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IN THIS ISSUE
Maria Montessori said “When the child does work which has no external
purpose, we call it play.”  But to Montessori, this ‘play’ is the work of the 
child: “The child too is a worker and a producer. If he cannot take part in 
the adult’s work, he has his own, a great, important, difficult work indeed 
– the work of producing man... It is the child who builds up the man, the 
child alone.”  In this issue, we hear from Montessori writers who address 
the theme of Learning is Child’s Play, this important work of the child.
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When I was the head of a Montessori school many years ago, a 
prospective parent who came to tour the school greeted me by saying, 
“I’m only here because my husband went to a Montessori school as a 
child, and he insisted I visit. But I don’t believe in ‘work’ for children. I 
believe in ‘play.’”

Needless to say, the meeting did not go well.

Her assumption that work is bad while play is good for children kept her 
from seeing what was really happening in the classroom. But who can 
blame her? Articles abound in the media extolling the virtues of play 
on children’s cognitive development while demonizing work.1 What no 
one seems to notice, however, is that these articles rarely define play, 
and they only seem to define work as the didactic instruction found 
in conventional schools. But when we really examine the constructs 
of play and work, we see that there is far more to this picture than 
“play is good” and “work is bad” for young children – especially within 
a Montessori context. In fact, we find that the dichotomy of work and 
play as usually presented in the mainstream media by well-meaning 
child advocates is actually a false one.

WHAT IS PLAY?
Play is a construct that is likely to mean different things to different 
people. For parents, play may bring to mind children frolicking through 
fields, hanging from trees, playing in mud, and generally just doing 
whatever one wants. But for researchers who must actually define their 
constructs to clarify what they’re studying, play is more complex than 
that.

Within the research literature, there is the overall construct of playful 
learning, which is broken down into free play and guided play.2 Free 

play involves pretending (which is discussed in detail later), playing 
with objects and/or peers, rough-and-tumble play with very little adult 
control, and no extrinsic rewards.

Guided play, on the other hand, falls on a continuum and involves 
adult guidance that promotes academic knowledge through activities 
that feel like play rather than the I-want-to-poke-my-own-eyes-out-
because-I-have-to-sit-still-and-listen-to-the-adult form of didactic 
instruction. This continuum is also based on the amount of guidance 
a teacher provides. For instance, some teachers may only provide 
guidance via specific materials in the environment, while other teachers 
may provide materials and still lead all playful activities. But there is that 
wonderful middle ground, as Fisher, et al. (2011)2 state:

Teachers play a unique role in guided play experiences. They 
can sensitively guide learning, creating flexible, interest-driven 
experiences that encourage children’s autonomy/control over the 
process (p. 343).

Further support for this wonderful middle ground on the guided 
play continuum comes from two meta-analyses conducted in 2011 
examining 164 studies of discovery learning. These analyses showed 
that unassisted discovery, as it occurs in free play (wherein the teacher 
provides no actual guidance in the learning process), doesn’t benefit 
students.

However, guided discovery involving more teacher scaffolding and 
feedback (which can come directly from the materials or other students 
and not the teacher) does benefit students.3

Overall, play is a broad construct, and what the research shows is that 
free play doesn’t benefit children’s learning. Does that mean children 
should not be allowed time for free play? No.

Dr Laura Flores Shaw

Montessori and Play

“‘Work’ in Montessori 
classrooms feels like 

play to children”
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But it does mean that developing a “curriculum” around free play won’t 
provide children with opportunities to practice purposeful sensorimotor 
skills that need to become automatic so that later deeper learning can 
occur.4 We can’t just tell children, “Play until you’re six, but then you 
need to get down to business” when we haven’t provided opportunities 
for them to gain the sensorimotor skills necessary for literacy and 
numeracy. Instead, we need to provide those opportunities for learning 
in a way that feels playful.

Pretend Play
A common concern parents have with respect to Montessori is that 
the classrooms lack a dress-up corner where the children can engage 
in pretend play. Montessori children are also encouraged to use the 
materials as presented rather than pretending, for instance, that the 
Red Rods (which provide indirect preparation for mathematics and 
directly train visual discrimination of differences in length) are ski poles. 
Again, this concern is understandable due to the plethora of articles 
claiming that pretend play fosters creativity, better problem solving, and 
higher intelligence.5

However, careful analyses of 40 years’ worth of research on pretend 
play and its purported benefits shows that “the evidence that pretend 
play enhances creativity is not convincing” (p. 8).6 These analyses 
also showed that construction play (such as block building) correlated 
with better problem-solving while pretend play did not (score one for 
the Pink Tower!). In fact, when children assign meaning to an object 
through pretend play, that meaning can interfere with understanding 
the object’s true meaning and use, suggesting that pretend play 
doesn’t improve problem-solving skills.7 Meaning interference is also 
why we don’t want the children pretending the Red Rods are ski poles 
as this can interfere with their ability to embody the concept of length.

Finally, while there is a relationship between pretend play and 
intelligence, the direction of that relationship is unclear, so the claim 
that pretend play raises intelligence is unsubstantiated at this point.6

But what about pretend play’s effect on social and emotional skills? 
Surely pretending increases these competencies as children engage 

in role-playing games.

It is true that researchers have claimed that both pretending alone and 
in a group contribute to social and emotional competencies because 
they allow children to play out their own social and emotional issues, 
and they can practice their negotiation skills.8 But as developmental 
psychologist Jerome Kagan points out, “scientists who study human 
nature…usually have a favoured purpose in mind before they begin 
their work” (p. 4),9 and for many, play may be a good and necessary 
purpose for children. When analysing the actual studies, however, 
they don’t confirm the claims that pretending contributes to social 
and emotional competencies. Overall, the studies show inconsistent 
correlations, which shows that a causal link between pretend play 
and social and emotional competencies doesn’t exist.6 (Of course, 
correlation is not causation; however, if a number of studies consistently 
show correlational relationships between two variables in the same 
direction, then one can begin to make a case for causation – though 
very, very cautiously.)

MONTESSORI AND WORK
Dr. Montessori was fully aware that psychologists assumed that play 
was vital to young children’s development. In a lecture presented in 
London in 1946, she stated:

Psychologists have attached great importance to [play] and make 
vague statements – that children play at this age – that they develop 
their character through play. They also say that the individuality of 
the children is revealed in their play (p.151).10

In fact, as Dr. Montessori explains in The Secret of Childhood, toys 
were available to the children in the first Montessori school, but the 
children rarely chose to play with them:

Since they never freely chose these toys, I realized that in the life 
of a child play is perhaps something of little importance which he 
undertakes for lack of something better to do. A child feels that 
he has something of greater moment to do than to be engaged 
in such trivial occupations. He regards play as we would regard 
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a game of chess or bridge. These are pleasant occupations for 
hours of leisure, but they would become painful if we were obliged 
to pursue them at great length. When we have some important 
business to do, bridge is forgotten. And since a child always has 
some important thing at hand, he is not particularly interested in 
playing (p. 122).11

Unlike other educational reformers who sought to impose their views 
and ideologies upon children, Dr. Montessori developed her method 
through systematic observation of children. And so, while she initially 
thought that children needed toys just as the psychologists did, 
the children showed her otherwise, so she removed them from the 
environment.  

