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Well-trained Montessori practitioners undoubtedly carry great experience as 
day to day they present Montessori materials – benefiting the development of 
young children. 

Understood are the authentic, in-born motivating factors influencing children in 
the first plane of development. These factors ‘drive’ children’s behaviour and urge 
children toward discoveries. Educators are well versed in meticulously preparing 
appropriate environments for 3-6 year olds, both indoor and outdoors. 

What amazing knowledge we hold! Like you, I will always be grateful for this insight 
and privilege. However it is not enough to just hold this specialised knowledge for 
ourselves. We serve the child. We use our understanding only to serve the natural 
development of children, and to refrain from hindering their progress.

PAMELA NUNN has worked in the field of 
education for young children for 30 years 
and is an AMI 3-6 Teacher Trainer for the 
Australian Centre for Montessori Studies 
(ACMS). She has also conducted courses 
in New Zealand and Vietnam. Pam has been 
involved with professional development of 
Montessori teachers through workshops 
and national conferences in Australia and 
overseas. She is a Board member of both 
the Montessori Children’s Foundation and 
Montessori Australia Foundation and is 
involved in Montessori Quality Assurance 
and mentor training in Australia. Pam’s AMI 
Examiner appointments have occurred 
in Melbourne, New Zealand, Thailand, 
China, Japan, Finland and UK. In 2010 
she was appointed as a member of the 
AMI Training Group. Pam is also involved 
in Montessori Ageing Support Services, 
bringing the Montessori philosophy of 
independence, respect and individual care 
to senior people. 
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After all, we are encouraging ‘thinking’ children. We 
support creativity. 

In creativity, lie the emerging artists, environmentalists, dancers, 
musicians, chefs, worthy politicians and leaders. From the first 
tiny buds of exploration and discovery will bloom inventors, 
reformers, and scientists. From trial and error arise character 
traits, skills and attributes of resilience, perseverance, 
independence and imagination that will last a lifetime.

Dr Montessori says that we should allow and ‘expect children 
to spontaneously and willingly investigate their surroundings. It 
will create new happiness. It gives them dignity and satisfaction’ 
(Discovery of the Child, p. 168).

In your classrooms do you see joy 
in exploration and the excitement 
of discovery?

One way to encourage 
exploration and discovery is to 
follow a Montessori principle that 
is ‘tried and true’. The principle 
of non-intervention. What does 
this mean? For the adult it means 
relinquishing some power and 
control, allowing greater self-
determination for the child, who 
after all, is just following his natural 
path of development.

What did Dr Montessori say?

‘It is the fatal intervention of an adult who wants to act for the 
child, and in so doing, erects the most serious obstacle to the 
child’s development. The adult becomes a source of tedium 
and mental inertia for the child’ (Discovery of the Child, p. 168 
Kalakshetra Pub.).

For Montessori educators, it means developing an attitude of 
self-restraint and patience. It means placing trust in the child! 
It means being less of a ‘teacher’ and more of a facilitator of 
natural development.

Self-Reflective Practice in the Light of Montessori Principles:
Remaining Professionally Thoughtful!

Right across the world, many students are graduating from 
Montessori training – either recently – or years ago. New 
graduates are offered much advice. One such piece of advice 
is that ‘You are a beginning Montessori educator!’ 

Much learning comes from self-reflective practice in the years 
following graduation. This is accurate, sound advice. Reflect, 
discuss, and refine our daily practice – always!

All of us learn from our experience, just as children also adopt 
this same method of ‘trial and error’ in their day-to-day work with 
the materials. The attitude we adopt is ‘friendliness with error’. It 
is a legitimate way of learning, both for adults and children.

Our training as educators means that we should never forget 
the principles upon which our 
practice rests.

How then, do we remain 
professionally thoughtful? 

How do we assess and reflect 
upon our established physical 
environments, and also the 
‘human environments’ into 
which children enter?

To be part of current 
contemporary education, 
to remain relevant and 
responsible in our specialised 
field of Montessori practice 
and thinking, we must 
become self-reflective. We must be brave enough to examine 
both our practice and our attitude.

We pride ourselves upon being facilitators for children’s learning.

How do we prevent ourselves reverting over time, into ‘teachers’?

Graduating Montessori adults can state that their adult role, 
presenting activities, is only ‘the child’s link’ to the Montessori 
materials. They can state that young children are sensorial 
learners, and that real understanding arises from exploration and 
discovery, via the hands and senses, not from the adult’s lesson.

