. A Montessori teacher’s lesson plan may have each child’s name on it with different goals and ideas for their unique learning style. This especially helps students with special needs to learn at their own pace.
Some cons of Montessori education include that it can be expensive. It is hard for Montessori schools to keep their prices low. “The acquisition of so many durable and high-quality learning materials, as well as the lengthy and in-depth training in the use of such items for young children is an expensive undertaking,” Ricks says. “Which is why most fully implemented Montessori programs are expensive.”
Ricks says that she “would love to see a Montessori education that is accessible to all adults who wish to ‘follow the child’ and to all children, regardless of their parents' financial status.”
Another con would be that it’s not accessible to everyone. For some, Montessori education has gone hand in hand with being white and privileged. While this is nowhere near Montessori’s original vision, it is unfortunately the norm. Because this education philosophy flips traditional public-school curriculum on its head, most Montessori programs are private, tuition-charging and admissions-regulating. This makes it difficult for low-income, inner-city students of colour to attend such schools. 
There are, however, some Montessori charter schools that are more accessible. The National Centre for Montessori in the Public Sector reports that out of the 5,000 Montessori schools in the U.S., there are about 500 public programs.1 They are typically located in more diverse areas and federally-funded, removing the tuition barrier.
Another con to the theory is that the curriculum may be too loose for some. While “following the child” should not be interpreted as “let kids do whatever they want,” it is still a less-structured curriculum than what you might find in a more common approach. It is up to the teacher and assistant to make sure children progress on pace. “I would change the looseness of the curriculum,” Montgomery says, looking back on her own experience. “I was very under-prepared for math and science classes and over-prepared for language and arts classes.”

Independence isn’t everything would be another con of Montessori education. The Montessori theory is strong in fostering a sense of independence and self-guided work. But as Montgomery points out, employment situations aren’t always like that. The entrepreneurial mindset that can be so valuable can also make it hard for students to collaborate in teams and work under a rigid authority.
“Montessori school teaches you to think on your own terms, and the workforce is a more team-oriented environment,” Montgomery says.
“Students could use more support on how to collaborate,” Stepien says. “Collaboration is not a student practice that is addressed well in Montessori curriculum.” Since collaboration is such a prized skill in today’s world, some Montessori schools might definitely push their emphasis in this area.
The last con of the theory is that the open-ended structure of the classroom can be intimidating for some. Children tend to like routine and structure. Even the desks lined up in a row can be a comfort to some students. Montessori classrooms are built to allow movement and change and the teachers tend to guide more than directly instruct. While this is probably not an insurmountable obstacle, it’s definitely something to bear in mind. The hierarchy of traditional classrooms allows less freedom to the students, but it can also ensure a class environment that feels ordered, safe and routine.

After researching into Montessori education I agree with the fact that there is no stages in terms of age that the children have to follow. It is good that each child can learn at their own pace, and there is no pressure on the children to develop at a certain stage.
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