In fact, there were two other significant incidents wherein students 
showed their preference for Montessori’s purposeful materials over 
toys or free play. In both situations, the children had been locked out 
of their classrooms without a teacher. The first incident occurred at 
the first Montessori school in Rome, while the second occurred at 
the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco in 1915 
where a glass classroom was set up so people could watch the children 
work. During both of these lockout incidents, the children could have 
easily chosen to stay outside and play. Instead, they chose to find a 
way into their classrooms so they could work. And the teachers weren’t 
even present.12

I have witnessed firsthand children’s preference for working in their 
classroom over free play. At the Montessori school I once administered, 
we decided one year to try running a summer camp for the 3-6 aged 
students instead of summer school so we could give the teachers a 
long break. To maintain a Montessori atmosphere during camp, the 
children could choose what they wanted to do, and the activities 
included crafts, toys, and free play. A couple of weeks into the summer, 
we started hearing from the children and their parents that the children 
were bored, and they wanted to go back to working with the materials 
in their classrooms. We never ran another camp.

Ultimately, frolicking in mud and hanging from trees may seem like the 
idyllic early childhood experience, but that’s only because we adults 
tend to perceive “work” as a pejorative term as we spend our work 
days counting down to the weekend. Montessori children, however, 
don’t because their work brings them higher affect, energy, and 
intrinsic motivation. 13 Work feels good.

In fact, an examination of the broad playful learning construct and 
Montessori education found that the two have much in common: both 
have an overarching structure, free choice, peer interaction, materials 
specific to the developmental stage, a lack of extrinsic rewards, and 
just plain fun.14 These elements are also present during pretend play.6 
This means that “work” in Montessori classrooms feels like play to 
children. In fact, it might even feel better than pretend play because the 
children actually get to use real tools and materials!

A FALSE DICHOTOMY
When educators advocate for play in early childhood education, they 
are fighting against the adult-centred, didactic instruction found in 
conventional schools – and with good reason. Forcing children to sit 
and listen to adults for long periods is not developmentally appropriate. 
I’m not even sure it’s appropriate for adults.15

But this dichotomy of play and work fails to consider how the two 
actually overlap. As education professor Joan Goodman states:

Absent clear criteria, play comes to be defined by its opposite – 
work – and the large overlap is lost” (p. 185).16

In her article “Work” Versus “Play” and Early Childhood Care, Goodman 
articulates how the research literature generally distinguishes work from 
play, but she also shows their great overlap. First, play is considered to 
be fun, easy, and pleasurable, while work is unpleasant and effortful. 
However, play can also require tremendous effort (as when one plays 
hard) and work can feel quite pleasurable – especially when in a state 
of flow, wherein you’re fully immersed in what you’re doing and time 
just seems to fly by.17

Second, play is about freedom while work is about constraint, obliging 
“us to discipline our behaviour, follow rules, do what the conventional 
standard demands” (p. 185).16 But Goodman reminds us that children 
often create rules for their own play activities, as they prefer a sense 
of order.

Third, play is about process while work is focused on outcome. But 
this distinction is also erroneous. Play, like work, has an endpoint, and 
children often evaluate their own products of play.

Finally, play is considered to be intrinsically motivated and self-chosen, 
whereas work is extrinsically motivated and imposed upon us by some 
outside authority. This means “the very same activity . . . can be play 
or work,” depending upon whether or not the person is obliged to do it 
(p. 186). In a Montessori context, this means that all of the classroom 
activities can be considered play since it is the children who choose 
what to do!

Because work feels like play within a Montessori context, those 
students learn that “work” means something one wants do. And as 
Goodman states:

What seems to be the case, then, is that the criteria of play that 
most distinguishes it from work – its self-chosen intrinsically 
motivated quality – is also the quality that should imbue work; work 
in school and work in the work place for that matter (p.188).16

Hopefully, Montessori students’ experience of work as self-chosen and 
intrinsically motivated will lead them to spend their adult years doing 
work that is meaningful to them rather than spending those years 
counting the days down to the weekend.
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It is well know that reading is important for our children, and will set 
them for the best outcomes in both school and generally life. How 
do we help them then with mastering and yet enjoying reading? The 
Montessori answer is: play!

Let us consider two different aspects of reading: the first has to do with 
the skills the child needs for the technique or mechanics of reading; the 
second, often called total reading, has to do with a broader experience, 
including the exploration and appreciation of different styles and 
rhythms that lead to the love of reading.

DECODING THE READING PROCESS
Let us start with the actual reading process, which is the decoding of 
a code in order to get a sense of a message. What is the code we are 
talking about? It is the array of sounds of a given language (in English 
there are 44) that mixed in different orders form all the possible words? 
The young child plays sound games since her first day in the Montessori 
environment. Playing this game she learns how to phonetically spell 
out words e.g. d-o-g or b-r-u-sh (which is different from the common 
spelling most of us are used to). The Montessori guide might say ‘I am 
thinking of something that begins with p-p and ends with l-l’, holding 
a pencil in his hand so the children can, overtime, identify the sounds 
that compose words. In a Montessori environment, a small group of 
children can be spotted sitting around a mat, with familiar objects they 
collected around the room, with which to play this game. 

Before the child discovers what each sound looks like, the sound 
games are mostly played with the sandpaper letters and sandpaper 
phonograms. The Montessori guide might say ‘Would you like to know 
what p looks like? And this is what sh looks like’ and so on. In this sense 
the child is for the first time reading single sounds. Soon after she can 
read a few sounds one after the other and therefore can read simple 
words: d-o-g, dog! This child is eager to practice and soon, when she 
can read more and more words, it is time for more games. The action 
words, or command cards, are written labels the child reads and then 
acts out; it can be as simple as ‘jump’ moving to e.g. ‘touch a board’ or 
‘pour a drink and make a cake’. Children can be seen playing, acting, 
moving in a very interesting manner. They are practicing their reading 
through play! With another game, a matching one, the child matches 
illustrations to their correct labels, to then checks herself whether her 
work is correct. As the young reader becomes more experienced she 
is offered booklets that are made about her unique interests, and the 
level of challenge is tailored to stretch her, diminishing the possibility of 
her feeling frustrated because she cannot do it. 

TOTAL READING
How about total reading? Once again it is through play that, in a 
Montessori environment, the child explores words and their functions, 
and sentence analysis. The child plays with words to change the 
meaning or the style of a phrase, and as she explores her love for 
reading grows while she starts forming her own preferences. 