‘Our training as educators 
means that we should never 

forget the principles upon 
which our practice rests.’
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Of course, non-intervention does not infer that we would not 
stop misuse of material, that we would not stop misbehaviour 
or set limits.

So much of classroom management is to do with the adults’ 
attitude and expectations, don’t you agree?

Attitude 

Ask yourself – do I believe and base my actions upon the belief 
that young children are capable, have a strong will, and can 
develop without my direct teaching?

Expectations 

Let us ask ourselves, ‘Are my expectations of children 
consistent from day to day?’

Are my expectations developmentally founded, not age or 
gender biased?

Are the limits in the children’s environment transparent and 
applicable to all – adults and children alike?

Setting Limits

It is part of our responsibility as adults in the care and education 
of young children to raise awareness of the consequences of 
children’s own behaviour. This awareness is strengthened hour 
by hour, day by day.

Along with developing intellect, children living and working in 
a social group must begin to tread the pathway of acceptable 
behaviour. All humans must accept that responsibilities and 
consequences arise from their own actions, and that we each 
have power over the chosen way to behave.

Children should be learning about: 

•  consequences, 

•  respect for others, and 

•  social responsibility 

whilst they are in our care. 

Let us ask when and how in our daily practice do we permit 
ourselves to automatically leap in and quickly help? Help to 
resolve difficulties? Help with a child’s activity? We might think 
that we are helping, but Dr Montessori called this ‘unnecessary 
intervention’, interference in the valuable work of self-
construction of the child:

•  Sometimes it is wise to allow children to struggle a little and 
so gain the satisfaction of overcoming a difficulty. Do we rush 
to help too soon? Do we offer praise unnecessarily?

•  Do we desire to praise or show approval of concentration 
when we see it, but in doing so, do we interrupt it? The 
budding of concentration is such a precious moment. Protect 
concentration at all costs, but do it without the concentrating 
child knowing that you are passively working on their behalf.

•  Are we constantly available to children? Perhaps if we were 
not always so ready to assist, children would find solutions 
for their own issues. This would offer great satisfaction to 
children, where as being dependent on others erodes and 
deprives children of confidence and self-determination.

•  Without our ready intervention, children may make self-chosen 
work choices instead of relying upon adult directed tasks.

•  When we are not presenting a lesson, do we prowl around in 
between mats and tables, keeping an eye on children? It is 
preferable to sit or stand at the periphery of the room whilst 
observing. Then children do not feel as if you are watching 
and judging them. Dr Montessori wrote, ‘Children can come 
to regard adults as powerful rivals, instead of role-models’ 
(Education for Human Development, p. 21).

•  Maintaining a policy of adult non-intervention is a strong 
reminder that we are guides, facilitators and role models, 
not teachers. 

An excellent observer of the human condition, Maria Montessori 
saw the effect of teachers constantly talking and explaining 
to children. She wrote, ‘to make a child see everything, to 
make one reflect on everything, is an anxious business, and it 
unfortunately exhausts a child’s energies and cruelly deprives 
him of everything that could raise his interests’ (The Discovery 
of the Child, p. 168).

Self-Reflective Practice in the Light of Montessori Principles:
Remaining Professionally Thoughtful!
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It means that you expect children to co-operate, you expect 
them to be responsive. It means that you work hard on your 
approach so that children are willing to please. 

Be positive. Say, ‘Please stop. 
You may walk.’ Say, ‘You may 
speak softly.’

Surround each child with other 
children who role model self-
discipline and socially acceptable 
behaviour. 

What limits can we set? These are not a set of ‘rules’ written up, 
printed out and placed visibly for children to read! No! These 
are a set of consistent and unemotional expectations. 

Limits:

•  are protective boundaries for behaviour

•  make it possible for children to live in harmony

•  help the child to develop independence

•  build self discipline

•  define choices and provide a sense of security

What do we do now that possibly does not encourage 
acceptable behaviour?

•  We may not act with enough assuredness and confidence. 

•  We may be indecisive, ineffective, fragile, or unconvincing. 

•  We may think that firmness of expectations might upset 
parents. 

•  We may believe that firmness might damage trust or love. 

Why do we need to address limits in preschool?

