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What is Montessori 
Learning?

Montessori learning is based on the teaching 

philosophy developed by Maria Montessori. She 

was a physician in Italy who was invited to work 

with a group of disadvantaged children. Her 

experience and success working with that group of 

children put her on a lifelong journey of researching 

and developing the Montessori Method. 

Montessori learning is a more natural way of 

learning that emphasizes the individual needs 

of each child and operates under the belief that 

children are naturally smart. The Montessori 

classroom is a collaborative environment that 

provides opportunities for hands-on learning. 

The overarching goal that informs every aspect 

of Montessori learning is to prepare students for 

life. Maria Montessori recognized that teaching 

students to do well in school was not nearly as 

important as teaching them how to do well in life. 
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Montessori Is A More Natural 
Way Of Learning

When Maria Montessori decided to take a more natural approach by allowing 

students to participate in their own development, follow their natural curiosity, 

and by encouraging deeper exploration. 
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Participate in their own development

In Montessori learning each child 

is an active participant in their own 

development. Students are allowed to 

make mistakes but expected to learn 

how to correct their mistakes and take 

action. Being an active participant in 

their own development is an important 

way that students in the Montessori 

classroom are challenged and engaged. 

It also helps cultivate a sense of personal 

responsibility that will follow them into 

adulthood. 

Follow natural curiosity

Maria Montessori observed that children 

have a natural curiosity about the world 

around them. If they are allowed to 

follow that curiosity learning happens 

naturally. In the Montessori classroom 

students are provided with opportunities 

to follow their natural curiosity and learn 

more about what interests them. They 

are not held to a linear model of learning 

as is often the case in the traditional 

classroom. Instead, students in the 

Montessori classroom are able to dig 

deeply into areas of interest.  This way of 

learning is much different than traditional 

classrooms where students are often 

expected to learn the same thing in the 

exact same way.  

Encourage deeper exploration

When students are allowed to follow 

their natural curiosity they will eventually 

find specific areas of interest. In 

Montessori learning, deeper exploration 
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of those interests is encouraged. 

Students have the freedom to choose 

from a number of different options for 

learning inside the classroom. Each 

activity that students have to choose 

from is designed to help students move 

toward mastery. The teacher observes 

each child and provides opportunities for 

further exploration of the areas where 

they show interest. The Montessori 

classroom is ever evolving to encourage 

and provide opportunities for deeper 

exploration. 



Montessori Puts An Emphasis On 
Individualized Learning
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A key component of Montessori learning is viewing each child as an individual. There is no 

one-size-fits-all lesson plan for students in a Montessori classroom. Instead, each child has an 

individualized learning plan that is self-paced, age appropriate, and based on their learning style.

Self-paced

Montessori education allows each student 

to learn at their own pace. A gifted child can 

move as quickly as he or she wants because 

it is not necessary to wait for others to catch 

up. The self-paced design of the Montessori 

classroom creates an environment where 

the unique learning needs of each child can 

be met.   

Age appropriate

While students are allowed to move at their 

own pace in the Montessori classroom 

everything is still age appropriate. Students 

are presented with learning options that 

are appropriate for their age and carefully 

observed by the teacher. If a child needs to 

keep advancing he or she will be presented 

with more challenging options that are still 

developmentally appropriate. 

Learning style

The Montessori classroom provides learning 

options for a variety of learning styles. Each 

child gets the opportunity to engage in 

activities that fit within their learning style. 

This helps reduce the friction that students 

can feel when learning something new and 

make the entire learning process go more 

smoothly. Students are also able to explore 

activities based on learning styles outside 

of their natural bent. Offering activities 

that target different learning styles is an 

important way that Montessori education 

emphasizes individualized learning. 



04Fountainhead Montessori // fms.org

Montessori Learning Happens In A 
Collaborative Environment

In Montessori learning, the focus on the individual does not mean that everything is 

done independently. In fact, Montessori classrooms are designed to be collaborative 

environments. Learning from and with others is a very natural way for students to learn and 

it fits in with the overarching goals of the Montessori Method. The Montessori classroom is 

a mixed-age environment which allows older students to learn by teaching, younger students 

to learn through observation, and all students to learn cooperation.
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Learn by teaching

In a Montessori classroom for three to six 

year olds-for example- the older children 

often take on the role of mentor. They 

are provided with opportunities to teach 

the younger children concepts they have 

learned. Teaching others can help deepen 

their understanding and cement the 

concepts for the older students. Learning 

by teaching is a powerful tool in Montessori 

learning.  

Learn through observation

The younger children in the Montessori 

classroom can also learn from their older 

classmates through observation. It is 

natural for younger children to admire 

older children and emulate their behaviors. 

Montessori learning provides younger 

students the opportunity to see how the 

older students explore topics, treat their 

peers, and interact with adults. 

Cooperate with others

Children in the Montessori classroom are 

put in situations on a daily basis where 

they are required to cooperate with others. 

Students do get the opportunity to work 

independently but they also work in pairs 

and groups. Collaborative work helps 

students learn to make their voice heard, 

listen to others, and accept leadership roles. 