Learning to Read 
through Play
IN A MONTESSORI ENVIRONMENT

Paola Signorelli

‘Reading to children at 
age 4-5 every day has a 
significant positive effect 
on their reading skills and 
cognitive skills later in life’
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Let us consider for example the logical adverb game with which the 
child explores how an adverb can dramatically change the expression 
of an action. The child who has been practicing jumping or singing, 
through the action words, discovers she can sing softly, sadly, or 
hysterically and how these different types of singing look very different. 
As a Montessori guides well know, funny behaviours can be witnessed 
in the classroom.  A child sitting under the chair is learning about 
prepositions. A child carrying a blue cloth is learning about adjectives. 
A child dancing gracefully across the room might be in the middle of 
the adverb game. The teacher never mentions the names of these 
parts of the sentence, he never says adjective or adverb, but lets the 
child explore and have fun playing with them. Soon after it is time to 
play with the position of our words. Remember the “touch a board” 
label the child was practicing her reading with? It is now time to shuffle 
the words around and discover that ‘touch a board’ becomes a ‘touch 
board’, that ‘clip the paper’ becomes the ‘paper clip’, and ‘wet the 
cloth’ is now the ‘wet cloth’.

DRIVING LANGUAGE
The children in the Casa dei Bambini, between the age of three and 
six, are driven to language. Along side all this playing with sounds, 
words and sentences, the children are constantly exposed to 
books, poems, storytelling and songs that enrich their vocabulary 
and offer a wide variety of styles. The richer the variety of styles the 
child is exposed to the richer will be her own love for reading. It is 
important we read to children often. In the 2012 research result of a 
partnership arrangement between the Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development and the Melbourne Institute of Applied 
Economic and Social Research, among key findings were:

• Reading to children at age 4-5 every day has a significant positive 
effect on their reading skills and cognitive skills (i.e., language and 
literacy, numeracy and cognition) later in life. 

• Children read to more frequently at age 4-5 achieve higher scores 
on the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) tests for both Reading and Numeracy in Year 3 (age 
8 to 9). 

• Differences in reading and cognitive skills are not related to the 
child’s family background or home environment but are the direct 
result of how frequently they have been read to prior to starting 
school. 

For the full research see https://www.education.vic.gov.au/documents/
about/research/readtoyoungchild.pdf

In conclusion, it is important to remember that a playful environment is 
always the ideal one for the child to thrive and for learning to happen.
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The Ant and the 
Grasshopper
LESSONS FOR A MONTESSORI CLASSROOM
Uma Ramani

‘Dr. Montessori’s 
deliberate choice of 

the word “work” in the 
context of the child’s 

activity is a repudiation 
of the dismissal of 

the child’s activity as 
play – something with 

no purpose and no 
relevance.’

How often we see young children working alongside adults washing, 
folding, cleaning and cooking!  Adults are amused by the evident effort 
and concentration, the seriousness with which children are involved in 
the task; their perseverance and joy.  Isn’t the child having so much fun 
playing?  However, the adult who is doing the same task as the child is 
of course seen as working hard, finishing chores!  Why? Is this because 
the child has chosen the activity freely; because the child’s focus is 
not on the outcomes; and most of all, because there is such evident 
pleasure in the task, that we term the child’s activity as play?  As Dr. 
Montessori says, “When the child does work which has no external 
purpose, we call it play.” (Montessori 2012:155) This is the ant and the 
grasshopper syndrome.

The fable of the ant and the grasshopper is symbolic of our deeply 
entrenched beliefs about work and play.  The grasshopper that has 
a life span of less than a year feeds voraciously, mates and lays eggs 
as it moves through its habitat. The activity of the grasshopper seems 
pointless and frivolous until we see its relevance in the context of the 
cosmic whole: it is a critical link in the food chain, providing food for 
birds and lizards; and its droppings nourish the soil as it moves through 
the landscape. It is easy to dismiss the singing, dancing grasshopper 
as we cannot see the extrinsic worth of its activities. The industry of the 
ant, however, is immediately perceivable and we can understand in its 
food gathering and nest building. We perceive the ant’s activity, with its 
evident purpose and seriousness as work but dismiss the apparently 
useless foraging, singing, and mating of the grasshopper as play.  The 
ant is the epitome of hard work and industry; the grasshopper is the 
picture of frivolity. 

Certain biases are implicit in the fable:

• That work is activity that has evident purpose and is effortful, 

industrious and regimented. 

• That all work has evident purpose, and is effortful, industrious, 

regimented.

• That anything that is enjoyable, unregimented, and without 

evident purpose is play.

• That play is a pastime activity and of little value.  

These implicit biases are evident in how we view children.  With no 

evident external purpose for their activity and no perceivable benefit to 

community and society, children’s work has no value and no respect.   

In terming children’s spontaneous activity as “play” we are dismissive 

of its worth.  As an aside, these biases are also reflected in the cultural 

stereotypes that brand certain racial or ethnic groups as lazy or hard-

working; they show up in the value judgments that we make about the 

worth of any activity, individual or group, based on the perceptions and 

the value systems of dominant cultural groups in society.  
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WORK AND PLAY IN EDUCATION
The dichotomy between work and play is deeply embedded in our 
society – work is something that we have to do in order to be able 
to do what we want to do, and work and play do not happen in the 
same place. Our education system, reflects this same dichotomy 
between work and play.  Education is organised for learning what is in 
the curriculum and such learning happens in the classroom, through 
work that is almost always initiated and required by the adult.  The 
time outside the classroom is the time for play, activity that is devoid 
of evident extrinsic purpose, meaning and value from the adult’s 
perspective.  In the classroom this spontaneous activity of children 
must necessarily be squashed so that the serious work of learning 
can happen.  Outside school, “The fact that children play has been 
exploited by manufacturers who make toys for children to play 
with.” (Montessori 2012:151).  In the last century, play has become 
increasingly commodified, through toys, games and sports.  The 
transformation of Legos from simple construction blocks that could 
be used to create anything, to custom kits for building special interest 
items, is an example of this change.  

Rooted in our prejudices, something insidious happens in early 
childhood settings. The concept that “play is the work of the child” 
remains prevalent and in many countries, including Australia, the 
focus is on play-based learning in the early years.  Children, “are 
now required to play, in the cause of learning, whether they want to 
or not, though the suggestion that children may not want to play is 
hardly voiced.”  (Brooker 2010:152).  As research affirms the learning 
that happens in play, early childhood education practice increasingly 
espouses the idea that children’s play should be harnessed to achieve 

adult learning objectives – so there is “free play” that is spontaneous 
and goal-less and “educational play” that is planned and regulated to 
meet curricular objectives. In some ways, play as a form of instruction 
has been portrayed as being “more respectful of children”; however, it 
is often just as coercive as traditional approaches, but in more subtle 
ways. (Burman 1994:70).  It is ironic that now Lego is spearheading 
the movement for a Pedagogy of Play and has become a voice in 
discussions on early childhood education.  

