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Montessori Seeds of Education Overview
The fundamental difference of a Montessori education is the understanding that children are
independent learners who learn by doing. At Montessori Seeds of Education (MSOE), children learn to
be self-reliant, compassionate and responsible. They are empowered with transferable skills through a
sensory education.
The materials used are self-correcting. Through a sensory education, self-correcting materials are used
to construct a multifaceted knowledge of the self, world, and how to be effective in it. They engage
in practical activities, both inside and outside of the classroom. Regular communication with both
the adult and peers, aides in educating the whole child. Education continues with the collaboration of
both families and the community.
MSOE supports families with its mission and tools for successful and fulfilling interpersonal
relationships. Through collaboration, we strive to be a part of transforming the present experience of
the isolating educational paradigm. A goal of ours is to empower families. This is accomplished by
creating opportunities for children and families to sow their own seeds and reap the lifetime
benefits from the experience of an authentic Montessori education. Utilizing Dr. Maria Montessori’s
pedagogy, MSOE offers universal and timeless lessons, while focusing on the whole child and the family
unit. Families will experience a collaborative education with teachers through cooperation and a desired
involvement. This approach to education is foreign to most families and yet research is finally validating
its necessity.
In fact, for example, the Montessori method is repeatedly being confirmed by contemporary
neuroscience. ( http://mariovalle.name/montessori/ami2014.html) It offers freedom with
responsibility, tailored to the age and ability of the child. The MSOE guide (teacher) is an expert in
observing and facilitating the development of each individual child, who also has the added benefit of
peer learning through mixed age groups and manipulatives.
At MSOE, the guides and peers of the classrooms become successful and fulfilled for what we hope to
be an even more thriving and thoughtful society. We are preparing them to be able to adapt and
thrive. Education such as this is truly the paved road that needs to be followed for m o r e internal
and external peace. More importantly, children learn how to be peaceful, when our external world may
not be. The Montessori environment within MSOE was and is created for this very reason. The
predictability and order in the classroom allows children to feel in control of their learning and to
exercise the flexibility of adapting when necessary. They can learn that it is in their power to change
and improve their own lives, as well as the lives of others. The elementary program helps even more
to provide the sense that they can contribute to changing the world even more with the
experience of the Montessori Model United Nations Program http://montessori-mun.org/.
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Mission Statement
The Montessori Seeds of Education Mission is to create a mindful, collaborative, and
authentic Montessori experience for families.
The Mission is accomplished by:
•

Following Montessori pedagogy guidelines as defined by the Association Montessori
Internationale (A.M.I.).

•

Providing a collaborative educational experience in cooperation with teachers, peers, families
and community resources.

•

Nurturing the instinctive talents of each child with the use of the prepared environment
and external resources.

The purpose of this Mission is:
•

To deliver a collaborative educational experience provided by teachers, families and
communities through cooperation, custom programming, and involvement.

•

To engage students with mindful, specific and compassionate learning plans, in accordance
with Montessori pedagogy guidelines.

•

To nurture the instinctive talents of the students utilizing Montessori classroom resources.

•

To create an inspiring physical environment that embraces the natural resources of the
community.
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Section 1: Policies & Procedures
Office Hours
The school office is staffed from 7:30 a.m. until 6:00 p.m., Monday through Friday throughout the
school year. School offices are closed on national holidays, during the weeks of winter break, as well as
two weeks in August. Office hours may be modified on days when children are not in attendance. The
school year runs from the beginning of September through mid-June.

School Contact Information
Matthew Simberg, M.Ed., Head of School & Elementary Teacher: msimberg@montessoriseeds.com
Patty Herrera, M.Ed., Business Administrator & Director of Development: pherrera@montessoriseeds.com
School Phone: (609) 832-2546
Address: 113 N. Centre St. Merchantville, NJ 08109

Family Contact Information
If you have a change of address, email, or phone number, please fill out the change of information form
in the Parent Portal of the MSOE website. It is vital that we have current contact information, especially
phone numbers, to be able to reach you if your child is ill.

Second Family Contact Information
In situations where parents are separated or divorced, please advise the school of additional addresses
for mailing purposes so that everyone is fully informed about school functions, parent-teacher
conferences, etc…

School Communication
The school strives for effective and efficient communication with its parents. Formal individual
conferences between teachers and parents occur a t l e a s t twice a year. We request that you
communicate any pertinent information, concerns, and requests to your child’s teacher through a
written note, email, or contact the school. Your teacher will communicate to parents similarly or by
calling just before or just after school. In addition, the parent or teacher may request a conference
through a written request or email.
Emergency calls should be routed through the main office Ph: (609) 832-2546.
Evening parent meetings are held throughout the year on school premises. Other communications,
including memos and monthly newsletters, are sent home via email.

Changes in Home Situation
Please inform your child’s teacher of a change in the home situation: death, divorce, or relocation, a
new baby, extended visits by friends or relatives, extended vacation, new baby- sitter or care-giver, a
change in carpool or in the child’s daily routine, or any fears, bad dreams, or fantasies. A change at
home will often be reflected simultaneously or subsequently in behavior at school. Communication
from parents will enable the teacher to help the child as need arises.
[Date]
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Monthly Newsletter
The school publishes a newsletter for parents on the last day of every month during the school year,
containing information about Montessori education, upcoming school events as well as
announcements regarding members of the Montessori Seeds of Education community.

School Website
Our website includes the school calendar, this Parent Handbook, a Parent Portal with pertinent forms,
and other parent resources.

School Arrival and Departure
Class starts at 8:30 a.m. The staff assists children with arrival from 7:30 a.m. to 8:25 a.m. by meeting
the child at their car in the drop-off car line. A late arriving child must contact the office or ring the
bell so he or she can be safely escorted to his or her classroom. We strongly encourage a prompt
arrival, as the particular manner in which we begin our day or the particular lesson with which we
begin can affect the remainder of your child’s day. We understand that sometimes tardiness cannot be
helped, but regular tardiness can be difficult for the entire community.
If you are in a carpool, please give a list of its members to the teacher or office staff. We encourage
parents involved in a carpool to meet to establish rules for conduct in cars. If possible, parents may
want to drive their own children to school for the first few days to ease the transition.
Children in the Half Day Primary program depart at 12:00 p.m. or 1:00 p.m. The teacher or assistant
dismisses the children to their parents at their cars or at the gate. If any person other than a parent
or designated driver is to pick up a child, advanced written notice must be given to the guide. The
notice may apply to a day, week, year, etc.

A Suggestion regarding conversing with your child after school
When conversing with your child after departure, let them know that you are interested in all aspects
of their day, not only school progress. A question such as, “What did you do today?” may imply to her
expectations of an evaluative nature. A better option is “What was your favorite part of your day?”
Also, when they bring home finished work, set aside a time to share it when you can be focused
and exhibit your true interest and appreciate their pleasure. Genuine comments from you, which
express neither excessive praise nor negative criticism, are appropriate. Instead of “good job,” try, I
can tell you worked hard on that,” or “You seem to be proud of your work, doesn’t that feel good?”
Questions you might have regarding the meaning or progress of their work can be asked at a
conference, with a quick call or note to the teacher.

Late Arrival
Late-arriving children must access their classroom via one of the front entrances. Parents must
accompany their children to the building, and wait with the child until a school staff member can let
them into class.

[Date]
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The period of time between 7:30 a.m. and 8:25 a.m. is planned for arrival. The children put away
lunchboxes, backpacks, and change their shoes. They attend to any morning responsibilities. They
encounter their friends and exchange greetings and updates on their interests and doings. Some
children are invited to lessons upon arrival, announcements are made, or a class lesson may begin
early. Then they settle into their work. When a few children arrive late, the whole process is thrown
off. The arrival, greeting and responsibility period is extended past the point of being a pleasant lead-in
to the day. It becomes so long that it can fragment the children’s attention and can create irritability in
them. They need to settle into their work and not be interrupted and distracted by late arrivals.
The children can work in groups of two, three or more. They wait for the arrival of their work partners
in the morning, because the work depends on collaboration and companionship. If late arrivals are the
norm and therefore expected, the children cannot judge whether a child is absent or will be arriving
late. A child cannot decide whether to join another work group for the morning, recruit a new partner
or merely sit and read. Meanwhile, all around the classroom others are settling into their first work,
groups have consolidated. Still the child doesn’t know what to do and so becomes restless and tense.
Reactions and circumstances vary depending on the age group.

School Clothing/Uniform Policy
MSOE students are required to wear a uniform of Forest Green or White polo shirts with the school
logo, along with khaki pants, skirts or shorts. There are two options for the polo shirts:
1. Purchase shirt patches from MSOE, to be sewn neatly on your child’s forest green or white polo
shirts. The patches cost $1.00/each, and can be purchased at the school.
2. Purchase uniform shirts with stitched logos at Flynn O’Hara, which is located at the Garden State
Pavilions 2240 W. Marlton Pike, Cherry Hill, NJ. Shirts can be ordered online as well at
www.flynnohara.com.
3. Pick up gently used uniforms that no longer fit the children and have been turned in by parents to
contribute to our uniform exchange program.
Children are free to express individual tastes in their choice of socks and accessories that fit with the
Montessori philosophy of no logos, distracting images or characters.
Please keep in mind that clothing requirements change with the weather and seasons. This means
that children should be sent to school with appropriate layers both for working indoors and playing
outdoors throughout any given day with our discretion.
On Fridays, all students can choose to wear a “gym uniform.” This can consist of solid color or
patterned t-shirts, sweatshirts, sweatpants or shorts. Small logos on clothing are acceptable too. We
ask that you stay away from professional sport team logos.

Shoes
Children are required to keep one pair of shoes at school to serve as “inside shoes.” This helps to
minimize dirt on the classroom floors, where our students often choose to do their work. Inside shoes
should be closed toed, and have non-marking rubber soles. Please avoid slip-ons, or crocs, as children
can easily trip in them due to their loose fit. It is recommended that parents check their child’s inside
12

shoes either right before or right after the winter break, to make sure they still fit.
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General Recommendations for what to avoid:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

double laces, long shoe laces, cord or leather shoe laces, which are very hard to keep tied.
cowboy boots, jellies, flip-flops, clogs, girls’ slip-on dress shoes, dress sandals, light up shoes,
accessories that make noise, shoes with more than one inch heels, or any other shoe that
hinders casual athletic activity.
buckles, belts, or suspenders children cannot handle by themselves.
dangling jewelry that distracts, or headbands that won’t stay on.
jumpsuits and overalls (for Primary and Toddler)
clothes so expensive you’ll get upset if something happens to them.
straps or neck openings that fall off the shoulders.
trendy fashions that are too short or tight.
clothing that has bare midriffs.

Primary and Toddler Student Clothing
For Primary and Toddler students, it is best if their clothing meets three characteristics: easy to work
with, provides comfort, and follows the school’s philosophy. From very early on, part of the children’s
work is to dress and undress themselves. To help them be successful and allow them to meet this
need, clothes should be provided for the child which are manageable, and offer comfort for maximum
large and small muscle development.
Primary children are focused on the active pursuit of functional independence and a mastery of
movement. They observe the activities of the adults and children around them and naturally imitate
them. When primary children notice that others manage their own clothing, they strive to do the same
for themselves. There is another important reason manageable and comfortable clothing should be
chosen. As they see adults and children independently use the rest room, they become interested in
doing that too.

Our recommendation for Primary and Toddler Student Clothing includes:
•

Elastic waistbands with no snaps or zippers: Shorts, pants, and skirts need to have elastic
waistbands loose enough for fingers to fit in easily. Tight waist bands can be frustrating to
young children and can bring them to tears of frustration. Overalls, pants that snap at the
bottom, or pants with snap buttons at the waist do not allow the children to be successful at
this stage, but instead, usually creates frustration and then requires too much unwanted
assistance from an adult.

•

Pant legs that can be pulled on easily, won’t hinder movement, and won’t get stepped
on: Pants that fit as well as possible according to these standards limits frustrating experiences
for your child.
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•

Plain slipover t-shirts with necks that pass easily over the head and short or long sleeves,
according to the weather. If your child has to force their head through, please refrain from
sending them in with that shirt.

•

Comfortable, soft-soled, roomy shoes: For developmental purposes, children need soft-soled
shoes that allow them to plant the soles of their feet firmly on the floor, shoes with soles
through which they can feel the independent pressure of the parts of their feet—ball, toes,
heel—against the floor. Stability and grace, as well as the development of the foot, depend on
this.