Cooperating with others is a life skill that 

will serve students throughout their formal 

education and adulthood. 



Montessori Provides Opportunities For 
Hands-On Learning
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There are five key learning areas in the young Montessori classroom. These areas include 

practical life, sensorial, language, mathematics, and culture. In the Montessori classroom 

students will find hands-on activities in each of these areas of learning. Montessori learning 

starts with hands-on activities because young students experience life in a concrete way. 

Teaching concepts in a concrete and hands-on manner creates the foundation that students 

need to move on to more advanced and abstract concepts in the future. The learning areas of 

practical life and sensorial are great examples of what can be accomplished through hands-

on learning. In the Montessori classroom students get the opportunity to engage in these 

activities during uninterrupted work cycles.  

Practical life

One of the key learning areas of the 

Montessori classroom is practical life. 

The area of practical life provides young 

students with the opportunity to engage 

in hands-on learning tasks that help them 

develop life skills like independence, 

coordination, concentration, self-control, 

self-awareness, and confidence. Students 

engage in hands-on activities to help 

them learn to care for themselves and 

the environment. In this area of learning 

students also practice interacting with 

others and work on gaining control of their 

physical movements. Starting out with 

hands-on activities focused on these areas 

of practical life provides the Montessori 

student with a strong foundation on which 

they can continue to build. 

Sensorial

The sensorial area of Montessori learning 

provides students with the opportunity to 

be hands-on. Sensorial activities are those 

that allow students to learn by engaging 
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their senses. Students can engage in 

activities that allow them to build their 

visual, tactile, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, 

and stereognostic senses. Students can 

manipulate materials and isolate qualities 

of those materials using their senses. The 

main goals of exposing students to the 

sensorial area of learning are to help them 

refine their senses and motor skills, develop 

coordination, and learn how to order and 

classify items. Learning how to use all the 

senses to gather information prepares 

students for the self-directed learning 

environment of the Montessori classroom.     

Work cycles

In many traditional classroom children have 

a desk where they do all of their learning 

and activities. In the Montessori classroom, 

students go to the learning. Different 

learning areas are set up and the students 

move around the classroom and engage 

in uninterrupted work cycles. In many of 

the work cycles students learn concepts 

through hands-on activities. For example, in 

math work cycles young students start out 

using hands-on materials such as number 

rods, number tiles, sandpaper numbers, 

and beads to name a few. These hands-on 

activities create a foundation from which to 

build up to the more abstract areas of math 

such as addition, subtraction, multiplication, 

and fractions. Students actually learn and 

internalize the math concepts instead of 

simply memorizing a list of math facts. 

Moving from concrete concepts to abstract 

concepts is an important element of 

elementary Montessori education.  



Montessori Learning Is Preparation  
For Life
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Montessori learning is focused on preparing students to do well in life. Each activity and 

work cycle is designed with that goal in mind. The integrated curriculum in Montessori 

education fosters a deeper understanding of each concept that students learn. There is 

no room for busywork in the Montessori classroom because it does not move students 

toward the long-term goal of being successful in life. The focus on practical learning and the 

development of self-responsibility are key elements of Montessori learning that help prepare 

students for a lifetime of continued learning and contribution.
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Long-term perspective

One of the traps in traditional education 

is preparing students for the next test or 

letter grade. Students may learn to be good 

test-takers and students but those skills 

do not necessarily translate into long-term 

success. The Montessori classroom does 

not teach for a specific test or short term 

goal. The focus of learning in the Montessori 

classroom is to develop skills and abilities 

that will serve students throughout their 

formal education and beyond to their 

careers and adult lives. 

Focus on practical learning

From the very beginning, students in the 

Montessori classroom focus on practical 

learning. The youngest students learn to 

care for themselves, their environment, 

and to interact with others. The mixed-

age classrooms and opportunities for 

collaboration create a more realistic 

representation than the traditional 

classroom of the types of interactions 

students will have throughout life. 

Development of self-responsibility

Montessori learning helps prepare students 

for life beyond the classroom by providing 

opportunities to develop self-responsibility. 

Students can direct many aspects of their 

learning and focus on areas of interest. 

When problems or difficulties arise in the 

classroom students are expected actively 

participate in finding a solution. The level 

of self-responsibility that students have in 

the Montessori classroom helps prepare 

them for a world where the most successful 

people take responsibility for themselves. 



Dive Deeper Into The Design Of  
Montessori Learning
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There are a number of valuable resources online about Montessori learning. Fountainhead 

Montessori School has an online library designed for parents who want to learn more about 

Montessori. The American Montessori Society also has a long list of resources for parents. 

If you think a Montessori education may be a good option for your child the best way to gain 

an understanding of this unique philosophy of teaching is to observe a class. The Montessori 

classroom is set up and run much differently than the traditional classroom. When you see 

the Montessori classroom in action it will bring the concepts discussed here to life. Get in 

touch with Fountainhead Montessori School to schedule a time to observe a class and get 

answers to all of your questions about Montessori learning. 