MONTESSORI’S CONCEPT OF THE 
CHILD’S WORK
Montessori remains unique in her use of the term “work” to refer to 
children’s activity.  With her genius for breaking through stereotypes, 
Dr. Montessori saw beyond the outer activity of children.  Her scientific 
observation helped her to understand the intrinsic motivation that 
triggered the children’s activity, the deeper meaning and purpose.  
Every child has to create themselves as a person of their time and 
place.  This, she understood, can only be done through participation 
in their community and the wider social environment.  Dr. Montessori’s 
deliberate choice of the word “work” in the context of the child’s 
activity is a repudiation of the dismissal of the child’s activity as play – 
something with no purpose and no relevance.  Work is a term that we 
use for activity that is purposeful and valuable, and so, it was natural 
for her to term the children’s activity “work”.  She was recognizing the 
child’s work of self-construction and adaptation to society and giving 
it its rightful recognition.  She writes, “The child too is a worker and a 
producer.  If he cannot take part in the adult’s work, he has his own, a 
great, important, difficult work indeed – the work of producing man… It 
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is the child who builds up the man, the child alone. The adult cannot take 
his place in this work; the exclusion of the adult from the child’s “world” 
and “work” is still more evident and more absolute than the exclusion 
of the child from the work producing the social order superimposed on 
nature in which the adult reigns.” (Montessori 1978:205)

It is difficult to find scientific literature that reflects this perspective 
of children’s activity. The work/play dichotomy is so entrenched and 
children’s work so little valued, that rarely do we find the term work 
used in the context of children’s activity.  This is in contrast to a search 
for the term play – the spontaneous activity of children has been 
the subject of much study. While increasingly, the notion of play as 
something valuable and to be valued is gaining credence, there is still 
little understanding of the significance and importance of the child’s 
activity.

It is in the work of researchers who have studied the play activities of 
children in poorer communities and in native cultures, that we find a 
connection to Dr. Montessori’s ideas regarding children’s activity. 

In the work of Barbara Rogoff Professor of Psychology at UC 
Santa Cruz, we find the idea of children’s activity as apprenticeship.  
Professor Rogoff found learning by observing and pitching in, 
prevalent in the Mayan societies that she studied. She uses the term 
“guided participation” where children are involved in tasks from a very 
young age and gradually participate at higher and higher levels of 
responsibility.  She saw children’s participation in society as a gradual 
apprenticeship through which both the individual and community 
change and she defined learning as the transformation of participation 
in cultural activities. (Rogoff 1995)  

Children are drawn to the work of the adult world and as they 
participate, first through imitation and then with increasing competence 
and independence, they create themselves as individuals of the time 
and place of their birth and become contributing members of their 
community.  Dr. Montessori writes, “One sees that these small children 
have a tendency to work at their play, imitating the actions of the adults.  
They don’t consider what they do to be play – it is their work.  Children 
of the poor take part in the adult’s world.  They have the possibility. … It 
is interesting to notice that where life is simple and natural and were the 
children participate in the adult’s life, they are calm and happy.  They 
are not agitated like the children in our civilization who are not allowed 
to join in the activity of the life around them.” 

Citing a study of children at play in a Sudanese village community, 
Liz Booker, University of London, identifies “intense involvement and 
engagement; high levels of motivation and persistence; collaboration 
and negotiation; problem-solving and planning…” as well as peer 
learning that is spontaneous and effortless and the serious engagement 
of children in the play activities. (Brooker 2010:155)  

Does this not remind you what happens in our Montessori communities?  
Seriousness, effort, pleasure, choice, perseverance, collaboration, 
problem-solving and planning that result in spontaneous learning, joy 
and pleasure.  

Education, says Professor Peter Gray, Boston College, can be broadly 
defined as the set of processes by which each generation of human 
beings acquires the culture of their community.  And so, he says, by this 
definition, education is a part of our biological makeup.  Based on his 
analysis of how children learn in hunter-gatherer societies, through self-
directed play and exploration, Professor Peter Gray, Boston College 
identifies the following environmental elements that support what he 
calls the human instinct for self-education.  (Gray 2011)

• Time and space for play and exploration

• Free age mixing of children

• Access to knowledgeable and caring adults

• Access to equipment and freedom to play with that equipment

• Free exchange of ideas

• Freedom from bullying

• Immersion in a democratic society

THE ANT AND THE GRASSHOPPER: A 
CAUTIONARY TALE
In The Absorbent Mind, Dr. Montessori says that education is not 
something which the teacher does but a natural process which 
develops spontaneously in the human being.  Montessori says that, “In 
the prepared environment, because there are many different motives 
of activity, we can see the instincts that guide the child’s life during 
this period fully revealed. As the activities are of a serious nature, the 
work is of a serious nature, and you can follow the child’s development 
step by step.”  Work which engages the hands and the mind, results 
in the “unification of the personality” that is the basis of character.  
This is the phenomenon of normalization.  Without this, Montessori 
says, the person does not exist.  In participating in the activities of the 
community, children create their personality and their adaptation to the 
time and place.  In the Casa we see that:

• The children work seriously

• They show great powers of concentration

• They work with purpose

• They finish their work

• They do the exercises with increasing exactness

• They repeat activities, refining their capabilities and skills

• And over their time in the Casa, the children’s participation in 
community life evolves with their evolving skills.

The prepared environments of our classrooms are workshops that 
provide our children with the freedom for natural development, for 
spontaneous education with the aid of tools that support their work 
of adaptation and self-construction.  All spontaneous activity in these 
environments is an expression of the child’s work of creative self-
construction.  

“Adult and child work in entirely different ways.  The adult works on the 
environment and transforms it to suit himself with definite ends in view.  
The child works to become a man; by an inner force which urges him to 
continual activity, he acquires little by little his mature characteristics.” 
(Montessori 2017:2).  We often cannot see the relevance of the child’s 
activity – unless we put it in the context of his task of creative self-
construction. As practitioners we must be watchful that our children 
don’t fall victims of the ant and the grasshopper syndrome.  With all 
our training, our entrenched ideas about work rears its ugly head.  And 
so, “work” becomes a stick with which we hound the child – “Where is 
your work?  What work are you doing?”  And we are not satisfied if the 
children are not churning out pieces of paper as evidence of industry 
and the learning of math facts.  

HOMO LABORANS, HOMO LUDENS
Nature does not differentiate between work and play.  There is only 
life and life is activity.  Philosopher Lawrence Hinman argues that the 
dichotomy between work and play exists mostly because we tend to 
focus on the extrinsic meaning, purpose and value of activities. “If fully 
human activity is free, conscious and creative activity done in the world, 
then it is both work and play - that is, it has both intrinsic and extrinsic 
meaning, purpose, and value.” (Hinman 1975).  As a lived experience, 
work and play are both aspects of all human activity.

Montessori referred to humans as Homo laborans – Man the Worker.  
“Man builds himself through working, working with his hand, but using 
his hands as the instruments of his ego, the organ of his individual 
mind and will, which shapes its own existence face to face with its 
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environment…. when work is the result of an inner, instinctive impulse, 
(it) is fascinating, irresistible, and it raises man above deviations and 
inner conflicts. Such is the work of the inventor or discoverer, the 
heroic efforts of the explorer, or the compositions of the artist, that is 
to say, the work of men gifted with such an extraordinary power as to 
enable them to rediscover the instinct of their species in the patterns 
of their own individuality.  This instinct is then a fountain that bursts 
through the hard outer crust and rises, through a profound urge, to 
fall, as refreshing rain, on arid humanity. It is through this urge that 
the true progress of civilization takes place.” (Montessori 1978:200)   
Through his work, Man has created this supranatural world in which 
we live.  This world is the outcome of imagined reality, of playing out 
“what if” scenarios.  This is the hallmark of play – functioning in an 
imaginary world with new rules that are different from reality.  And so, 
Dutch historian and cultural theorist Johan Huizinga introduces us to 
the concept of Homo ludens – Man the Player.  “We have to conclude, 
therefore, that civilization is, in its earliest phases, played.  It does not 
come from play like a baby detaching itself from the womb: it arises in 
and as play, and never leaves it.” (Huizinga 1955:173).  