Consideration of others, social awareness, self-restraint, 
self discipline – these are facets of character development. 
The child’s moral and ethical development is a progressive 
cumulative task. If established in the period of the Absorbent 
Mind from birth to six, these desirable aspects of behaviour are 
easily adopted for life!

If not, the child will confront society and community without 
the skills needed. It is not desirable to have the child leaving 
the Montessori Children’s House as a self-centred, socially 
unaware person. He may be embarrassed later and will have 
to learn self-restraint, unselfishness and awareness of others 
needs through effort and will power. By that time it is a hard 
lesson to learn accompanied by self-consciousness, and 
possibly loss of dignity.

The practice of freedom and discipline, experienced in a 
Montessori school, influences the child’s character development 
and has the potential to effect peacefulness among children. 

Many factors are cumulatively integrated.

In the home, there often exists unconditional love – the child 
is adored – whatever the child’s behaviour! This no longer can 
be maintained when you enter a larger mixed group of children 
and adults. 

The child must sometime come 
to the awareness that shouting, 
running, and wildness disrupts 
others. Flinging myself about is 
not acceptable.

Being aware that my behaviour 
effects others, is perhaps a 
new lesson for many children.

What is the role of the Montessori adult, in setting limits? 

We are trained to create well-prepared physical environments, 
and often search tirelessly for weeks to find just the right jug or 
tray! Do we commit the same energy when preparing the social 
environment for children? Of course that includes YOU!

Your demeanour will set the tone of children’s behaviour in the 
classroom. The good news is you do not have to be mean, 
angry or emotional to set limits. 

You do have to exhibit decisiveness, confidence, show 
steadfastness and resolve. Children should feel that you, at 
all times, anticipate certain standards of behaviour from them!

Banish uncertainty and doubt regarding your expectations of 
children’s conduct, their manners and actions! Children are in 
the Sensitive Period for order. They need consistent boundaries. 

Limits and boundaries offer stability and security.

Continue to give Grace and Courtesy lessons. Allow children 
to practice these simple lessons. They help children in what to 
say and do to feel at ease in their community.

We have all heard about balancing freedom and self-discipline 
within your group of children. Self-restraint and self-discipline 
are goals for children to attain. Every child must walk this path, 
and no one can do it for him or her. Therefore, accepting or 
allowing anti-social behaviour is no help to the child who must 
attain self-control.

Self-restraint requires that the child develops a balance 
between: 

•  the impulse to act, and 

•  the ability to curb or with hold my movement and emotion.

What can we do that is positive and encourages children in 
socially accepted behaviour?

Set limits! Also give opportunities for developing the child’s will.

Speak gently but firmly with a confident tone. Maintain the same 
firm expectations every day. Expect amenability from children. 
What does this mean? 

‘Limits and boundaries offer 
stability and security.’

Self-Reflective Practice in the Light of Montessori Principles:
Remaining Professionally Thoughtful!
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Very similar Practical Life activities appear in classrooms all over 
the world. Work diligently to make your Practical Life different, 
enticing, and particular to your group of children in your country! 

Freedom of Communication

Is there a murmur of conversation in your children’s workspace? 
Is there laughter? Is conversation valued? Is oral language 
enriched and encouraged?

Shouting across the room is unacceptable – for both child 
and adult! 

Independence

Dr Montessori’s definition of Independence states 
‘Independence is a mastery of skills, behaviours, and attitudes, 
that are required for an individual to function, without being a 
burden to others’ (Discovery of the Child p. 58).

She also said that ‘every unnecessary help is an obstacle to 
the child’s development.’

When you offer a wonderful presentation, trust yourself that 
the child now knows what to do! You may not see an exact 
imitation of your analysed movements, but you can trust that 
the watching child indeed has absorbed the technique to 
proceed! Say, ‘Now you know what to do, you may work with 
the Constructive Triangles!’

Your role is not to stay, but to quietly leave the side of the child! 

If you stay, your presence is not helpful for her confidence. Your 
close attendance is a strong dominating presence. After the 
presentation your role is to fade away a distance and quietly 
observe! You do not need to rush back to make sure all is 
correct! Let the child have a chance. Let the auto didactic 
materials have a chance! Don’t think that you are the important 
‘teacher’!

A great amount of praise interferes with independence. Children 
do not need an adult to say ‘Good Boy! Well done!’ when, for 
example, a jug of water is carried without spilling. You are, in 
a subtle way, demeaning the child’s effort. Let him judge for 
himself and be pleased.

