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How the Montessori Primary Programme Works

The Children

Children are allowed to learn at an individual pace.
Their individual interests and talents are taken into
account and fostered; if extra practice is required it is
given until a level of competency is achieved.

The prepared environment is a central key to the
children’s learning. By moving through each exercise,
when the child is ready the child acquires the
appropriate preparation and experience for the next
step.

Each step builds on the last and ensures comprehensive knowledge and an understanding of a
concept. In this way the child can succeed at the activity with practice. Each experience is positive
and allows the child to eventually feel they have mastered the activity and in turn are able to teach
the younger children what they have learnt.

Because of the individualized teaching there is no competition between the children. Everyone
works to the level they are good at, not somebody else’s. The children are given freedom within a
structured environment, and with a careful balance between freedom and order children develop
astounding maturity and self-discipline, respect for others and their environment.

In a Montessori classroom there is no front of the room and no teacher’s desk as a focal point of
attention. The natural desire of the children to spread out is catered for by letting them choose their
own work space, and as is the case in Montessori pre-schools, they have the choice to use mats, on
which they can spread out their work. If it is appropriate, they can also work on the floor. They are
expected to be respectful of “other people’s space” and are careful not to disturb somebody else’s
work in progress. They are also expected to take responsibility, for example for the equipment.
When they are finished with something, they are expected to put everything back in its former
place, ready to be used by the next child.

The Teacher

In the Montessori classroom the teacher is an “enlightened generalist” with knowledge deep enough
to know the fascinating details of each of the disciplines and broad enough to connect those details
into a “big picture” across the disciplines. Montessori primary teachers don’t specialise in subject
matter; they specialise in the whole child. A teacher who has a child for all subjects for three years
gains an intimate knowledge of the child, which is seldom possible in a one-year classroom
relationship. The teacher is keenly tuned in to the unique personality of each child. This sensitivity
permits the teacher to “direct” each child into areas of natural interest.

The dynamics of the classroom allow the teacher to work with small groups and individuals as well
as stand back and observe what is going on in the class. There are key moments throughout the
day, week and month where a teacher will meet with each child and gain an understanding of where
the child is at with all the curriculum areas through the child’s own record keeping. This allows the
teacher the opportunity to suggest and direct the child toward areas of the curriculum, which may
need more time spent on it. We are fortunate to have Mrs Anna McLean as our class teacher, as she
is a qualified, respected and experienced Montessori and state trained teacher.
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The Three Elements of the Primary Curriculum

1. Curriculum:

Sometimes, because Montessori places so much
emphasis on cultivating children’s sense of curiosity
and wonder, parents may get the impression that
students can simply do whatever they wish, avoiding
subjects that they dislike. This is certainly not the
case in any well-run class. Parents can expect their
children to explore the realm of mathematics,
science and technology, the world of myth, great
literature, history, world geography, social studies,
economics, anthropology and the basic organization
of human societies. Their studies cover the basics
found in the traditional curriculum, such as the
memorization of math facts, spelling lessons, and
the study of vocabulary, grammar, sentence analysis,
creative writing and library research skills.

2. “The Great Lessons”:

The Great Lessons are five key areas of interconnected studies traditionally presented to
primary Montessori students in the form of inspiring stories and related experiences and
research projects. The Great Lessons include the story of how the world came to be, the
development of life on the Earth, the story of humankind, the development of language and
writing, and the development of mathematics. They are intended to give children a “cosmic”
perspective of the Earth and humanity’s place within the cosmos. The lessons, studies and
projects surrounding each of the Great Lessons normally span many months and the questions
that the children pose and their efforts to find the answers to their own questions may continue
for many years.

3. Individually Chosen Research:

Primary students are encouraged to explore topics that capture their imagination. The approach
is largely based on library research, with children gathering information, assembling reports,
teaching what they have learnt to their classmates, and assembling portfolios and handmade
books of their own. The students are taught how to use reference materials, libraries and the
Internet to gather information and uncover the facts. Their oral presentations and written
research reports grow in sophistication and complexity over the years.
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Learning how to Learn: The Passage to Abstraction

At the primary level, learning continues to be adson experience, as students learn by trialr erro
and discovery. The advanced primary Montessori nasemove on to more complex and abstract
concepts in mathematics, geometry and pre algdiira.goal is to lead the child away from a
dependency on concrete models that visually reptegestract concepts towards the ability to solve
problems with pen and paper alone. Part of thisdade possible by the growing child’s brain ability
to grasp abstractions, but it has been greatly rsgthover the years by countless hours of work
with the concrete materials that made the abstesdtand helped him visualize the abstraction.
Similar hands-on materials help students underggasmehmar, sentence analysis, geographical facts
and concepts in science. Montessori students teattmnk for themselves. They are encouraged to
do their own research, analyse what they have famtl come to their own conclusions. They
become fully engaged in the learning process, atfter than presenting students with all the ‘right
answers’ Montessori teachers ask the ‘right questiand challenge them to find new solutions or
discover the answers on their own.

“Teach me how to do it
myself!”

One of the keys to understanding
Montessori is found in the way in
which it carefully encourages the
development of children’s self-
esteem and independence. Primary
children are expected to take on a
high level of challenge and
responsibility.

The primary classroom is a small community run atrentirely by the students. They keep the
room in order, care for classroom animals, tenthéoplants and a small garden, set up for lunch,
organize special events and generally move abewdhool independently.

Where the preschool children enjoyed washing disimelsscrubbing tables for the sheer joy of the
process, primary children simply work to get thie gione. The knowledge that they are responsible
for their classroom gives them a sense of pridecamdpetence. They acquire organizational skills
that extend to learning outside the classroom,eiaample on field trips. Primary Montessori
children typically suggest and organize their ovefdftrips for the class or a group of children who
share a common interest. They initiate proposaseldp plans, make arrangements and carry the
plan through. All this is a great source of confide. By operating as a small social community in
which children learn to work together, resolve tiots peacefully, encourage and acknowledge
each other, social skills, character and commuggtyice are promoted.
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