•

Shoes and Coats with Easy Closures: Children do best when they are not fussing with
challenging laces, or complicated closures. We recommend wide Velcro closures for shoes and
large plastic zippers or large button or snaps for sweaters or coats. These all compliment
lessons that children receive in the classroom and offer independent follow-up work to what
they are practicing in class.

•

Necks that stay on the shoulder: Necks of shirts that fall off the shoulder tend to annoy and
distract children. This of course causes them to lose focus and break concentration.

Extra Clothing
From time to time, Primary and Toddler children may require a change of clothing during school hours.
For this reason, we ask parents to send in a pair of pants or shorts depending on the season, a shirt,
socks and underwear for their Primary or Toddler student on the first day of class. Please be mindful to
have the extra set of clothes be the same as what they are already wearing. Some children will get
their shirt or pants wet on purpose so they can wear their second set of clothing. This extra clothing
will be kept in the child’s cubby near their shoes, which they can access on their own if they need. As
with the inside shoes, it is recommended that parents check the extra clothing either right before or
right after the winter break, to make sure they still fit. Additionally, we will email or send a note
home if another pair of some clothing is needed.

Health Policies
Health Forms
Prior to the first day of class, the office must have your child’s completed health form. They will be
unable to attend school until the completed health form is received. This is in accordance with state
regulations and is confirmed by our temporary school nurse that is provided by the district.

Medication
Prescription Medicine
Please send the dosage needed for one day only, in the original container from the pharmacy with the
child’s name on it, and a dated note from the parent listing the times and amounts to be given that
day. Prescription labels are not a substitute for the note. A child may not carry medication; a parent or
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other adult must personally hand it to the teacher or assistant. This medicine needs to be handed
directly to the teacher, so that the medicine can be properly stored out of reach. When you have your
prescription filled, you may ask the pharmacist to put the medication into two labeled containers,
explaining that you need one to keep at school.
Non-Prescription Medicine
In general, we strongly discourage the sending of over-the-counter medicines. Medicine, including
children’s Tylenol and cough drops, may not be given to a child by a staff member, except when it
absolutely must be taken during school hours, and the parent has given the school written
instructions and permission. The note must include the amount, time, duration, and under what
circumstances the medication is to be administered. Send only the dosage needed for that day in the
original container (so we know what it is). Please do not send vitamins with your child. If you do, we are
required to treat them as medicine, according to the instructions above.
Medication on Overnight Trips
On overnight trips (Elementary), prescription and non-prescription medicines are treated exactly as
they are in the classroom. Please follow the policies above when preparing medications for children on
their overnight trips.

Illness Policy
State licensing mandates that a child with any of the following symptoms be isolated and the parent(s)
notified and asked to remove the child from the school as soon as possible.
•

Fever of 100.5° F

•

Diarrhea (more than one abnormally loose stool per day)

•

Vomiting

•

Nausea

•

Severe cough

•

Unusual yellow color to skin or eyes

•

Skin or eye lesions or rashes that are severe, weeping, or pus-filled

•

Stiff neck and headache with one or more of the symptoms listed above

•

Difficult breathing or wheezing

•

Complaints of severe pain

If your child is not feeling well in the morning, please observe them closely before sending them to
school and risking the health of other children.
Children must be free from symptoms for 24 hours without medication before returning to school. If
your child develops any of these symptoms while at school, you will be called immediately. If a child
has mild cold symptoms that do not impair his/her functioning, the child may remain in the classroom
and the school will communicate with the parent(s) when they pick up their child.
If your child is diagnosed with any communicable disease (chicken pox, whooping cough, fifth disease,
pink eye, etc.) or head lice, please report this at once to the office as well as your child’s teacher.
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Food Allergies
Due to the number of children with severe nut allergies, MSOE is a nut free school. There should be no
nuts or anything containing nut products in the classrooms or the cafeteria/lunchroom. If your child is
eating nuts in the car on the way to school, please have him/her clean their hands before entering the
classroom to avoid allergen contamination. Also, note that if your child does have nut residue on their
clothes it could pose as a potential hazard for children in the classroom with a severe nut allergy.
Please make sure you fill out the Emergency Contact and Medical Form noting any allergies by the first
day of school. A copy of each child’s food allergies will be kept in the main office, as well as in the child’s
classroom. Please let us know if special accommodations are required for your child’s food allergies.

Food and Nutrition
Breakfast
The children’s work at school is directly affected by the nutritional quality of their meals. Please
provide your child with a nutritious breakfast each morning.
A high-protein breakfast that includes a generous portion of meat, eggs, cheese, or beans is essential
to the child’s development, learning, and enjoyment at school. This is both the universal experience
of our guides as well as the finding of well-respected public health research studies. A child who has not
had a high-protein breakfast is not “ready” to come to school.
Read the labels of the foods you buy, and avoid sugar, corn syrup, high fructose corn syrup, artificial
sweeteners or coloring, artificial flavoring, and other additives. Most nutritionists believe that these
substances interfere with the child’s ability to learn and ability to have acceptable behavior. Such
things as Pop-Tarts, sweet rolls, and pre-sweetened cereals may be convenient, but not only are they
very poor foods, they may be hazardous to your child’s emotional, mental, and physical growth. Good
nutrition directly affects a child’s health, concentration, and behavior. It is suggested that each parent
read “Sugar Blues”, by William Duffy, published by Warner Books.

Snacks
For the Primary level, parents may be asked to make contributions for morning and afternoon snack
time. Your child’s teacher or room parent will provide you with the desires of that class, and a
shopping list. We ask that you make every effort to choose organic, unprocessed and whole food
choices to meet the nutritional requirements for these young rapidly developing brains and bodies.
Full day Primary children are asked to help prepare and bring their lunches from home. The articles
below provide information and guidelines for lunches at school.
All elementary students bring their lunches from home. Nutritious foods (whole grains, vegetables,
fruits, cheese, and meat) and beverages (water, 100% fruit and vegetable juices, and milk) are to be
brought in reusable containers whenever possible.
16

Box Lunch at School
In our school, the teachers have lunch with the children. Lunch is a social experience and an
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opportunity to refine manners. It is a time to enjoy pleasant conversation and good food. Children,
teachers, and assistants all bring their lunches from home, except on days when children participate in
Pizza Lunch or some other special experience.
Each classroom reflects the particular teacher’s approach to lunch procedures. However, as a school,
we share common attitudes and expectations about lunches.
We help the children become consciously aware of flavors and textures of their food. This expands
their vocabularies as well as their eating pleasure. We may discuss the sources of the foods we eat. If it
comes from a plant, we discuss the part of the plant we are eating: stem, leaf, fruit, or root. Other
discussions may cover the way the food product is made, where or how it grows, its nutritional value
or group, etc.
Although we bring our lunches, we do not eat out of our lunch bags. Lunch is set up pleasantly with
placemats, plates, and napkins. The children can enjoy learning to prepare for, serve, and clear away
after a meal. They learn to wait for everyone to be ready before beginning to eat. The children are
helped to peel and pour for themselves. They also learn to offer help to one another and to
request, accept, and decline help as needed.
We send home all leftover food so that you and your child can determine from it the amount appropriate
for the following day. Continue decreasing portions of any food left over each day. When no food
comes home, you will know for the present time that you have determined the proper amount.
Of course, there will always be fluctuations. If for days your child continues to bring home an empty
lunchbox, ask if s/he would be hungry for a slightly larger lunch, or try sending a little something extra.
Continue to increase the size of the lunch until something leftover comes home; then cut back just a bit.
We hope these suggestions will help us to be sure each child has enough, but not too much, for his/her
own individual needs. The more we do, taking lead from the needs shown to us by the child, and the
less we say about the size of his/her appetite, the better we will be able to help him/her to eat what is
really needed.

LUNCH SUGGESTIONS:
Protein: Meat, fish, chicken, boiled egg, yogurt (nut free), cheese, natural butters on whole grain
bread, beans and rice, tofu, and seeds.
Grains: Whole grain bread, tortillas, or crackers.
Vegetables: A slice or wedge of one or two different fresh vegetables, raw or cooked, such as carrot,
celery, cucumber, lettuce, or avocado.
Fruits: One or two different fruits in small portions: banana, apple, orange, grapes
Drinks: Water, milk, whole fresh fruit or vegetable juice
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•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Please do not confuse quantity with quality. Send only as much food as your child will eat. For
example: half a sandwich, half a banana, wedge of vegetable.
Plain yogurt (nut free) with no added sugar or other additives, but fresh fruit is the only
yogurt to be included in our school lunch.
Please do not send “fast food,” candy, cupcakes, cookies, potato chips, carbonated drinks, fruit
rolls (“fruit leather”), pudding, Jell-O, snack packs, or gum. These will be returned home
unopened.
Some guides invite children to bring leftover foods for re-heating. Please do not send frozen
foods, TV dinners, hot pockets, or other uncooked or highly processed “convenience” foods.
Children who forget their lunches may or may not call home to have their parents bring them a
lunch. This should help them to not forget on a regular basis.
The other children in the community may offer them small portions of what they brought, and
the cumulative effect of this generosity is a balanced lunch.
Teaching your children the importance of good eating habits while they are very young will
benefit them for the rest of their lives. It is very important to practice these food habits in the
home for the sake of consistency and for your child’s well-being.

How to Take the “Drag” Out of Bag Lunches
Sandwich Ideas
Egg: Chop hard-cooked egg and mix with salad dressing. For variety, add one or a combination of
the following:
•
•
•

onion bean Sprouts chopped raw spinach
celery lettuce grated cheese
raisins grated carrot green pepper

Chicken
Cheese: Sliced or grated with salad dressing.
•

Cottage Cheese: For variety, mix

with:
•
•
•

cucumber
tomatoes green pepper sliced banana
applesauce caraway seeds

Baked Beans: Plain or mashed with chopped onion and a small amount of chili sauce or raisins.
Fish: Tuna with salad dressing; add chopped celery, apple slices or raisins.
White Fish with chopped celery, catsup, salad dressing.
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Salmon with salad dressing; and chopped celery.
Sardines plain or with salad dressing.
Meat: Chicken sliced or chopped with salad dressing and shredded raw greens.
Beef sliced or chopped with salad dressing, mustard and shredded raw greens.
Turkey sliced with celery, pineapple or apple slices.
Leftovers: Rice and veggies from last night’s supper
Couscous and veggies, casseroles, beans (stored in lunchbox, these warm up to room
temperature by noon)
More Ideas for Lunches
From: “What Do You Hand A Hungry Toddler,” by Laura Tze; NAMTA, Vol. 1, No.2.
• Canned pineapple pieces (in own juice)
• Dates stuffed w/ cream cheese, or natural cheese...topped with a piece of fruit.
• Carrot stick dipped in hummus.
• Cucumber rounds spread with farmer’s cheese or cream cheese
• Melted cheese on whole grain toast (rolled and cut in circles) or buttered toast, sprinkled with
grated parmesan (a very high protein cheese) and toasted in the oven.
• Raw Mushrooms
• Avocado Strips (in season)
• Dried apples, apricots, pears or peaches
• Dates, figs, prunes (pitted, not too many!)
• Green or red bell pepper strips (red is sweeter and has more vit. C)
• Hard boiled eggs, deviled eggs, leftover cold scrambled egg pieces
• Grated carrot (may be tossed in garlic powder)
• Cherry or plum tomatoes
• Raw zucchini in strips or rounds
• Drained tuna chunks
• Tuna and ricotta cheese mix, for dip or spread - with raw veggies or whole grain crackers
• Tuna and crushed pineapple, mix or blend serve as above
• Tuna topped or mixed with grated cheese, on toast (broiled if there’s time)
• Ricotta or cottage cheese with dates, dried apricots, and sunflower seeds
• Cottage cheese mixed with raisins, cinnamon, & vanilla on bread or toast, broiled until bubbly
• Softened cream (or other) cheese, in balls or logs - rolled in granola
• Pancakes (leftover, frozen, reheated)
• Waffles or French toast
• (For older children) sunflower or pumpkin seeds, corn nuts
• Vegetable juices
• Blender drink - orange juice and milk or orange juice, milk and banana (add at will a little
yogurt, wheat germ, vanilla, frozen strawberries or blueberries)
• Buttermilk blended with crushed pineapple and a bit of honey
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•
•
•
•

A cup of plain yogurt blended with frozen strawberries (or any fruit) and a dash of vanilla
Plain yogurt mixed with apple juice concentrate or orange juice concentrate to sweeten
Fresh coconut, in strips or grated
Apple sandwich - two pieces sliced apple with cheese. Apple faces, open sandwich decorated
with raisin face.