Homo laborans/Homo ludens – Man the worker and Man the player:  
not a dichotomy but two aspects of the whole. Let us embrace this, 
both for ourselves and for our children.  
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Reading for pleasure, reading for play, reading to settle, reading to 
laugh, reading to cry, reading to learn, reading to escape. There are so 
many reasons for reading and all of them are valid. Reading to children 
and reading with children are mostly enjoyable and developmentally 
helpful things to do. 

Within the multitude of choices of books for children, hidden amongst 
the ‘stones’ are many ‘diamonds’. When my boys were much younger, 
one type of expedition to the library or shops I thoroughly enjoyed 
was ‘book browsing’.  (As they got older, they too enjoyed browsing 
amongst books.) I’d head straight to the Junior Fiction section and 
check out what was new, what had been re-released and what was 
still available.  Making a choice sometimes took ages as many offerings 
were ‘just right’. Which one would I take home today?

To be ‘just right’ for my young recipients, (and for this article let’s go 
with ‘young’ being up to 5 years of age), the book needed to be:

• beautiful in illustrations or photographs and presentation

• reality based

• rich in quality language that is descriptive and accurate or have 
good rhyme and rhythm

• include interesting facts and details

• one that I liked

When choosing books for your own family or class, it is important that 
you like the story especially if you are the one who could be reading it 
over and over and over and over.

Reading to your child can begin as soon as your child can sit and 
focus.  Share short times together looking at picture books whilst you 
talk about what is on each page.  When you notice your child is ready 
for a change, turn the page slowly and carefully. Be guided by your 
child’s facial expressions and general interest in what you are sharing.  
Share books and time as many times as possible. Share a variety of 
books (fiction and nonfiction) and expand your child’s exposure to 
relevant and appropriate books as much as possible. 

 

You may be surprised what you learn and what holds your own interest 
if you provide a smorgasbord of books for your child.  When my lads 
were young, I quickly became an ‘expert’ in different types of fire trucks 
and all that they carry.  I am not sure any of my adult friends shared this 
interest with me, however it made visits to fire stations and chats about 
fire trucks we saw in our travels much more enjoyable for everyone.

A beautiful book I discovered in recent travels is ‘I am loved’by Nikki 
Giovanni and illustrated by Ashley Bryan, released this year. ‘I am 
loved’ is a collection of poems celebrating the love people have for 
others, young or old. The illustrations are detailed and colourful, filling 
the page with connections to the text.  

This book provides many opportunities for interactions with your child.  
Without being too laborious or detracting from the joy of reading aloud, 
this book provides opportunities to talk about the illustrations, the 
meanings of some words, the message the poet is sharing, the layout 
of the texts and which poems are liked and disliked and why.

Book Corner

‘Reading to your child 
can begin as soon as 
your child can sit and 

focus.’

Roelie Hartwig

If you read just one book a day to your 
child, they will have been read 1825 

books by their 5th birthday. 
Every day counts. 

Every book counts.
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Young children also enjoy:

• Counting books.

• Poetry books – make a collection as nursery rhymes often have 

violent imagery.

• Books with the words to songs e.g. Old MacDonald.

CHOOSING CHILDREN’S BOOKS
There is a strong evidence base describing the benefits of parents 
reading to their children and these benefits are sustained from being 
read to as a babe in arms and all the way through primary school. 

The youngest children will enjoy picture books that relate to experiences 
they have had in their lives. Picture books comprised of photographs 
featuring family members including pets or familiar places will delight 
babies and young toddlers. There are wonderful online photobook 
services that make it very easy to offer these sorts of books to your 
child.

Board books are very helpful for young babies who do not have the 
fine motor skills that will enable them to turn a paper page. This kind of 
book can become an obstacle however, if the child begins to chew on 
it. Our goal is to provide a model for children to learn how to take care 
of the books in their lives. 

The younger the child, the more they will need books that are based on 
the real world instead of fantasy. Research indicates that children begin 
to learn the difference between fantasy and reality between the ages 
of 3 and 5. They are using their senses to understand the world and 
how it works and they will find books which offer these experiences to 
be very engaging. 

When setting up a space for young children to be able to access 
books, keep the number of books available to a minimum e.g. 3 or 4 
displayed so that the child can see the whole front cover of each book.

There is a logical progression in terms of the content we might offer 
children in books from being babes in arms, starting with:

• Books with a single image or picture

• Books with a single image and one word

• Books with a single image and one related sentence per page, 
building up to a story

• Books with a story
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WHAT WOULD YOU EXPECT OF 
THE PLAY AREA OF A MONTESSORI 
ESTABLISHMENT?
If “learning is child’s play” then the external environment is desirably an 
extension of the internal “prepared environment”. When looking at a 
Montessori establishment or creating an external environment at home, 
the questions below can be part of the assessment, or considerations 
in your design.

Does it relate to the adjoining “prepared 
environments”?

It is desirable that children have easy access to the external areas, 
both physically and visually. The prepared environment can extend out 
into the open spaces. The children can see not only what is happening 
outside, but this experience can be part of the learning experience 
inside. Is the sun shining? Is the rain watering the trees and plants? Are 
the birds feeding or building nests?

“Work” can be done out in the open with tables and chairs, mats and 
materials moved outside, and be seen by the children inside.

Are children of all ages able to freely interact?

To create a cohesive, interactive community, all the children need to 
be able to “work” and “play” together. Whilst the areas and equipment 
provided may be suitable for particular age groups, all children should 
be free – under supervision – to have access to all areas, to interact. 
Over time there will be movement of children through the planes of 
development within the school or centre, and the needs of the child in 
each plane should be reflected in these spaces. 

Is it functional in all seasons?

Areas of shade, and protection from the wind and rain need to be 
provided so that children are always free to go outside.

Do the fixed equipment, spaces, and planting create 
interest, present challenges, and allow creative play 
and experimentation to children of all ages? 

Babies need areas to crawl; toddlers paths to wander and climb, and 
both need to be safe from the older children running, climbing, riding 
and hiding. Rocks, sticks, logs, water, bushes, etc. provide materials 
for creative play and work.

Overall, does the combination of elements help to create a vibrant, 
supportive, interactive children’s community that supports the needs 
of the child through their planes of development?