Checking for a correct answer in, for example, Golden 
Bead decimal system work, is way too early in the child’s 
development to be worrying over accurate answers. The 
purpose of this decimal system work by the four year old is to 
gain understanding of a concept. Correct answers come later 
in Memorisation of Essential Number Facts, when the child is 
offered a way of self-checking. 

The adult who intervenes to correct a list of written words 
deflates the mighty effort in hand control, memory, and 
thoughtfulness of the child. 

Checking spelling at the moveable alphabet is unnecessary 
and takes away from the purpose – creative self-expression 
through representation of known symbols – direct from the 
mind of the young author. 

Montessori principles have been thoughtfully considered, and 
adopted. They guide, direct, and prescribe our attitude and 
daily practice. They act as our foundation.

Self-reflection means that we measure our day-to-day actions 
against our shared Montessori philosophy. 

Freedom of Movement is a Montessori principle.

Do we regularly hold a child’s hand – or worse, a wrist – as we 
walk in the class?

It is not necessary. 

Do you stride ahead of the child and expect them to follow?

You and the child can walk slowly and companionably side by 
side. Your personal individual gentle conversation can engage 
the child as you move. Your accepting attitude and anticipatory 
body language will engender trust in the child. This approach 
makes hand holding redundant, and restores the power 
balance more equitably between child and adult.

Dr Montessori suggested that it is not necessary to touch the 
child unless invited to do so, in some form or other. 

Similarly, when children move/relocate in large or small groups, 
it is unnecessary to walk in a crocodile line. It is unnecessary to 
hold the shoulders of the child in front, or to all grip onto a cord 
or rope. It suggests that only conforming behaviour is desirable. 
It lacks faith and trust in our grace and courtesy lessons which 
guide children in the things to ‘say and do’ to allow participation 
in the child’s own culture.

Have confidence that children can move in a small group 
collaboratively together! 

Freedom of Movement must also include the outdoors. 

Indoor/outdoor flow during the child’s uninterrupted work cycle 
is accepted across the globe as desirable.

Be thinking of the many ways that you can refine, rethink and 
enhance the physical environment for your children. 

Self-Reflective Practice in the Light of Montessori Principles:
Remaining Professionally Thoughtful!
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walk! Coordination and Refinement came through practice 
and repetition. Children accept this as the natural process of 
learning. In Montessori, the Control of Error is never the adult! It 
is often in-built within the Montessori material – hence the term 
‘auto-didactic’ education.

•  Why then would we adults correct an error before the child 
can assess and practice it for himself?

•  Why would we, when the child matches adjectives to a 
noun, suggest that only one adjective or adverb is the 
correct answer? The child, through discovery, is extracting an 
essential truth about the structure and order of his language – 
that there are indeed many adjectives that apply to one noun.

If children continue to think and expect that ‘the answer’ or 
solution comes from the adult, not from within themselves, 
discouragement and intellectual dependency may be the result.

This is such a disservice to the child, because he has the 
means to educate himself!

The adult’s role is to actively present to an individual, with 
enthusiasm. And then pass the work into the hands of the 
independent child. 

Of course encouragement is acceptable. 

Encouragement:

•  is personal

•  non-judgmental

•  does not compare one child to another.

It is healthy to revisit our shared understanding of Montessori 
foundations. 

Listening to the child pair the pitches of the Bells requires no 
extra adult auditory discrimination, other than the child’s own 
auditory assessment. 

Let him be independent.

A child carrying a large puzzle map by himself needs no 
comment or help from you.

Independence also means that you trust children to be 
working outside. 

Outdoors, Colour Tablets sparkle in natural light! Leaf shapes can 
be compared to real life examples. If you have mats with durable 
backing, Sensorial material can go outside. Decimal System 
Cards and reading can also be taken out to a peaceful place. 

It may be difficult to accept that we adults could unintentionally 
become obstacles to a child’s natural development – especially 
their independence, concentration and confidence, by doing 
three simple things:

•  praising too much

•  by being too ready to help, and 

•  by checking that a child’s work is correct!

But all three are true!

Remember the term Control of Error?

Montessori children trust you – the adult!

Children have a belief, an expectation and trust that if they are 
asked to do something, it will be achievable over time.

Children hold an acceptance of the ‘trial and error’ process. 
They used it to great effect when learning to balance and 

Self-Reflective Practice in the Light of Montessori Principles:
Remaining Professionally Thoughtful!