The No Sweets Birthday and Holiday Snack List
At the Elementary level, our birthday celebration at school is rich with ritual and personal expression.
Food can be a part of the celebration but is not essential to it. If you choose to help your child bring
food to share with the children, let it be because you and your child have time to plan, shop and
prepare something special together. Please keep cookies, ice cream, cakes and cupcakes for
enjoyment at home. We cannot accept sweets at school birthday celebrations.
A tray of hors d’oeuvres can be a special treat for birthdays and holidays. Elementary children are old
enough to be more adventuresome in their treats, and we want to encourage this at school. You could
pick the idea at home and spend a little time discussing the special foods your child favors: various
cheeses, olives, mushrooms, new vegetables and fruits, smoked seafood and crackers. Plan together
interesting combinations of these. Let your child, under your guidance, put together a platter of
his/her own hors d’oeuvres or set up a do-it-yourself tray. Ethnic dishes are especially welcome.
Summer birthdays may be celebrated on the half-year date if desired, e.g. a July 6 birthday could
be celebrated on January 6.
Before you send a special snack, please have your child make a plan with the teacher.
Below we have listed some ideas for a special snack:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Variety of fruit slices (mango, fresh coconut pieces, kiwi, melons, apples, etc.).
Variety of raw, sliced vegetables with yogurt dip (squash, tomato, bell pepper, cucumber, etc.)
Fruits or vegetables on skewers.
Tiny party sandwiches on whole grain bread.
Dried fruits.
Bagel chips or baked corn chips with yogurt dip or mild salsa.
Whole wheat crackers with cheese and olives.
Whole wheat bread sticks to dip into spaghetti sauce.
Deviled eggs, stuffed celery sticks with raisins (“ants on a log”) or olives.
Small bagels and cream cheese spread or humus.
Quartered pita bread sandwiches with fresh tomato and basil or cucumber and cream cheese.
Small rice cakes with sun butter.
Frozen cantaloupe rings, strawberries or blueberries.
Rice cake with pineapple ring, spoonful of cottage cheese and cinnamon.
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Holiday Refreshments
Students are allowed to include sweets in their special snacks or meal. Check with the guide before
sending sweets for the holiday.
Items for special holidays might include:
1. Homemade cookies or wholesome cakes
2. Homemade banana (nut free) bread, carrot bread, zucchini bread, etc.
3. Frozen yogurt or homemade frozen fruit pops
4. Frozen bananas on a stick rolled in coconut
5. Fruit smoothies
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Social/Emotional Development
Working With Children’s Social-Emotional Development at School
As described in this Handbook’s section on “Supporting Children’s Emotional and Social
Development,” Montessori Seeds of Education has developed a distinctive way of looking at and
working with conflict in the classroom – one that seeks to uphold the best practices in Montessori
education, child psychology, contemporary conflict-resolution studies and education for peace. Our
approach to this and all topics related to our work with children is one of action on behalf of the child
and the community of children as well as open ended inquiry and learning. We fully expect our work to
continue to evolve. Nevertheless, we wish to describe our current policy and promise to update this
description as our school and our understanding evolve. Our work with children’s conflict has always
been and will continue to be tailored to the specifics of the situation – hence our historical reluctance
to relegate it to the status of a “policy” issue – but it proceeds from the following core principles.
•

We aim for the Montessori classroom to be a safe place, both physically and emotionally, for
children to explore the limits of their current capacities and knowledge and stretch to new
abilities, while refining their social and emotional skills.

•

Children’s behavior proceeds from positive, universal human needs. The role of the adults in a
child’s life is to help the child find healthy, age-appropriate, pro-social ways to meet those
needs.

•

The child’s physical, intellectual, social and emotional development proceed together, and
solutions to delays, obstacles or complications in any area often involve giving extra support in
all or several areas. No single area is more important than the others.

•

The Montessori materials for social-emotional development include lessons in grace and
courtesy; classroom customs and procedures which illuminate how to balance individual and
community needs; collaborative work in groups of mixed gender and age; and the children's
many interactions, both joyful and challenging. The social frictions that naturally arise in this
very rich environment of interaction are “teaching moments” for the guide to observe and
respond with particular support to all involved. Guidance given for values, character, and
social-emotional development is woven throughout the curriculum. It is given not in the abstract
but in the context of the children’s real-life relationships.

•

In any situation involving inter-personal conflict, all parties hold part of the solution; focusing
on only one party or the other is counterproductive and often harmful to the full development
of all parties.
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•

As in all aspects of Montessori education, adults at school and at home are committed to
helping children take as much ownership for their social-emotional learning as they are willing
and able, observing carefully before intervening and intervening in ways that empower the
children to be more self-reliant in future situations.

Any time a child gives or receives aggression perceived by the teacher as excessive, whether it be
physical or verbal, the teacher will respond with changes in the prepared environment, materials,
discussion, mediation, problem-solving sessions, relationship coaching and/or natural or logical
consequences, as deemed appropriate by the teacher. If the teacher deems the incident severe, the
teacher will inform the parents of the children involved within 24 hours of the incident. Teachers
will describe what was actually observed or reported, what they expect to see in children in a
particular situation, and how they worked with or will work with the children to develop a plan for
bringing about positive change. They will confer with the parents on how to support the children at
home and throughout subsequent school days.
If the school concludes that the children and their families need more support than the school can give,
the school may require that the family engage outside professionals to work with the child.
Depending on the area(s) of development that need support, such professionals could include family
counselors, children’s counselors, occupational therapists, parenting educators, or academic tutors.
If the family is not willing or able for any reason to engage the needed professionals, it may be
necessary that the family withdraw the child from the school and may be bound by the terms of the
signed enrollment agreement.
The school will do its best to ensure that all communications from the school in relation to children’s
conflicts are respectful, professional and offered in the spirit of working together. The school will
expect the same from parents. Since solutions to conflictual situations often involve working with
several families and the whole community of children, the school needs to know that all parents are
modeling for their children respect for and willing cooperation with the school’s policies and
procedures, the teachers, the administration, and the other children and families – both in speech and
in actions.
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The Primary Level
The Primary Level -- is a gathering of children from three to six years who live and learn together in a
prepared environment that offers choices of individual activities that aid the child's work of "self
construction." The Montessori guide cultivates in the children the ability to choose freely, to sustain
focused and concentrated attention, to think clearly and constructively, and to express themselves
through language and the arts. Through the active development of the will and the satisfaction of their
authentic needs, the children become self-disciplined and socially cohesive.
Areas of activity of the primary level are practical life, sensorial exploration, language, mathematics,
and cultural subjects. The extensive sets of Montessori materials in each of these areas are designed
to appeal to the children's deep interest and to inspire repeated activity. The children's absorbent
minds take in vast amounts of information and grasp sophisticated relationships and principles wholly
and effortlessly.

Attendance in the Primary Class
For the children to self-develop and self-educate, they must experience the rhythm of regular
attendance. They must be present for the day-to-day events in the prepared environment. They need
to experience the unfolding of the individual children and the evolving of the community. Much of the
development of the Primary Students is subtle and indirect. Although most of the activities are
individual and the guide works with each one individually, there exists a web of unconscious
interconnectedness in the community. Montessori calls this ‘society by cohesion’. The individual child
cannot be a part of this social cohesion unless he is present regularly.
Each individual child is important to the whole group. Each moment of the group’s life is important to
the individual members. For this reason, we ask that your child attend school regularly. If your child
will be absent, please let us know. If there is some compelling reason for your child to be absent for an
extended period of time, please consult with the guide. When a child of this age-level is absent, it may
be difficult for her to reconnect and resume her self-development and self-education.
The absorbent mind and the sensitive periods that characterize this stage of development require a
predictable flow of days, a predictable sequence of events within those days, and a predictable
response to the urges and drives that so strongly direct development. For this reason, Montessori Seeds
of Education provides a 5 days-per-week program. We ask that you make every effort to avoid absences
if at all possible. After the guide has sent the attendance policy and called the parent about absences,
the corresponding letter will be written on school letterhead and signed by hand by the director.

Materials in the Primary Classroom
The classroom environment contains pocket-sized items such as money, rocks, shells, and imported
educational materials. Because of the self-correcting nature of the materials, any material that is
missing a part is removed from the classroom until that part is found or replaced. This is not a punitive
action. On some occasion, if your child’s pockets should contain such an item, please return it
promptly. It can take six or more weeks for us to replace an item, and some items are irreplaceable.
Toys, books, and money are to be left at home.
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The Elementary Program
Attendance at the Elementary Level
For the children to self-develop and self-educate, they must be present. Be sure your child only misses
school when absolutely necessary. At the elementary level, children work collaboratively. They form
different work and study groups that change for various projects. Great waves of activity rise up,
overtake the children, and then recede. The guide at the elementary level gives presentations to the
children in groups. If a child is absent, he will miss the presentation and be unable to participate with
his group. He may feel out of sorts and at odds with the community. Later, when he receives the
presentation he missed, the wave of activity for that work may have passed. Now he may have to work
alone, unsupported by his best work partners. The guide, the community, and the child will be called
upon to make a great effort to overcome the difficulty.
When a child is absent, the group is incomplete, and the role played by the absent child leaves a gap. If
a child is absent often, the other children may feel they cannot count on that person. They may be
inclined to select as work partners other children upon whom they can count to be present. A child
who is perceived in this manner may feel disengaged and out of step with his community. His or her
learning and development can be affected. For this reason, we ask that you avoid absences when at all
possible.

Materials in the Elementary Classroom
The classroom environment contains pocket-sized items such as money, rocks, shells, and imported
educational materials. Because of the self-correcting nature of the materials, any material that is
missing a part is removed from the classroom until that part is found or replaced. This is a practical and
not a punitive action. On some occasion, if your child’s pockets should contain such an item, please
return it promptly. It can otherwise take six or more weeks to replace an item, and some items are
irreplaceable. Electronic toys, trading cards, books, and money are to be left at home. If there is a
unique item you believe would be of interest to your child’s class, send the guide a note asking if and
when it may be brought to school.

Learning Outside the Classroom
Elementary children regularly pursue their learning outside the classroom. This section contains
information about policies and procedures related to Going Out and Field Trips. Other articles in
Section 2 of this handbook address the philosophical and pedagogical rationale for such excursions
into the outside world.
A word about terminology: a field trip is usually a trip planned by the guide or the children for the whole
class (e.g., Philadelphia Zoo); a Going Out is a trip planned by and for 2-5 students whose studies or
responsibilities in the classroom take them out of the classroom (e.g. a trip to the public library or a trip
to interview a veterinarian or a trip to buy aquarium plants).
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Field Trip Procedures
FOR DRIVERS IN CHARGE OF A SMALL GROUP OF ELEMENTARY-AGE CHILDREN

We gather the drivers for each of the classes into that classroom before going to the cars. The guide
reads the procedures to the children and to drivers together, so that the tone is set for everyone,
thereby avoiding confusion.
IN TRANSIT

Children must be seat-belted at all times. Lively conversational tones are normal. Please discourage
loud, boisterous behavior by engaging children in conversation, telling them a story or having books
available. Loud, rousing music ill-prepares the children for the event or for their return to the
classroom. Soft, soothing music or story tapes are fine.
The guide will have presented etiquette appropriate to the event in advance. The driver is encouraged
to ask the children for a review. “What special manners or customs do we need to remember for an
expert art exhibit?”
UPON ARRIVAL

After parking the car but before unloading, unbolting or opening any doors, the adult establishes
which doors will be used (curb side only) and where the children will stand to wait while the adult
locks up, pays the parking attendant, or puts coins in the meter.
The children walk two-by-two beside and behind the adult and never pass each other or the adult.
When approaching a parking lot or street, the two children in front stop beside the adult two feet back
from the curb and wait to hear when it is safe to cross. The other children stay close behind.
THE DESTINATION