Montessori Play 
Spaces
Bruce Fisher

‘The external 
environment is desirably 

an extension of the 
internal prepared 

environment’
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The word ‘cosmos’ has several meanings. One meaning relates to 
the idea of the universe as an embodiment of order. Another meaning 
derived from the Greek root word ‘kosmos’ relates to decoration, 
adornment, and ornament. Both these threads of meaning can be 
found in Montessori discourse relating to Cosmic Education. Both 
meanings appear, for example, in Maria Montessori’s description of 
our planet. ‘On earth’ she writes ‘everything is interrelated…We may 
compare it with a tapestry: each detail is a piece of embroidery; the 
whole constitutes a magnificent cloth’(Montessori,1973, p39). Once, 
during a talk to teachers on Montessori education, Renilde Montessori 
likened the memorising of poetry to a process of ‘decorating the mind’. 
Her beautiful metaphor described poetry as the finely worked ornament 
of thoughts and polished words, the creation of a mind playing with 
language, transmitted to other minds. The meaning of ornamentation 
here is not the superficial sense of the word relating to appearances. It 
has a deeper meaning.

The idea of something fine created by the play of language can be 
extended to an element of Montessori learning environments which, I 
believe, serves as both the fabric, and as an ornament, of Montessori 
learning communities. This is the play of oral language, of storytelling, 
conversation and the richness of multiple voices that this enables.

During the first few weeks of their transition into the Primary Montessori 
learning environment children are told some stories. These Great 
Stories, as they are called, are grand narratives, deliberately styled to 
evoke an emotional and imaginative response. Maria Montessori was 
clear in her opposition to the teaching of dry, unrelated facts:

‘The child should love everything that he learns, for his mental and 
emotional growths are linked’ (Montessori, 1973, p25) 

The first story is sometimes called ‘The God With No Hands’ or the 
‘Beginning of the Universe’. It is a creation story and it could also be 
playfully referred to as ‘The Beginning of Conversation’. This story 
introduces the children to a conversation that began when humans 

first started talking to each other about what life is about and how we 
should behave. One version of this story begins like this:

‘From the very beginning people have wondered how the universe 
began. Some people believe there is a God that created the 
earth and the universe. Other people say that no one created the 
universe,  and that it has no beginning and no end. Others say that 
we cannot possibly know if a god created the universe. There are 
so many stories and beliefs about the beginning of the Universe 
and it happened so very long ago. This is one story and this is the 
way that I tell it’.

This story sets the scene for many more conversations, an appreciation 
of multiple perspectives and the development of empathy. Over the 
course of the next 3 to 6 years, the children are introduced to the story 
of our universe unfolding according to universal laws of physics and 
chemistry, and to life developing according to the needs of animals, 
plants and humans. The Fundamental Needs of Humans, the basis of 
the Montessori history work, links the field of historical inquiry to the 
child’s own life and experiences and provides a bridge for the child 
to make imaginative links to the lives of others in different times and 
places. It is an idea that allows for diverse perspectives and voices.

The Montessori classroom is a learning environment that contains 
artefacts of reason, imagination, traces of deep time, and many stories 
and voices from the past and present. These have all been thoughtfully 
chosen to assist children to learn what it is to be human, to know 
themselves and to assist them to find their place in the order of things. 
It is also a space prepared for storytelling and conversations because 
these activities can generate richer and more relevant insights than the 
transmission of de-contextualised facts. This is also a learning culture 
that values the questions children ask as well as their conversations.

Conversation is a kind of of play. The  psychologist Peter Gray defines 
play as an activity ‘where the process is more valued than the ends, and 
which involves an active, alert mind free of fear and anxiety’(Gray, 2008). 

A Small Shining 
Moment
Peter Erskine 

‘The child should love 
everything that he learns, 

for his mental and 
emotional growths are 

linked’
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Like play, conversation is a self chosen activity that one can leave if one 
wishes at any time. Like play, it also requires time and freedom. Like 
play, conversation also doesn’t always go as planned. This, according 
to Theodore Zeldin in his book ‘Conversation’(Zeldin,1998), is perhaps 
when conversation is most successful. Zeldin describes conversation 
as a mutually respectful meeting of minds. ‘When minds meet’ he 
writes ‘they don’t just exchange facts: they transform them, reshape 
them, draw different implications from them, engage in new trains of 
thought’ (Zeldin, 1998,p14). Zeldin also believes that conversation is 
in rapid decline and that this is having a detrimental effect on culture 
and society.

For a successful conversation there needs to be a place where one can 
listen, talk and wonder, a place where there is the time and space for 
children and teacher to listen to one another and to put their thoughts 
into words. Montessori teachers aim to provide bridges and pathways 
for children to develop agency and a voice.  However many Montessori 
teachers are aware of the great pressures from within and without 
school communities to reduce these pathways to a linear line, like a 
railway track, with everyone speeding towards a single destination. 
When this happens there is little possibility of experiencing joy or 
satisfaction in the journey itself, or in the conversations that one can 
have along the way. The first casualties of this kind of schooling are 
the relationships between teacher and children, the authentic voices of 
the children and the teacher, and the conversational play of language.

The first Great Story also begins the co-construction of narratives 
between teacher and child and amongst the mixed age cohort of 
children. Children’s emotional responses to a story often result in the 
generation and sharing of questions and personal narratives. In his 
book ‘The Social Neuroscience of Education’ Louis Cozolino discusses 
storytelling and the importance of co-constructed narratives as 
powerful tools for brain development. He explains that the coherence 
of the personal narratives we generate are highly related to the security 
of relationships, the development of self esteem, self regulation and the 
ability to be self reflective (Cozolino, 2013).

I have given presentations and led discussions with Montessori children 
around the subject of the ‘discovery’ of Australia. This is one history 
story that all children are told in Australian primary schools. Most school 
history books present the story of James Cook’s arrival in Australia from 
a European colonial perspective. As Cook sailed along the eastern 
coast of Australia he recorded his observations of the coastline as seen 
from the Endeavour. In school text books it is not often made explicit 
that this landscape was inhabited by peoples who regarded this land 
as their home, complete with their own knowledges, and names for 
the landscape. As Cook sailed past he saw the evidence of human 
presence in the thin plumes of smoke rising above the distant trees and 
hills and he named the landscape with English words. The opening up 
of alternative narratives of this event for children to consider and the 
universal human needs and emotions that these perspectives reveal 

can generate interesting conversations about the dominant narratives 
provided in the standard text books. 

During one particular discussion the children and myself had found 
two interesting Indigenous perspectives in a book called ‘East Coast 
Encounter: Re-Imagining 1770’. One account revealed that the ribbons 
of smoke Cook saw from his ship were actually warning signals being 
communicated from one group to another.  The musician/poet Neil 
Murray describes this in his poem ‘Sign of Habitation’ which I read to 
the children. An extract of this poem reads:

‘A certain sign that the country is inhabited’

observed Cook

and kept his measurements exact.

While the people on the shore diligently tracked

and observed every tack and turn

of the alien craft-

that appeared 

like a huge canoe with a tree sprouting clouds,

or a giant pelican crewed by possums! 

… It was a sea-ship filled with little white men-

sprang the word from the Eora

whose country had been violated by pale skinned 
strangers-

Ghosts! The walking dead!

who by the power of a musket

took without asking.