Certain field trips require more supervision than others. Sometimes it will be necessary for the
children to stay with the adult driver for the entire outing, other times the class will come together as
a unit. Talk to your guide about what kind of help is needed. Help focus the children in the group by
directing their attention to the speaker. Ask the guide to assist you if your own child is having a
difficult time. Having a parent come on a field trip (or to an event) may be overstimulating for your
child. When parents accompany children on a field trip where a speaker, guide or docent takes
questions from the children, only the children ask the questions. The guide or assistant might ask
certain questions on behalf of the children in such a way that the speaker answers to the children.
“Perhaps the children would enjoy hearing why this dinosaur is called triceratops.” “Could you tell the
children how you became interested in this subject?” If adults ask their own questions on the adult
level the speaker tends to answer to the adults at length and above the children’s heads. The children
tend to lose interest and become restless. For the children’s sake, your indulgence is greatly
appreciated.
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Guidelines for Parent Chaperones of “Going Out”
“When a child goes out, it is the world itself that offers itself to him. Let us take the child out to show
him real things instead of making objects which represent ideas and closing them in cupboards.”
Maria Montessori
“Going out” is an essential element in the Montessori elementary program and is very different from a
traditional field trip. The children “go out” in small groups as an extension of their research and to gain
experiences in the world outside the classroom. The children develop independence, resourcefulness,
and self-confidence through functioning capably in the larger world without adult assistance. Ideally
the children should “go out” on their own by walking or taking public transportation to their
destination, but in our time and place, safety dictates the adaptation of adult accompaniment. The
role of the adult is an active one because remaining focused and observant while refraining from
participating or interfering is so demanding. The adult intervenes on three occasions only:
•
•
•

to insure the children’s safety by preventing inappropriate adult interaction
to interrupt unsafe or inappropriate behavior and return the children to school immediately
to observe, record, and transmit the experience to the guide

Because having his own parent on a trip could be overly stimulating for a child and would not allow
him to feel as fully independent and empowered in the group, children “go out” only with parents
other than their own.
Before Leaving
The children should be prepared to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

carry all that they need-- notebooks, pencils, sketchpads, money, ID, guidebooks, etc—in a
backpack by themselves
handle all money transactions
conduct all communications for the group
know what behavior is expected of them before leaving the classroom
direct the driver to the destination through a map or written instructions
stop, look, and listen before crossing at parking lots, driveways, and streets
stay within sight of the adult at all times

In Transit

Children must be seat-belted at all times. Lively conversational tones are normal. Please discourage
loud, boisterous behavior by having appropriate books available. Loud, rousing music ill prepares the
children for the event or for their return to the classroom. No music is preferable. If there is any kind
of electronic device or media player (TV/VCR, CD, computer, etc.) in the car, it is to be turned off at all
times. Also, cell phones are valuable on trips, but should be turned off from departure until the car is
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parked at the destination.
Upon Arrival

After parking the car, but before unloading, removing of the seatbelt, or opening any doors, the adult
listens while the children establish which doors will be used for unloading (curb side only) and where
the children will stand to wait while the adult locks up. The children should be prepared to pay the
parking attendant or put coins in the meter. Approaching a parking lot or street, the children stand
two feet back from the curb and wait until it is safe to cross. All children should remain close together.
The adult stays behind the children, watching that all their behavior is safe and appropriate, that the
environment is safe, and that any adult interaction with them is safe and appropriate.
At the Destination

The role of the chaperone at this point is one of active observation and alert self-restraint. The
chaperone must remain focused on the children, their safety, and appropriate behavior. It is important
to stay ten paces behind the children to help them rely upon their own resources on the trip. The
children should be prepared to pay entrance fees and find their own way using maps, directions, and
guidebooks. They should be the ones that seek out the contact person, if there is one, and introduce
themselves. They point out the driver who is standing ten paces away and explain that s/he will be
there only for safety and transportation. The driver nods and looks away in order to reinforce the
children’s independence. Any time the children have questions during the “Going Out,” they find
adults other than the parent driver to answer them. If the children forget and ask the parent driver a
question, s/he turns the other way as a reminder. The chaperone avoids making eye contact with the
adults at the “going out” site. If at any time the contact person or other adult tries to direct his
comments toward the chaperone, the children reply that they speak for themselves, the driver doesn’t
speak. We want to give the children the support they need to conduct the outings entirely through
their own efforts. In the case of unsafe or inappropriate behavior, the adult makes no comment on it,
gives no guidance, but only returns immediately to school with the children saying, “I see that we must
return to school right now.” Guidance is given on campus by the guide, who helps the chaperone and
children discuss how to have a successful trip next time.
for Riding in Cars

• Each passenger will board from the curbside of the vehicle only.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Each passenger will take a seat and buckle up.
While the vehicle is in motion, the children will remain seated and belted.
Conversation will be held in soft voices.
No electronic games will be played.
Movements will be soft and gentle.
All objects (lunch boxes, books, etc.) and hands will be kept away from windows.
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Section 2: Supporting Children’s Development at Home and School
Introduction
This section is composed of articles from third party organizations and individuals within the field of
Montessori Education. It is our intention that this collection of writings will provide support for the
families at Montessori Seeds of Education and an insight into the philosophy of Montessori Education.

Understanding the Montessori Classroom
The Montessori Movement
The Montessori movement is not a narrow method of teaching, but a broad philosophy of life that
rests in faith in each child as a potential new beginning for humanity and the creator of the adult he
will become. Every child possesses an inner force that drives him to grow and learn and that can be
observed in his spontaneous activities. We respect his natural inquisitiveness, which makes learning an
imperative, as much a basic need to the child as food, shelter, and love. We appreciate his relentless
exploration through his senses and movements, which make his environment his natural school. It is
our purpose to observe the child's natural interest and activities and provide an environment in which
he can develop and learn.
Dr. Maria Montessori believed that self-motivation is the only valid impulse for learning. Within the
carefully structured order of the Montessori classroom, the child is free to choose his own projects
throughout the day. Following his own inner direction, he discovers his own pattern of learning and
finds satisfaction in work.
It is the child who takes the active part in the Montessori classroom, not the guide. The child plays the
active role in his self-development rather than being trained by an adult. The children are encouraged
to work out their own social problems and reach their own moral conclusions. Responsibility toward
the group and the other children individually is emphasized. Adult authority acts as a background for
free development. When the child is encouraged to develop understanding, compassion, and respect,
he is able to cultivate his own self-discipline.

Major Points of the Montessori Method
(Adapted from E.M. Standing, The Montessori Method: A Revolution in Education, Academy
Library Guild, 1962.)
1. It is based on observations of the true nature of the child.
2. Its application is universal. The same results can be achieved in any country and with any racial,
cultural, or economic group.
3. It reveals the small child as a lover of work, both of the intellect and of the mastery of the body
(especially the hand). This work is spontaneously chosen and carried out with profound joy.
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4. Through his work, the child shows spontaneous discipline. This discipline originates within him and
is not imposed from without. This discipline is real, in contrast to the artificial discipline of reward and
punishment common to other methods.
5. It provides suitable activities based on the vital urges of the child at each stage of development.
Each stage is mastered before the next is attained.
6. It offers the child the greatest possible choice of physical and mental activity. In doing so, the child
reaches the same or higher scholastic levels compared with traditional systems.
7. Each child works at his own pace. The quick are not held back and the slow are not pressured. The
child has much opportunity to work in groups and to help other children with work he has already
mastered.
8. It enables the teacher to guide each child individually in each subject area, according to his own
unique needs.
9. It allows the child to grow in biological independence by respecting his needs and removing undue
adult influence. It allows the child a large measure of liberty grounded in respect for the rights of
others. This liberty is not permissive license but forms the basis of genuine discipline.
10. It does away with competition as a prime motivation for learning. The child competes with himself.
It presents endless opportunities for collaborative work and reciprocal assistance--joyfully given and
received.
11. The child works from his own free choice. This choice is based on knowledge and is thus an
authentic choice.
12. The Montessori method develops the child's whole personality, not merely his intellectual faculties
but also his powers of deliberation, initiative, and independent choice, with the associated emotional
complements. By living as a free member of an authentic social community, the child learns the
fundamental social qualities that underlie good citizenship.
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The Primary Level
Curriculum
In this atmosphere of faith and respect for the life force in each child, the guide presents work that is
worthy of the children's attention. The classroom environment honors the children's innate dignity,
active interest, and their overwhelming drive to develop and grow.
The Primary Classroom
Practical life is the area of development in which the child comes to master his physical environment
and his own physical being. The child is provided with materials that he uses to create, control,
change, or care for the classroom and himself. Because practical life activities are the foundation for
the child's future life as a whole person, it is the most basic and essential area of Montessori
development. Practical life has three goals: (1) to bring the child to respect and love the physical world
around him, both natural and man-made; (2) to develop techniques and skills that are basic for other
areas of the child's development; and (3) to unite the child's growing body, developing intelligence,
and strengthening will. The resulting condition of human integrity is what we call freedom. The success
of our work depends upon this foundation.
Choice of activity is essential for the child. He acts upon his decision with intelligence, using his body
and his environment in an act of work. This process of work, freely chosen, performed with selfdiscipline, utilizing physical skills in an intelligent way, is the child's daily product. Through his work, the
free child creates the free adult.
Sensorial exercises employ an extensive set of materials, each of which isolates and then expands
upon one sensorial property: shape, weight, texture, pitch, and so on, are matched, graded, or
contrasted. The sensorial work allows the child to develop his sensory awareness and organize what
he perceives to form concepts and abstractions. The purpose of the work is threefold: (1) the
satisfaction of the work with the materials; (2) the ability to perceive one's environment with sensitivity
and intelligence; (3) the appreciation of the natural order that intelligent awareness cultivates in one's
life.
Intellectual work in math and language develops from the concrete sensorial materials, which the child
manipulates in practical processes to form the foundation for the use of symbols to represent both the
concrete and the process itself. We want the child to have the experience first and then to use the
symbols that represent it. With the symbols, the child finally begins to communicate what he knows
and does. In this way, the child's school life is not divorced from reality and does not become something
apart from life, but is rather a natural development of his individual being.
Arithmetic, geography, reading and writing, grammar and syntax, music, art, science, algebra, and
geometry are developed in gradual stages, from the concrete sensorial to the abstract conceptual
through sequential materials and exercises.
31

The Elementary Level
Curriculum
In this atmosphere of faith and respect for the life force in each child, the guide presents work that is
worthy of the children's attention. The classroom environment honors the children's innate dignity,
active interest, and their overwhelming drive to develop and grow.
The Elementary Classroom
The Montessori method is based on Dr. Montessori's observations about how children learn, and her
conclusions about the child's stages of development. The system of education used in the classroom is
designed to be applied individually to each child, with his own unique interests and strengths.
A major component of this method is the manipulation of concrete materials, which requires physical
coordination and conscious attention. The child progresses, for example, from the physical act of
addition, using beads or rods, through gradually increasing levels of abstraction. In another subject
such as history, curriculum gathered from a variety of sources is synthesized into small chapters and
presented in our series of "textbooks." These and other materials cover the following areas:
Language: Reading, spelling, grammar, and usage. Phonics, including diphthongs and consonant
combinations, sight words, synonyms, antonyms, homonyms, and root words. Parts of speech and
parts and types of sentences. Penmanship is manuscript and cursive.
Mathematics: Concepts of the four basic operations and basic geometric figures, memorization, and
application. Squaring and square root, cubing and cube root. Operations with money. Area and volume,
fractions and decimal fractions. Set theory.
Physical Geography: Political divisions, capitals, major cities, and commerce. Flags of countries and
states.
History: Theories of the formation of the earth, development of life, development of human beings
and society, and contributions of various life forms. Continental drift (plate tectonics). Specific
historical events, including U.S. history and current events.
Science: Experiments revealing natural laws. Basic terminology, classification, and taxonomy of the
plant, animal, and mineral kingdoms. Field trips.
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Literature (e.g., Junior Great Books) and basic research tools, such as World Book Encyclopedia and
dictionaries, are in constant use. Children borrow books from the school library for their own reading
and are read to as a group daily.
Music, drama, arts, and crafts form a regular part of classroom life, as do "practical life" exercises
involving care of the classroom environment (dusting, window washing, etc.) and the out of doors
(sweeping the walk, gardening). Individualized physical education includes specific sports and games.

Development and Education at the Elementary Level
The Elementary Community
The group of children in an individual classroom, whether it be six to nine or nine to twelve year-olds,
who have made the transition from the Primary Level.
The Prepared Environment
The environment prepared in advance and re-prepared daily in every detail of every aspect for a
particular three-year age span to stimulate and support self-development and education within an
integrated holistic curriculum.
The Guide
The trained adult who represents the values, embodies the standards and policies of the school,
prepares the environment, trains and oversees the assistant, leads the community, gives the
presentations, provides the structure, sets the limits, monitors development and learning, and
interprets Montessori education, and describes the child’s progress for the parents.
The Assistant
The invaluable adult who offers the extra set of eyes, ears, and hands to support and assist the work of
the guide through research, organization, observation, material-making, and preparation of the
environment.
Three-Year Cycle
The cycles are of six-to-nine and nine-to-twelve year-olds, the completion of which is vital to the
individual child’s level of achievement and to the educational process of the community as a whole;
the program that creates a dynamic community of beginning, mid- and end-cycle children who
stimulate and support one another in their development and learning, without which spontaneous
education would not be possible.
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Composition of the Community
Ten to twelve children, balanced as much as possible by gender, temperament, ability, and
development, of each of the three age levels that make up the three-year cycle of 28 to 35 children,
who form the critical mass for authentic spontaneous activity in education and development.
Spontaneous Activity in Education
The process by which the child struggles to unfold his own highest and best intellectual, emotional,
and social development through choice of work, concentration and focus, independence and
collaboration within a self-managing classroom.
Development of the Will, Freedom and Limits, Choice and Responsibility
The integral elements of Montessori practice that empower the child to self-develop and self-educate
with love and joy.
•
•

Support for Individual Style and Rate of Academic and Skill Development.
The recognition and respect shown for each child’s individual process and pace of learning,
which empowers the healthiest most authentic autonomy and industry.

Collaborative And Cooperative Rather Than Competitive Learning
The children’s spontaneous organization into groups for research and study, their caring support and
assistance for one another in their struggles and successes.
Developmental Aids Rather Than Teaching and Learning Materials
The efficient, sparse, and elegant Montessori materials designed to provide the keys to selfdevelopment and auto-education.
Evaluation and Accountability
The integrated process through which the children self-evaluate while learning and demonstrate
accountability for making their highest effort for their best development and learning, including
recording regularly in their work journal and assessing periodically through individual conferences and
reviews with the guides; as well as the guides responsibility to engage, as much as possible, each child
in this process as he or she is best able.
Education for Peace
The ultimate aim of Montessori education, that toward which all healthy, authentic human nature is
directed from within, that toward which human development is innately driven, that which gives
human beings the deepest satisfaction.
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Individual Pace and Rate of Character Development
Recognition and respect for each child’s progress along the path of truthfulness, honesty, empathy,
compassion, and action in relation to immediate peers and on behalf of the social, economic, and
spiritual health and well-being of the earth and the human family.
Peer Mediation
The dynamic process through which the children are prepared and supported to resolve among
themselves, guided and encouraged by the adult, their specific and acute or generalized and on-going
interpersonal issues, according to Montessori principles and values and within school policy.
Self-managing Elementary Community
The children’s own ordering, organizing, and managing the daily operations of their environment and
community, whether of a practical or social nature.
A Force More Powerful
The sum of the skills and attributes of character and integrity that the children develop by educating
themselves and one another, and confronting their own issues in the present that will empower them
to live in the world as adults in such a way that they can seek common ground and establish mutuality
with others of various cultures and religions in order to pursue a peace that ensures human dignity
and respect, social and economic justice, and the health and well-being of the planet.
Core Elements of the Integrated Curriculum
Particular programs so essential a part of individual and community development that the fabric of
Montessori education would begin to unravel without them.
The Study of Human Development
The study of human life from conception through prenatal development to birth, from the newborn
and the symbiotic period, through the first year of life and the two toddler years, until entry into the
Children’s House, the Montessori program that stands in place of the traditional sex education program
in other schools.
Going Out
A carefully and meticulously designed core element, supervised by the guide and parents, of
excursions into the larger world initiated, planned, organized, and carried out by the students
themselves for the direct purpose of extending knowledge, information, or experience in relation to
classroom studies, which establishes and invigorates the children’s responsibility for their own safety
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and helps ensure their ability to think clearly and make sound choices in taking care of themselves as
they reach the age to leave the house without their parents.
Camping
A core element of the elementary curriculum that provides the children with the authentic necessity
for sheltering, feeding, and caring for themselves for three days and two nights within a secure
organization under the close supervision of the guide and assistant who allow them to use their
practical skills of menu-making, grocery listing, shopping, packing, setting up camp, cooking, cleaning,
striking camp, packing, and returning, while pursuing plans they have made for themselves of science
and nature activities and field trips.
Cosmic Education
The integrated study of the history of the universe, the coming of life, the evolution of plants and
animals, the coming of humans, the development of civilizations throughout which geography, history,
zoology, botany, and earth sciences are woven and from which mathematics, language, and the arts
are pulled, emphasizing love and service as unifying principles and giving the children a sense of the
meaning and purpose of their own and every other creature’s life on earth.
Community Service
The particular means and methods sought out by the children of a particular elementary community
for offering services variously to their own school and to the larger community as well.

Review of Basic Elements of Montessori Elementary
Development and Education for Parents
Most of us adults are products of traditional education and upbringing. By enrolling our children in a
Montessori school, we may be making a significant break with what is known and familiar and
comfortable to us. We at Montessori Seeds of Education have written these pages to introduce
parents to as many elements as possible that vary significantly from traditional education and
childrearing. We ask that you read these brief descriptions to discover which ones you may wish to
explore further. It is in the children’s best interests that the school and parents work closely together
within a shared philosophy, psychology, and practice. Our school varies significantly from traditional
education in the way we approach discipline and academic development, going out and campouts, and
culture and religions. These differences are pervasive; they are strong and specific in their details of
practice as well as in philosophical, psychological, and pedagogical foundations. We think the more
you know about our school the better you will appreciate it. It is an exciting elementary plan.
However, you may find certain elements of our program, ones that we consider to be basic
requirements, unacceptable to you. Now is the time to make that discovery. Just as in a traditional
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school, parents could not expect that a child be exempted from taking exams, doing homework, and
receiving grades, in our school, children cannot be exempted from studying evolution and world
religions or participating in going out and campouts. These and other elements and programs are basic
to Montessori education in our school, without which we cannot serve the developmental and
academic needs of the children.
We have tried to name the elements about which various parents might desire extensive information
and wish to reach a thorough understanding before enrolling their children in our elementary program.
Please read these pages thoroughly and contact us with your questions.
The Elementary Curriculum
This new level is a time for great ideas and grand visions. It is an age for inspiration and high ideals. It is
a time for broad vistas and wide horizons. We share with the children the vast ages of evolution to
interest them in history and science. We look in awe at the protozoa, the dinosaur, and man. We look
at systems of the body and at the individual cell. We compare the cell in its place in a system and in
the body to the cell that is a protozoan, a one-celled life.
We look at the tiny atoms and at how they can form molecules because some are attracted to each
other and others repelled. We see how this causes the formation of predictable patterns. We
contemplate the three states of matter and how each element on the atomic chart passes through the
three states according to temperature, each at its own degree. We wonder at the underlying order
and simplicity. We wonder at the profound and unfathomable complexity. Since the emergence of
quantum mechanics, we have come around from Newtonian physics back to a mystical reverence for
the universe.
We look at humans through the ages, how we have lived and what we have thought. We consider
prehistoric man; we think about the Egyptians, the Greeks, and the Middle Ages. We look at our world
today, with its opportunities for service to the earth and to social justice. We are full of joy, in our
moment of history, that we can be and think and act and celebrate. We see in history that there are
always terrible crises, but that life prevails and celebrates.
We look at humankind around the world and throughout history by seeing how the same basic human
needs are met in different ways at various times and places on the globe. We see how truly we are one
and begin to penetrate the mysterious veil that creates the illusion of separateness.
We look at language and counting and imagine life before those miracles. We think and we are moved.
We see the different kinds of words: names of things, actions, and characteristics. We listen to
language and see its patterns. We observe and attend to conventions. Then we break the patterns and
violate the conventions for the sake of poetry.
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We see the magic of numbers and play their games with them. They exact a discipline upon us that is a
joy to obey. Obedience to their rules rewards us with entry into their domain, an ever expanding and
endlessly fascinating world. We become bold explorers.
We puzzle over the relationship between the electrons speeding around the nucleus of an atom and
the planets whirling around the sun.
Our hearts are full and spill over into the paint at the easel or the poem on the page. We dance and
make plays and say our poems with all our hearts. We play hard and work out relationships. It may
take years.
But all of this is very unfamiliar and exhausting at first. The new children are so tender and small, and
the elementary class is so dynamic and vigorous. "Everything old is new again."* The old materials
from the primary classroom are all used in different ways and on new levels. We must put forth our
greatest effort and break barriers to do things that seemed impossible before. We are called upon to
improve and perfect ourselves through our work. Each child is challenged to the point of struggle but
within reach of success. It is exciting but at times frightening and tiring. In short, we have fun.
The Day
At the elementary level there is typically no morning snack, so please help your child get a big
breakfast. More sleep is needed too, and perhaps extra time to fall asleep. After you read to your
child, he or she may need quiet time alone with a book to fall asleep. Your child may be irritable for a
few weeks at departure time. Your help may be needed to interpret what your child observes. If you
are told some startling tales, please call the guides (teachers) to get an adult interpretation. Your child
may need help putting everything into perspective. Of course, many of the children will find all this
easy, but it is normal and fine for it to be a big deal at first, too.
Remember that younger children love big scary kids, and they often blow them up larger than life so
that they can measure their own growth against them. They mythologize and embellish. This does not
mean that your child is not truthful, nor does it mean that the descriptions you hear match the bare
facts.
The Children and the Guides
The children also love to have standards set high for them. In order to create a means that you might
share in their struggles, they might complain. Do not think they want your pity, just your interest and
admiration. We guides come to know your children so well and provide for each of them individually.
They may seem to be two different people to each of us, to you at home and to us at school.
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We guides love your children deeply and invest our very lives in providing for them. Your children love
and admire us and may even at times seem to hold us dearer than you, but this is only a necessary
stage in their development. We guides know we are no more perfect than the parents, just a little
more experienced, a little more practiced, and a little more specialized.
We hope you will support us to do our best work with your children, but do not stand in awe of us. The
more sure we become that we are always right, the more we need your gut-level input. Things go so
much better if we work in true collaboration. We hope you will come directly to us and not criticize us
to your child. Your close alignment with us will give your child a secure foundation from which to build
to daring new heights.
The Third-Year Children
At the elementary level, the older children will be forming research groups, organizing committees,
and collaborating on work in larger gatherings. This is "planned" for spontaneous expression. As you
may imagine, this requires movement, of course, and discussion. Some parents are impressed by quiet
classrooms, and guides, of course, just adore impressing parents and other observers. We need your
support, at this point, to have the courage to trust the children in their new level of development and
to help us stretch ourselves to allow the children to stumble and stammer and make false starts, to
argue and come apart and then achieve something real through their own efforts.
Our greatest achievement as elementary-level guides is to engineer this accomplishment. It is the true
test of a master teacher. We are often tempted to back away from it, though, as it may look like a lack
of control or a mess. The more the parents understand and support the real expression of the
elementary level, the more we guides will be able to provide your child with the unusual benefits it can
offer.
One of the aspects of the elementary level is the big group project. This can seem a ragged, messy
endeavor to the untrained eye. The children plan a trip from beginning to end, for example. They put
together an itinerary. They telephone or write to make arrangements for each scheduled activity. The
children correspond with parents, draw up all forms, make and keep lists, keep track of the money,
help write checks, look up addresses in the guide book, chart routes on the map. This is an incredible
undertaking for 8-9 year olds and offers them opportunities for development that are truly essential
for that age but are almost never provided elsewhere.
The sense of self, the respect for others, the building of community, the use of basic skills, the exercise
of cooperation, mediation, and encouragement, and the development of initiative and courage are all
benefits that the children can only achieve by undertaking such projects independently. Adults must
guide yet stand back. Adults must ask questions and not give answers. The messiness and commotion
coming from this are a necessary part of the dynamic process of creating. The third-year children are
creating an organization, trying on roles, and working out relationships through the process of the big
project.
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It is this ambiance created by the third-year children in which the first- and second-year children work.
Of the two semesters, the first is a more calm and ordinary time so that the new children can settle in.
Already in this first semester, though, groups are forming and reforming for plays and other projects.
Even the youngest children are drawn in, and they love it.
All this provides the stimulation and motivation for reading that takes the child further than any
drilling or urging from adults can. The high energy, channeled constructively, envelops the younger
children and charges them up to get "on a roll" in math, history, geography, science, language, and art.
The children's work is fueled by desire. They become passionate learners and workers. The fever is
contagious and spreads to the reluctant and apprehensive few. Discipline, attention to detail, clear
focus, and long concentration are introduced immediately and then develop at different rates and to
different degrees for each child. They are encouraged to the level each individual child can attain.
Some children take a lot longer than others to develop these traits, but that is all part of the plan.
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Observing in the Montessori Classroom
Before You Observe
Parents are invited to observe their child’s class once each semester. These observation times are
scheduled in advance (usually at a parent meeting), prior to your conference with your child’s guide.
One frequently hears the Montessori environment referred to as an orderly chaos, or an “ocean of
activity.” Activity is truly the keynote of Montessori; mind and muscle must function freely and together.
To help our visitors recognize the various types of work the children are involved in, we are listing some
of the very important principles to keep in mind.
1. The child is helped to become independent, confident and self-controlled. This is why the
structured materials are designed for individual use. These materials are also self-controlling and
self-correcting. They create patterns of success and progress and encourage precision requiring
small muscle manipulation. Free movement of the body is involved in nearly every exercise. This
freedom helps to fix interest and attention, leads to concentration and prevents fatigue. So you
will see children on the move: carrying, kneeling, sweeping, rolling rugs, polishing, etc.
2. In order to release the creative power present in every healthy child, all exercises are geared for
success and accomplishment and to reduce chances of failure. Outside pressure is eliminated. This
covers competition, comparison, external rewards and punishments. The guide tries to reveal the
child rather than mold him.
3. During your visit, then, notice the variety of purposeful activities which are self-chosen and selfdirected, the amount of movement, the lively and natural, rather than directed, social interaction
of the children, the relaxed, unhurried atmosphere, the spontaneous interest in work. Watch the
adults moving about within the flow of activities, assisting, but not interfering, remaining calm,
patient, and respectful. To be noted, too, is the child’s freedom to respond in his own particular
way (provided he does not disturb) so that his individual needs and inclinations can be met.
4. Please keep in mind that your observation is only for a short period of time, and that each hour of
every day within a Montessori classroom varies. There is no set schedule or routine, children’s
moods and requirements are different, and we try to interpret their particular needs and satisfy
them.
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General Guidelines for Parent Observations