The children were intrigued by the idea of messages being passed 
along the coast, by the word ‘alien’ in this context, and by the line 
‘took without asking’. Here was a code of civility and manners they 
all could relate to. There was a great deal to talk about. What would 
the Aboriginal people have seen and felt as they saw this strange boat 
passing by? Perhaps the most interesting moment in our conversation 
occurred after I read them a fragment of a song translated and shared 
by Badtjala writer Gemma Cronin which had been passed down to 
her by her Badtjala ancestors (Chandler, 2014). This song, over two 
hundred years old, describes the Endeavour as it tacks along the coast 
of K’gari (Fraser Island):
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Strangers are travelling with a cloud, Areeram!!

It has fire inside, must be a bad water spirit.

It’s stupid maybe? It’s going directly to that rainbow 
serpent place,

This is the truth that I bring.

It is breathing smoke rhythmically from its rear, must be 
song men and sorcerers.

Coming up and going back with the wind at its rear, like 
a sand crab.

The ship carries this ship here, why?

After the reading there was a moment of silence. The children seemed 
deep in thought. Eventually one child asked, almost to himself:  ‘Why 
do people say that Cook discovered Australia? There were already 
people here.’

In that moment many elements came together: a place to listen, to 
think and to be heard, a story, a thread of language from long ago, 
children making an inner connection to a different time and place, and 
a child voicing his own question.  They were all woven together in one 
small, shining moment.   
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Almost from the time we are born, we begin making music. We explore 
pitch with our voices well before we begin to speak. Our bodies will 
naturally move to music. When our parents and grandparents sing to 
us our brain begins to build our song library, with many of these songs 
remaining with us even when we can’t recall our own name. Maria 
Montessori, who stressed the importance of the early years of life, 
observed that as toddlers we will happily sing without inhibition and will 
freely compose our own lyrics or melodies. But somehow this has all 
changed by the time we are adults. Many of us will have come to see 
music as the precinct of a gifted few, and singing is only something we 
do in the shower. We may have come to see ourselves as ‘unmusical’ 
or ‘tone deaf’. But as parents, we naturally find ourselves making 
music by singing to our newborns, swaying or rocking rhythmically 
with them to help soothe and calm them. And so begins our children’s 
music education. 

So how can we create a musically enriching environment in the home, 
and perhaps grow our own musical skills and confidence to sing in the 
process?

SINGING 
Singing was the first form of human communication. Our voice is our 
first and most fundamental instrument and with it we can make music 
anywhere, any time. The process of singing informs our aural memory 
and creates a ‘map’, providing information we draw on to navigate all 
musical activity.

So let’s get something straight. If you have learned to speak, you 
are musical. Many of us have neglected our first musical instrument, 
our singing voice, and so naturally feel unsure of how to use it. This 
leads to a tendency to sing in our talking range which, although it feels 
safer, does not allow us to sing accurately and match pitch. We hear 
ourselves singing out of tune and perhaps we just stop singing. The 

good news is that singing in tune is a skill that can be learnt at any age.

The young child’s natural vocal range is around middle C to C above 
middle C and they need to sing in this range to sing in tune. If they only 
listen to songs sung in an adult range, whether pop songs on the radio, 
or parents singing in a low adult range, they will not only will sing out of 
tune, but will have difficulty developing a clear aural ‘map’. 

Let’s break this down and look at way’s parents can help their children, 

Making Music through 
Fun and Games
Nikki Coleman 

‘There should be music in 
the child’s environment, just 

as there does exist in the 
child’s environment spoken 

speech.’ 
Maria Montessori



20    MONTESSORI INSIGHTS 2018

and themselves, sing in their natural vocal range.

•   Explore your singing voice in the ways we often spontaneously do 
with babies, by making siren noises which will take you into your 
‘head voice’.  Then start singing a simple song like “Rain, rain, go 
away” from the top note of your siren. Practise this regularly.

•   Extend these vocal exploration games with ghost noises, 
whimpering puppy sounds, buzzing bee noise that go higher 
and lower, the “whee” of going up on a swing. You will gradually 
become more familiar with this part of your voice.

•   Play these games with your children, copying each other’s 
patterns. 

•   Echo your baby’s vocal experiments.

•   Choose songs carefully. Pop songs often have a wide vocal range 
and may be difficult to sing confidently. Traditional nursery rhymes 
and songs are perfect for young children with wonderful rhymes, 
simple melodies and rhythms. They create a connection to our 
cultural heritage and grandparents will know lots of them. 

•   Children often sing words before they can talk, and children’s 
songs and rhymes are perfect for developing language.

•   Play the “finish my sentence” game. Sing a simple song that your 
child knows well, such as “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”. Sing it 
slowly and pause e.g. “Twinkle, twinkle little ….” (count to 5) to 
see if your child will make a sound or perhaps even say or sing the 
word “start”. Even if they don’t, their brain will be working on it.

•   Older children love this game too. Extend it so that they sing the 
word at the end of every phrase. Then swap so that the child 
sings the ‘sentence’ and you sing the last word. This is a very 
sophisticated process involving aural memory of words, pitch and 
rhythm.

•   As you sing to your child, play with dynamics by singing softly or 
louder and articulation by making your voice smooth and flowing, 
jerky like a robot, or short and bouncy like a grasshopper.

•   Hum a familiar, simple song and ask your child what they think the 

song is, giving them two or three choices. As your child becomes 
familiar with this game, they can hum the song and you have to 
guess what it is.

BEAT AND MOVEMENT
When we think of the musical games that children have played for 
centuries, we recall skipping games usually accompanied with a song 
or chant, or clapping games with a partner. These activities centre 
around keeping the beat, often in a remarkably complex patterns or 
movements.

When we rock our baby to sleep, we instinctively move to a beat. By 
incorporating the beat into all our music-making play, we are helping 
the child to internalise a steady pulse that is the glue that binds music 
together and allows us to make music in groups. Humming or singing 
a melody and rocking or swaying, can be as soothing for the adult as it 
is for the child, as can be patting the child’s bottom gently. 

Some ideas for reinforcing the beat:

• Bounces are an age-old activity parents and grandparents have 
used to play with young children as they sing to them. Dangle the 
child on your knee, either on the ground or on a chair, bouncing to 
the beat. Finish by sliding the child down your legs with a “whee”.

• Keep the beat whenever you are listening to music or making 
music with your child. Your child may like you to clap their hands 
or tap their feet or to copy you. With older children, take turns 
putting the beat in different parts of your body and copying each 
other (‘bottom drums’ are always highly amusing).

• Copy the tempo (speed of the beat) at which your child is singing, 
or is tapping, and match it so that you are going at their pace. 
Research has shown that young children will naturally clap at a 
tempo roughly between 120 to 136 beats per minute.

• Sing part of a simple, familiar song while clapping the rhythm. 
Repeat but ‘hide the words’ so that your hands are now ‘singing 
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the song’. Repeat with your child. Eventually you can take turns 
guessing which song it was that you clapped, using only two or 
three choices.

• Playing beat games regularly will very quickly develop your child’s 
sense of a steady pulse. Initially very young children will clap 
four or five times in a row at a steady beat, extending into longer 
periods as they develop. 