1. Please read this page thoroughly before going into the class.
2. You should be natural with your child, but not have long conversations with him/her. Remember
that you are here to observe. The children have been told you have come to see them work. If they
hang around you, tell them, just once, that you want to see them do their work.
3. Be prepared for anything that might happen from your child. Don’t be disappointed if he seems to
be less than himself. It is very exciting to have a mom or dad come to school, so your presence will
undoubtedly make some difference in his normal routine.
4. You may stay as long as 20 minutes. If you think your child seems to be having a hard time while
you are there, it may be wise to leave sooner.
5. Remember that you are looking in for a very short time on a very long developmental process.
Your child will be doing things today he might not have done a week ago and might not work on
again for another week. Each child is different and each child works at his own pace.
6. When you are ready to leave, go to your child and say something like, “I have to go now. I will see
you at noon, or after school. Good-bye.” Then go to the door and close it behind you.
7. Please call in advance so that we can be sure we are not overly crowded with observers on any
given day.
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Important Observations in a Montessori Classroom
Look for the presence, absence and growth of the following areas:
1. Exercise of free choice
a. Spontaneous invitation
b. Ability to choose
2. Interest in work
a. Attention span
b. Care in details, sequence, and orderliness
3. Control and coordination
a. Handling of material
b. Muscular coordination
c. Hand/eye coordination
d. Precision towards perfection
4. Concentration
a. Stays with work until the end
b. Repetition
5. Independence
a. Can work well alone
b. Needs teacher’s help at times
6. Tidying up
a. Puts materials back
b. Helps keep the environment in good order
7. Achievement
a. Presentation (1st period)
b. Practice (2nd period)
c. Knowledge (3rd period)
d. Memorization
e. Use of knowledge
8. Social relationships
a. Respect
b. Cooperation/Collaboration
c. Helpfulness
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Montessori Seeds of Education’s Plan for the Elementary Child: What
Prospective Parents Need to Know Before Enrolling
Most of us adults are products of traditional education and upbringing. By enrolling our children in a
Montessori school we may be making a significant break with what is known, familiar, and
comfortable to us. In order for you to make an informed decision about enrolling your children in our
school, it is important that you understand the aspects of our philosophy and intended practice that
differ significantly from traditional education and childrearing. We say intended practice to
acknowledge that we at school are each on a path in our own development and in the development of
our work with the children. We adults, and our work with the children, are works in progress and we
ask your support. It is in the children’s best interests that school and parents work closely together
within a shared philosophy, psychology, and practice. Therefore, we ask that you read these pages
carefully to discover which differences you may wish to explore further with us. We think the more
you know about our school’s mission and aims the better you will appreciate it.
Our school differs significantly from traditional schools in the way we approach most aspects of social,
emotional, and intellectual development and in the programs that support them such as Going Out,
class campouts, and the studies of human development, culture, and religions. These differences are
pervasive. They are strong and specific in their intended details of practice as well as in their
philosophical, psychological, and pedagogical foundations. They are what distinguish our school from
the many traditional educational alternatives available in other Montessori-inspired
schools.
Ours is an exciting elementary program. However, you may find certain elements of our program –
ones that we consider basic requirements – to be philosophically unacceptable to you or to require
more work or personal change than you are currently able to take on. Now, before you enroll, is the
time to make that discovery. Just as in a traditional school, parents cannot expect a child to be
exempted from taking exams, doing homework, and receiving grades, in our school, children cannot
be exempted from studying human development, biological evolution, and world religions or from
participating in Going Out and class campouts. These and other elements and practices are basic to
Montessori education in our school. Without them we cannot fully serve the developmental and
academic needs of the children. Our aim is to work with those families who can demonstrate full,
long-term support for our school culture and ways of working with children.
•

Below we describe more fully the aspects of our program you will need to understand before you
can fully commit to supporting your child’s full participation in the Elementary program. We ask
that you read these pages thoroughly and contact us with any questions you may have.

The Ultimate Goal of Montessori Education
The ultimate goal of our work with elementary children is to help them develop into adults who have
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the intellect, integrity, compassion, strength of character, skill, and creativity needed to seek common
ground and establish mutuality with others of various cultures and religions in order to pursue a peace
that ensures human dignity and respect, social and economic justice, and the health and well-being of
the planet. The work is accomplished by providing a synergistic sequence of programs and experiences
which aid the development of the whole child at each stage of the developmental stages of a child’s
life.

The Elementary Community
An Elementary Community is a group of children in an individual classroom led by one Guide, often
with the help of one assistant. The Lower Elementary Communities (6-9 year-olds) are made up of
children who have moved up from a Children’s House community (3-6 year-olds) after spending three
years there. Likewise, the Upper Elementary Communities (9-12 year-olds) comprise children who
have moved up after spending at least three years in a Lower Elementary Community.
The Composition of the Community is ideally ten to twelve children each in the beginning-, mid-,
and full-cycle cohorts (30-35 total), with each cohort balanced as much as possible by gender,
temperament, ability, development, and previous classroom of origin.
The Prepared Environment refers to the enriched learning environment prepared and constantly
maintained specifically to support the development and self-education of children of a certain age
span. The Prepared Environment aims to include not only the physical environment with its special
materials, but also the protocol and customs which the children and adults observe, as well as the
emotional and social climate and culture and even the way the adults speak to the children.
The Guide is the rigorously trained adult who endeavors to embody the values, standards, and policies
of the school; prepares the learning environment; trains and supervises an assistant; leads the
individual community; gives the lessons; sets the limits; monitors the children’s development and
learning; interprets Montessori education according to AMI and our school culture; and describes the
child’s progress for the parents. These educators are called “guides” to accurately describe their
relationship to the community of self-educating children and to distinguish their role from that of
traditional teachers, whose responsibility it usually is to direct the children’s learning according to a
pre-determined curriculum and schedule, using traditional methods of assessment.
The Assistant is the invaluable adult who offers the extra set of eyes, ears, and hands to support and
assist the work of the guide through observation, research, organization, material making, and
maintenance of the prepared environment. The assistant is an assistant to the guide, not an assistant
to the children.
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The Full Cycle refers to the period of time – typically three to four years – needed in order to
complete the developmental and intellectual work of the Lower Elementary or the Upper Elementary.
It is vital to the development of both the individual child and the classroom community that each child
be allowed to complete the full cycle in his or her respective communities. The Guide is the one best
prepared to determine when a child is ready to move to the next level and when the child needs more
time to complete the work of the full cycle in the current level.

Intellectual, Social, and Moral Development
The Self-Managing Classroom refers to the prepared environment—physical, social, emotional, and
intellectual—in which children care for their classroom and one another, organizing, managing,
mediating, and planning their own affairs under the careful direction of the Montessori guide,
according to AMI Montessori principles and the Montessori Seeds of Education culture.
Spontaneous Activity in Education is Maria Montessori’s term for the process by which the child
strives to unfold his or her own highest and best intellectual, emotional, moral, and social
development through concentrated work, freely chosen from activities which have been presented to
the child by the guide or more experienced children. It is the fruit of independence and collaboration
within a self-managing classroom in which freedom is balanced with responsibility. It is the key to the
love of learning, high motivation, taking on of ambitious projects, high self-esteem, and social and
intellectual confidence that characterizes children in authentic Montessori communities.
Development of the Will, Freedom Within Limits, and Choice and Responsibility are integral
elements of Montessori practice that support the children’s social, emotional, and intellectual
development and that empower the children to self-develop and self-educate with love and joy. This is
in contrast to traditional practices that seek to discourage the child from developing his or her own
will, exercising freedom and choice, and taking on great responsibility.
Support for Each Individual’s Style and Pace in the Development of Intellect and Skill refers to
the recognition and respect we endeavor to show for each child’s individual process and pace of
learning. Honoring these differences brings forth in the child the healthiest most authentic autonomy
and industry.
Collaboration And Cooperation Rather Than Competition characterizes the learning and relationships
in the Montessori community. We support the children to organize spontaneously into work groups
for research and study, so that they may learn to offer caring support and assistance for one another
in their struggles and successes. We value the intrinsic motivation that comes from the freedom to
choose work according to one’s needs and interest over extrinsic motivation through awards, grades,
assignments, rewards, and punishments. The children are accountable for their own personal best and
for the progress of others.
Developmental Aids Rather Than Traditional Teaching Materials are offered to the children. Two
of the guide’s chief responsibilities are to prepare the environment and then, through brief,
intentionally incomplete “key lessons,” link the children to those carefully designed Montessori
materials in the environment by which they can, through their own significant efforts, push on to the
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next milestone in development and learning. We typically do not use textbooks, worksheets,
workbooks, rote memorization, pre-programmed instruction, and other traditional tools of education
which limit the children’s exercise of will and creativity and dampen the intrinsic motivation that comes
from personal exploration and discovery.
Self-Evaluation and Accountability are hallmarks of the children’s way of working. In contrast to
traditional education in which the teacher assesses and evaluates progress and informs the children
and their parents of the result, our children are taught how to evaluate their own efforts and are
expected to be accountable for making their best effort at any task they undertake. The children are
given specific aids and tools for responsibility, including a personal Work Journal in which they record
how they spend each minute of the school day and in which they record the lessons they have
received and the activities from which they can choose, and periodic individual conferences with their
guide to review work and progress. While the guide strives to constantly observe and assess the
progress of the children and keep written records for each child, this information is to help the guide
and the parents support the children in their developmental work of self-evaluation and personal
responsibility. Assessing progress through traditional tests and reporting progress through the
assignment of grades and class rankings are foreign to the Montessori way of working and defeat the
many careful aids to child development that have already been discussed. Standardized Achievement
tests are administered at the end of Lower Elementary level and each year of Upper Elementary.
Montessori Homework differs from traditional academic homework based on worksheets, textbooks,
and assignments. It is described in a separate document that you will want to read and consider
carefully. Montessori homework continues in the home, the same respect for the child’s ability to
take responsibility for self-education in a prepared environment, and it requires substantial
preparation of the family and social life, considerable parental self-discipline, and much time and
interaction between parent and child.

Education for Peace
Education for Peace refers to the particular and holistic way in which we look at the child’s
development of emotional, social, and intellectual skills, such as pursuit of knowledge, attachment to
truth, respect for the property of others, balance of personal freedom and responsibility to self and
community, and adherence to the rules of a game. Education for peace is the ultimate aim of
Montessori education, that toward which all healthy, authentic human nature is directed from within,
that toward which human development is innately driven, that which gives human beings the deepest
satisfaction. As Daniel Goleman would put it, emotional intelligence matters more than IQ.
Giving Acknowledgement Instead of Praise is an important practice that respects and guards the
children’s self-esteem and attachment to truth. Instead of traditional praise, we try to give descriptive
acknowledgements and encouragements. The children are led to self-evaluate according to their own
abilities and in order to further their own levels of achievement. The adults intend to guide the
children to recognize their own feelings of success, to press toward their own personal best, and to set
their own high standards instead of seeking only to please the adults.
Individual Pace and Progress in Character Development refers to our recognition of and respect for
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each child’s unique progress along the path of truthfulness, honesty, empathy, compassion, good
manners, and action for the good of the social, economic, and spiritual well-being of the earth, the
human family, and one’s closest community. This is in contrast to traditional “character development”
programs that foster compliance with an external code of behavior. It is also in contrast to idealized
notions of “the Montessori child” as a perfect being that never has to struggle with questions of ethics
and power, ignoble or aggressive impulses, unrefined coping skills, and other necessary experiences of
growing up to be fully human.
Accurate, Respectful Descriptions of Children’s Behavior refers to the way we endeavor to support
children on their unique paths toward positive social values by using accurate, respectful language
when talking to them or of them about their behavior or that of others. We try to use phrases such as
“attachment to truth,” “respecting the rules of the game,” “respecting the rights and feelings of
others,” and “respecting the possessions of others” instead of hot-button verbs such as lying,
cheating, bullying, and stealing.
Peer Mediation is the dynamic process through which the children develop toward resolving among
themselves, with the guidance and support of the adult, their specific and acute or generalized and
on-going interpersonal issues, according to Montessori principles and Montessori Seeds of Education
values and culture.
Moving Beyond “Bullies and Victims,” we help the children acquire skills of peer mediation to help
them avoid playing these self-defeating roles. We help them channel and transform their anger into
energy for productive transformation of relationships and the redress of injustice. We aim to practice
making amends and reconciliation instead of punishment.

Core Elements of the Montessori Elementary Program
The following programs form an essential part of individual and community development in our
school’s embodiment of Montessori principles and methods. If you have questions about any of these
core elements, contact us before applying to the elementary level.
Going Out (for mid-cycle Lower Elementary or older) is the Montessori term for off- campus
excursions taken by small groups of two to five children to visit museums, galleries, stores and other
businesses, libraries, non-profit organizations, places of worship, zoos, historical sites, and other places
where subject-matter experts can be found or hands-on experiences can be had. Going Out is initiated,
planned, organized, and carried out by the students themselves as a spontaneous extension of studies
or projects they are pursuing in the classroom. Dr. Montessori was adamant about the importance of
developing the children’s intellectual knowledge and their “real world” social skills and self-reliance at
the same time by means of these excursions into the larger world outside the school. We intentionally
limit the number of books and other information sources available on campus so that the children will
have a motive to go off-campus in search of what they need.
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Chaperones for Going Out are chosen and contacted by the children from a list of parents who are
specially trained to closely monitor and guard the children’s physical and emotional safety without
usurping responsibilities and roles that are properly the children’s to learn and practice. Children who
are Going Out are not driven by their own parents so that the children may have the greatest experience
of independence and self-reliance.
Because the children and their adult chaperones are carefully chosen, trained, and prepared by the
guide, Going Out establishes and invigorates the children’s sense of responsibility for their own safety
and helps ensure their ability to think clearly and make sound choices in taking care of themselves well
before they reach the age to leave the house without their parents. Our aim is safer children and
adolescents both at home and at school.
Parents of prospective elementary students must consider carefully and accept these required outings
and the way we do them as an integral part of our Lower and Upper Elementary programs.
Camping Trips are a core element of the Elementary curriculum designed to support the development
of independence, interdependence, resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, and emotional sturdiness.
They provide the children with the authentic necessity for sheltering, feeding, and caring for
themselves for up to five days and four nights. The children are transformed by these camping
experiences. They return home and to the classroom with new levels of self-awareness, confidence,
and willingness to take responsibility for themselves and each other.
Studies in history, science, and the arts among other subjects are undertaken before the campout and
field studies extend the studies that began in the classroom. The children themselves plan the place,
the activities, and the menus for each of the days’ meals. They gather the recipes, make the grocery
lists, and do the shopping. The children list the necessary gear, gather and pack it, and map the trip.
While there, the children do their own cooking, serving, and cleaning up. Small groups of children
sleep in tents which they put up and take down themselves. The guide and assistant supervise the
children, assisted perhaps by one or two parents of mid-cycle or full-cycle children. The children
discuss and observe strict guidelines. As with Going Out, the adults are present to safeguard the
children, not to take center stage and do their work for them.
We ask that parents carefully consider their comfort level with these fabulous campouts before
applying for the Upper Elementary level. They are not optional; all students participate. The guide
cannot guarantee that you or any particular parent of your choice will be able to go along on any
particular camping trip. Children and parents do not communicate by phone during school camping
trips. In case of emergency only, the guide will contact the parents by phone.
Cosmic Education is Maria Montessori’s term for the elementary-age children’s holistic study of the

history of the universe, the coming of life, the evolution of plants and animals, the coming of humans,
and the development of civilizations throughout which geography, history, zoology, botany, and earth
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sciences are woven and from which mathematics, language, and the arts are derived. Cosmic
Education emphasizes love and service as unifying principles, giving the children a sense of the meaning
and purpose of their own and every other creature’s life on earth.
The work of the elementary child is carried out within a spiritual and scientific framework of How Did It
All Come to Be? and How Do We Each Contribute? The Big Bang and the evolution of life are covered
with spiritual depth and according to mainstream scientific understanding. At the beginning of the
year, a series of Great Stories is told. Each story opens a strand of the curriculum and infuses it with
the radiance of meaning so that nothing is dry or unrelated, but, rather, everything shines with the
brilliance of the interconnectedness of the universe.
Cosmic Education appeals to deep interest rather than fleeting curiosity and holds joy to be a valid
motive for work. We value effort and respect struggle as the path to character, knowledge, and skill.
World Religions, Spiritual Paths, and Philosophies are studied with respect and interest, seeking
common ground and shared values. The human search for meaning and transcendence is presented as
a shared fundamental need of all humans, which underlies the many particular historical and cultural
expressions of human spirituality. Groups of children studying a particular religion sometimes act out,
as in a play, a devotional practice or ritual of the religion; e.g., the making of Sukkoth booths, application
of ashes on Ash Wednesday, the reciting of prayers of different peoples, welcoming the morning sun
in the way of the Navajo, and so forth.
Philosophically, our school stands for Montessori principles of human development and social values
and against violent solutions and punishments. We support reconciliation and transformation, human
rights, and economic and social justice. Montessori Seeds of Education is an international
developmental and educational organization that supports membership in the human family, care for
the natural environment, and citizenship of the earth.
Community Service is an important part of the children’s school experience. Each classroom
community seeks its own expression of caring and service for the school community, the city, or
the world.
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Guidelines for Lower Elementary Family and Social Life
INTRODUCTION

Let’s have fun! Have age appropriate fun at home with the family and out and about!
Let’s keep our Elementary Homework document handy as a rich resource.
As our school develops and encompasses the four planes (stages) of development, we need to share a
fuller understanding of the characteristics and needs of children at various stages. Aligned with
Montessori Seeds of Education’s mission statement, we become ever more aware that the parents are
the major partners in providing for the children’s needs for preserving the characteristics of childhood
upon which Montessori education is based. Our work at school is based on the child’s development
both at home and at school.
We have also become increasingly sensitive to the confusion and frustration of parents who feel that
they are all alone in trying to support an age appropriate family and social life for their children. It is
important, the older, and therefore the more social, the children become, that we make this a
community effort. It is our intention to work with families to develop a varied community that shares a
commitment to preserving a long, slow childhood and an understanding of the customs of family and
social life it requires.
When parents are caught unprepared and unintentionally set significantly different standards for their
social life, this puts pressure on all the other families in the community to follow suit, especially when
these standards are in line with popular culture. We want to support our families in maintaining a
developmentally appropriate family life and age-appropriate social lives for their children in the lower
elementary years.
There is so much to do, so much fun to be had, and so little time to do it all! Read the Lower
Elementary Homework document for a plethora of ideas.
A. TELEPHONE
Children in lower elementary need to form the habit of down time after school. These are not the
years for developing habits of spending time on the telephone. Reading, writing stories and poems,
drawing, gardening, cooking, sewing, crafts, climbing trees, riding bikes, building clubhouses, and
keeping a diary will fill the time when children aren’t on the telephone.
To preserve family life and free the members’ activities and experiences from interruption, telephone
calls could be answered by an answering device or service or screened by caller ID. As a general
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practice, parents could screen their own calls and return them later instead of answering them on the
spot. In this way, parents model for the children their value of uninterrupted family life.
On the occasion that the six to nine year-old calls a friend, telephone manners are important.
This is the age for a child to practice refinements in making telephone calls to the pet store, a
restaurant, a craft store, friends and relatives, etc. Role-play the details until refinement is reached
and the child can make the call.
1. When placing a call, the caller should always identify him/herself before being asked to do so. If
a child caller doesn’t identify him/herself, the person answering the phone asks, “Who is
calling, please?” Repeated role-play is the key.
2. Consideration of others should govern the use of the telephone. Calling friends as a group is
not an experience for this age. Using the phone as a toy or entertainment can quickly slip into
rudeness and is inappropriate for children.
3. Children who call your home should be expected to do so with consideration and good manners.
When this is not the case, parents should respectfully remind the caller of appropriate
telephone behavior. When the response is not polite, parents of the caller should be calmly
and respectfully contacted and informed. Children in our community deserve the support of
all the parents.
4. Children in lower elementary should use the telephone in their parents’ presence, not in the
other room. They need their parents’ guidance to learn good manners and form good habits.
This is important later as the child enters teen years.
5. Personal cell phones are not appropriate for lower elementary children. A family cell phone can
be kept in a basket in the kitchen for any special and rare circumstances. This cell phone should
never go to the child’s room nor should any telephone be used there.
B. MOVIES AND TV

Movies and TV are not recommended as a regular expectation for children at this age. At the age of
six, as children enter the next plane of development, we recommend no more than two hours total
of TV/movies each week.
Movies and TV at home
All movies should be watched together by children and their parents. A certain few PG movies may be
appropriate for elementary children of this age, but PG-13-rated movies are not for lower
elementary children in this Montessori community. If for some specific and special reason a special
movie is under consideration, the parent watches the movie first without the child present and then
decides which parts of it are appropriate for the child to see with the parent later.

52

Perhaps the child has just finished reading The Secret Garden and the parent and child will now watch
the movie together. Perhaps the child has just attended the ballet Cinderella and the parent and child
will now watch the video of the production by a ballet company. Perhaps the child has just completed
a lengthy report on birds and the parent and child will now watch Winged Migration together.
Movies and TV at sleepovers and other visits away from home
Consider making it clear to the parents whose home your child is visiting that you expect to be
informed in advance if the children will be watching TV or a movie. It is up to the parent to insist that if
their child is allowed to view movies or TV at all, that the child sees only movies the parent approves
and only for the amount of time agreed upon in advance. Carefully screen and monitor all media
before allowing it to enter the child’s life. Another parent’s judgment may far from match your own
and cause unnecessary stress. Parents have different levels of awareness and mindfulness, selfdiscipline and attention.
Asking children in the company of their friends whether their parents would allow them to see a
certain movie is morally unfair for that child. Of course they will wish to go along with the others
and may say what others want to hear.
Movies at a theater
•

Take care in not forming an expectation of going to the movies on a regular basis during the lower
elementary years. There may not be even one movie worth seeing during any given period. Keep in
mind that the child’s esthetic sensibilities are being formed by experience. Before taking a child to
a movie, parents should consult a movie screening website, such as the ones listed below, which
provide detailed movie reviews (including specifics on any inappropriate subject matter):
www.screenit.com/movies and www.familystyle.com.

•

Elementary children should never be left alone at a theater under any circumstances, even if the
parent is at the next screen. Parents who take children to see movies at the theater must be
prepared to watch the same G or PG movie as their children, in order to be prepared to discuss the
values reflected. Other parents’ company is not the same as your own. For more information on
school policy regarding television and movies, please refer to “Homework in the Lower
elementary” and to the articles on television in the “Writings” section of the school handbook.

C. VIDEO GAMES

•

Life’s too short! There’s too much other fun to be had! Take a hike, go rock climbing, take an
art class, a cooking class, or work in the garden.

•

Ideally, video games should never be introduced into the life of any child in this Montessori
community at any time on any level. Video games are addictive, difficult to manage, and nearly
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impossible to eliminate once introduced into the child’s life. This includes handheld/ portable
video games, IPads, etc. A portable chess set has served a fine substitute for electronic games
in many Montessori families.
•

There is a plethora of information available in print concerning video games and their negative
effects on children.

D. COMPUTER AND INTERNET USE

•

All screen -- computer, game, video, and TV-- should be kept in the family room of the home
where adults are always present.

•

Internet use is not appropriate for lower elementary age children. This is the time for them to
acquire and perfect research skills. It’s best for parents to use the Internet while the child is at
school or asleep in bed.