• Older children like to use alternate hands tapping knees/floor or 
tapping and clapping. Copy their patterns and encourage them to 
make up new ones.

• Big movements help young children move slowly. Explore slower 
tempos by singing slowly, moving your arms in a big motion or 
taking big steps.

• And of course, dance with your child as you sing or listen to a 
recording!

LISTENING
Hearing is the first sense we develop, at around twenty-two weeks 
in utero. Aural development plays a pivotal role in brain development, 
particularly in relation to language and music. Listening is the most 
important component of music-making on which all other skills depend. 

When music becomes aural ‘wallpaper’ (in shops, car parks, even 
public toilets) much of our aural activity will be focussed on filtering it 
out rather than tuning into it. That is, we stop listening. Creating space, 
therefore, to just listen not only helps our children develop their aural 
awareness but also to calm and focus. 

When choosing music to play to your children here are a few things to 
consider:

• The most appropriate music for children to copy is either a solo 

voice or a voice and a single instrument, particularly an acoustic 
instrument like a guitar or piano. This allows them to clearly 
distinguish the melody. Many quality recordings for children fit this 
description. 

• Expose children to a wide variety of cultures and traditions, 
particularly through traditional children’s songs. 

• At bath or bed time, use a single piece or album, so that your child 
becomes very familiar with the music and associates it with quiet 
time. Slower Baroque pieces are good for this.

• Create a collection of children’s songs and albums and teach your 
child how to put on one of their CDs or playlists*. 

• Focus on just listening without the visual stimulation of a screen.

• Embrace repetition! Children can listen to the same piece of music 
or sing the same song many times without becoming bored. Just 
as with language skills, repetition is the foundation for creating 
memory.

Children are learning musical skills spontaneously through singing, 
moving and listening. As parents, we can facilitate this process in a 
joyous and playful way. And as you help your child explore their innate 
musicality, you might just find your own inner musician being released. 

* Putamaya have put out a series called A World’s Playground which 
has a lovely selection of children’s songs from around the globe. ABC 
Records has a good selection of short classical pieces that children 
love called Classic Kids. Keeping the Beat is an excellent collection of 
short classical pieces compiled by John Feieraband who has carried 
out extensive research into Early Childhood Music and chosen for their 
‘child-friendly’ tempos (120-136 b.p.m.).
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What are the benefits/consequences of play in 
education?

Play is intrinsically motivating and pleasurable. By playing the child is 
more likely to repeat, and through repetition gain, as well as consolidate, 
more skills and knowledge. The prior skills and knowledge are then 
used as a foundation to acquire and build more.

By learning through play, the child also experiences positive emotions 
associated with learning, making this fun, enjoyable and joyful.

Play can build the child’s concentration and attention span. If the child 
is interested in playing they are more likely to persist in that activity for 
longer.

Why is play so important for children and their 
development?

It allows children to explore and make their own discoveries. It 
encourages them to repeat and gain additional, increasingly complex, 
skills as well as consolidating skills and knowledge. Play can help the 
child experience, and thus also understand, cause and effect; how 
they can interact with and affect others and the general environment.

Play can give the child experience of a full ‘work cycle’ where the 
child chooses their activity, commits to it, plays (works) with it and 
then finishes it, experiencing a sense of completion, fulfillment and self 
satisfaction. Play can help the child with independence, through the 
learning of skills, which in turn leads to greater self confidence.

In what way can play be easily incorporated in the 
classroom?

Play should be incorporated in all areas of the classroom. All learning 
should involve the child actively and be developmentally appropriate to 
allow children to make their own discoveries.

Open-ended activities allow children to explore, discover and potentially 
create more links and relationships in their learning. Play allows the 
child to be a curious, creative learner.

Long uninterrupted periods of time allows the child the freedom to 
explore something for as long as is needed, and to return to it multiple 
times.

What are the different types of play and why are they 
important?

The various developmental stages of play allow the child to gradually 
build their skills (eg going from solitary play to cooperative play). As the 
child’s social, emotional, physical, cognitive, communication… skills 
are developed the child is ready for more interactions and relationships 
with the wider world, including the people within it. The child needs 
time to explore, manipulate, experience and observe others in order to 
develop these skills.

Play allows the child to test things out in a safe way, to try on the role 
of another. To gradually build up skills and knowledge which can then 
be applied in both a more specific as well as wider, general way. It 
allows the child to take risks and experiment; what happens if I do this 
instead of that?

Do you believe that play can improve a child’s social 
skills? 

Yes. As the child moves towards more cooperative play they learn the 
need for, and experience the results of, sharing (or not), turn taking, 
rules.

The child can work towards the skills of conflict resolution through 
play. In a Montessori context one way this is done is through ‘grace 
and courtesy’ where the children can take on the role of, for example 
the person asking if they may join in a group, or the person inviting 
someone to join a group.

Play Q & A
Amy Kirkham 

‘Play allows the child to be 
a curious, creative learner’
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The children are given both sides of the situation (for example not only 
how to ask if you may join in but also what to do if someone says 
you can’t join in this time). Grace and courtesy experiences help the 
children with the words and actions needed for different situations.

Play allows the child to experience empathy and to take on the 
perspective of someone or something else.

Can play support emotional development? 

Play can support this by allowing the child to experience emotional 
feelings both positive and negative.

The child can work through their feelings through play. Play can provide 
children with different means of expression, which is also helpful for 
those still developing communication skills.

It can help a child develop empathy and make links between their 
experiences and those of another person.

Do you believe Montessori schools are a good route to 
take when enrolling a child in school?

Yes. A Montessori school allows the child to develop naturally, following 
the child (taking the child’s lead) in terms of their development across 
all domains (physical, social, emotional, language, cognitive etc). 
The child’s love of learning is supported and fostered and using 
information about the way a child learns (through their absorbent mind, 
human needs and tendencies, sensitive periods or critical windows 
of opportunity) experiences are offered to the child. Children have a 
willingness to explore, discover and to contribute to the community 
within as well as outside of the Montessori environment.

Activities and materials are freely chosen and the child is able to work 
with these for as long as they need. A mixed age group allows the 
children to take on the role of teacher, mentor, leader as well as team 
member. The children learn from each other, with the older children 
(and indeed the adults) also learning from the younger. The children 
explore, discover and learn by themselves as well as with each other. 
A meaningful context is provided so the children can apply their skills.

One way to help a child make links between concepts and the wider 
environment is through the playing of ‘environment games’. I know 
these shapes, colours, textures … now I am going to find them in the 
environment.

A ‘friendliness of error’ is fostered and there is an acknowledgement 
that we all learn through mistakes and that this is a healthy way to 
learn. Trial and error is built in; the child is supported in their discoveries 
and independence. Work habits (such as concentration, persistence, 
resilience, concentration, curiosity, independence and responsibility) 
are supported and built upon. Care for self, others and the environment 
are also experienced with skills and knowledge offered initially through 
‘practical life’ activities and materials and then applied in the whole 
environment; both inside and outside; in the classroom community as 
well as the home and wider communities.
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