•

A couple of sets of encyclopedias, World Book and one other, should be available for the child’s
use at home.

The child’s development of the skills needed to use three-dimensional books in the sensorial threedimensional world for research and pleasure can be prevented, interrupted, or interfered with by use
of the Internet. Take your child to the library. Encourage your child to use varieties of paper, pencils,
scissors, art supplies, crafts, and many, many books. Show your child how to trace a map with tracing
paper, draw a grid upon it, draw a larger scale grid upon a larger piece of paper, and enlarge the map.
Show your child how to do the same for illustrations and drawings. Provide your child with books on
how to draw and practice drawing with him/her.
Middle school or the end of upper elementary is the time to introduce the child to research online.
The Internet allows immediate and unrestricted access to sites on the World Wide Web containing
graphic sexual content, profanity, racist and other “hate” materials, and violence. These sites can be
accessed easily, and even unintentionally, through legitimate use of search engines. If a child needs
information on an unusual topic for a report, the child asks one parent and the parent finds the
information at a time when the child is not present.
E. PARTIES

Parties of various kinds can be a great deal of fun for elementary children. If properly planned and
chaperoned, they can be part of the children’s important work of experiencing appropriate social
interactions in different situations. If not properly planned or chaperoned, they can be the source of
54

great harm to the children and a detrimental influence on the classroom community. Activities should
be age-appropriate and in keeping with the school culture.
Chaperoning a Lower Elementary Party
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

All parties should be for only the number of children that a chaperone can manage and still
maintain an atmosphere of stability and joyful celebration. One suggestion is that the party be
for no more children than the age of the child --for 7 year-olds, seven children or fewer. They
should be well-chaperoned to safeguard the children emotionally as well as physically. A hyper
or manic atmosphere is unhealthy for children (and adults).
Adults should be fully present and fully mindful. Adults who are too reticent or uncomfortable
about setting limits should not host children’s parties at their houses. Chaperones support the
children to solve their own problems independently using appropriate skills.
Parents should not allow their children to go to houses where the parents are uncomfortable
setting and maintaining limits, or where they are easily distracted or unable to win the respect
and trust of children.
Parties should be carefully planned with sufficient age-appropriate activities in keeping with
the school culture to fill the time and a sufficient number of adults on hand to supervise. The
parents of the host or hostess should plan to be home and fully attentive the entire time, to
supervise the party properly.
Chaperones should be in immediate proximity to the children’s space and should circulate
among them regularly. They should always be within full hearing/seeing distance in order to
guide the children to be independent in solving problems.
Good chaperones are bold, fun, comfortable, and firm.
If there is a problem with a guest, chaperones should feel free to respectfully and firmly
instruct the child. If a child is not able to hear and follow such instruction, the chaperone
should respectfully contact his or her parents.
Refreshments should be healthy and served in limited amounts. Overeating and heavy sugar
intake sets habits of body and mind that may lead to abuse of food or drink later. Habits of
healthy or unhealthy forms of celebration are set early in life.

Invitations
•
•
•

Written or oral invitations may be extended at school if everyone is invited. Otherwise, a host
or hostess should invite guests by telephone or through an invitation mailed to the home.
Encourage your child’s good manners by having him/her reply to invitations by mail or by
telephone, not at school.
Parents of invited guests should be informed of all party details, including time and place.
Parents should phone the host parents for omitted or additional details concerning the planned
activities and refreshments.

F. SLEEPOVERS

•

Sleepovers are not necessary at the lower elementary level nor do they add significant value to
the child’s life. Go slowly during early el. It’s much easier to speed up than to slow down, to go
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•

•

forward than to pull back. Sleepovers should be few and far between. Beginning-cycle children
may eventually have one sleepover by the end of their first year. Not all children are
comfortable sleeping away from home at this age, but may enjoy daytime play dates. Mid-cycle
children who are comfortable sleeping away from home may have a few sleepovers during the
year. This number may increase slightly for the end-of-cycle children. We wish to emphasize
that sleepovers are not an element of the child’s life to be given special value or undue
encouragement. Preparation for campouts can begin slowly and progress over the three years.
Solitary time is important, as is family time. We wish to emphasize that sleepovers are not an
element of the child’s life to be given special value or undue encouragement, beyond those
necessary for comfort in the school campouts.
Bedtime should never be more than an hour later than the regular bedtime. Children of this
age, with very few exceptions, need 9-11 hours of sleep each night. Lack of sleep creates chaos
in the child’s body and mind; it should not take the child an entire weekend or more to recover
from a slumber party. Sleep researchers have found that it takes several days of extra sleep to
recover mentally and physically from the “sleep debt” created by one night of insufficient
sleep. Toying with a child’s sleep clock should not be done lightly.

Slumber parties are more appropriate for the upper elementary years.
G. TRANSPORTATION

•

•
•

•
•

This should be arranged in advance. Under no circumstance should a young person be left to
find a ride home. Host parents should remain visible and keep the children in sight at all times,
until they are safely in their parents’ vehicles.
If someone other than a parent is driving a child other than their own (i.e. a babysitter or older
sibling), parents need to be notified for consent in advance.
When parents come to retrieve their children at the designated time, the host parent should
actually see the child off. Therefore, the parent picking the child up either comes into the
house to speak to the host parent, or the host parent walks the child to his/her parent’s
vehicle.
Parents or another responsible adult should always be at home when another parent returns
their child
Because late-model vehicles are equipped with passenger-side airbags, and those airbags have
proven to be dangerous to children, children should not be allowed to ride in the front seat of
these vehicles. Parents should discuss this situation with their children and with other parents
with whom their children will be riding. This way, children feel comfortable informing drivers
about their rules.

H. MUSIC

Lower elementary children should have frequent access to a wide variety of musical genres, periods,
and artists – not only to what the music industry is currently selling and the mass media are
programming. It is of vital importance that parents be aware of what their children are listening to,
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just as they are aware of the TV and movies they are watching. No child is enriched by crude
disrespectful, or violent messages, or by harshly raucous music.
Groups and artists available to Elementary children should be those who project a wholesome image
and produce music that aids the development of pro-social attitudes. Lyrics should be age-appropriate
– which excludes much pop music about love affairs, adult or teenage sexuality, consumerist values,
suicide and other morbid themes, etc. Parents should review CDs before their children listen to them,
just as they would preview a video before showing it to the children. When children are exposed to
inappropriate lyrics in public places or on the radio, it is important to discuss them with the children,
always encouraging critical thinking and clear understanding of values.
I. ROCK CONCERTS

Rock concerts are not appropriate for Elementary children in our school community.
J. BOOKS

Plan to read aloud to your child all the way through early adolescence. Read to your child at a level
three years above your child’s reading level.
Read or carefully review the books on the child’s reading level for reading alone before giving them to
your child. Be ready to comment on the hierarchy of values represented. Call attention to flawed
philosophies of life such as might-makes-right, a domination system is acceptable, winning is
everything and winner takes all, rankism is taken for granted, accumulation of wealth is a worthy life
goal, vengeance is needed. Look for themes of collaboration, truth and reconciliation, serving the
common good, non-violent activism, being and serving over getting and having, compassion and
forgiveness, and courageous confrontation. Children can understand that history is full of mistakes
that we are overcoming. Glorying in mistakes of the past plants seeds for the future. This, of course, is
a challenge for all of us, but keeping it in mind and discussing it with our children helps them and us
develop and maintain the clarity of our mission.
K. TOYS and GAMES

Same as above. Review for values. Give guidance.
L. MALLS

There are many better places to go. So much fun to be had! Wait for adolescence to begin the mall
experience. Get as much shopping done as possible while the children are at school. Keep doing and
being elevated and valued over buying and having in the children’s lives.
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Children this age should not go to shopping malls with other children and their parents. Parents should
stay right with their children wherever they go any time they are in a mall – walking with them, having
lunch with them in view, going to the restroom with them, etc.
Accustom the children as much as possible to buying and eating in local private owned places
rather than chains.
M. MISCELLANEOUS ACTIVITIES

•

Unattended Visitors

If your child has a visitor, please notify the visitor’s parents and get their approval if you plan to be
gone for even a very short period of time. Many parents do not approve of their children being left
unattended or with hired help or an older sibling. It is very important that children not be left
alone.
•

Bicycles, Roller Blades, Skate Boards, Trampolines

Many families do not allow unsupervised, unrestricted bicycle riding, rollerblading, skate boarding,
or jumping on trampolines. Please call visiting children’s parents to determine any limitations,
including helmets and other safety gear. Riding and walking after dark is dangerous and should be
discouraged.
•

Guns

Always ask whether guns are kept in a home where your child will be visiting. If so, make sure the
guns will be locked up and the key will not be available to the children. Your children should know
that guns are very dangerous and that an adult should be notified if a gun is found to be accessible.
N. PUBLIC SAFETY RULES

Parents should instruct their children about proper behavior in public places. Carefully and frequently
role-play options in the event things get out of hand. If children are taken unexpectedly and
unannounced by other parents to places you have not approved, they should know to speak up and
ask for you to be called right away. This will take repeated practice with you at home.
They should say, “I feel uncomfortable and I’d like to speak to my mother or father privately. Please let
me call them right now.”
Children should familiarize themselves with the following guidelines so that they will know when
things are off course:
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1. Never go alone to public places unaccompanied by a mindful, responsible, strong adult who knows
how to say “no” when necessary.
a.
b.
c.
d.

Do not go off alone or get separated at a mall or shopping area.
Do not go off alone or get separated in a movie theater.
Do not go to a public restroom without an adult.
Stay with your friends at all times in public places and in sight of your accompanying adult at all
times.

2. Be cautious of all strangers.
3. If you find yourself separated from the accompanying adult, tell a clerk immediately.
4. Help adults, when they have a designated time and place to pick up or deliver children, to be there
on time.
5. Be wary of anyone trying to dare you into picking up an item and not paying for it. The
consequences of shoplifting are serious.
6. Express your concerns about disturbing, dangerous, or unsafe behavior to your parents, guides, or
other adults.
7. Practice good judgment: do not let anyone pressure you into doing something you know or suspect
is not right! Tell your mom or dad as soon as possible.

SUMMARY

The leadership of the school administration, the presentations of the guides, the support of the staff,
and the work of the children in the classroom are all dedicated to upholding the values reflected in
these guidelines. Children need to feel the concordance of their family and social life with their school
community for their best emotional and social development.
We ask that parents help us in this difficult mission by taking utmost care with the influences on their
children during these especially violent times. Help us protect our children from literature and the
media that can easily overwhelm them with vicarious violent experiences, deadening their sensibilities
and addicting them to violence as entertainment and as the inevitable solution to human problems.
We ask parents to join us in keeping hope alive for our children now and for their future.
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Guidelines for Upper Elementary and Social Life
Supporting Our Families
As our school has developed to encompass three of the four planes (stages) of development, we have
come to understand more fully the characteristics and needs of children at various stages. We are now
convinced that meeting the child’s Montessori needs during each phase cannot be done by us at
school alone. We have also become increasingly sensitive to the frustration of parents who feel that
they are all alone in trying to support their children’s development. If a small number of children’s
parents set significantly different standards for their social life, this puts pressure on all the other
families in the community to follow suit, especially when these standards are in line with popular
culture. We want to support families in maintaining a developmentally appropriate family life and age
appropriate social lives for their children.
Community Guidelines
Our staff, in response to questions and requests from parents, has developed a set of specific
community guidelines that we consider appropriate for children of the nine-to-twelve age range found
in the Upper Elementary. These guidelines have been developed to meet the needs of children,
families, and the school community as a whole. They are designed to help parents put in place the
manner of social and home life nine- through twelve-year-olds must have in order to succeed in the
Montessori environment. Parents have been asking for a forum to organize and support one another
in protecting their children from the pressures of marketing campaigns that relentlessly target their
families with ready-made images of teen pop culture. Our school will continue to stand in solidarity
with families seeking a long, healthy childhood for their children, protected from the rush to early teen
life wherein six becomes sixteen, seven becomes seventeen, and seventeen becomes twenty-seven.
Planes of Development
The guidelines we will discuss do not merely reflect the personal preferences of the staff and parents
at Montessori Seeds of Education. Instead, they flow out of the developmental psychology of Maria
Montessori and more recent research in developmental psychology. Each stage of development has its
own drives, goals, and contribution to the overall development of the fully integrated human. By
understanding the stages of development, one can begin to see exactly why it makes sense that some
activities may be appropriate for one age but totally inappropriate at another, even though, on the
surface, both seem ready for it. For example, it would be no more appropriate for us to expect a nineto twelve-year-old child to be developmentally ready for dating than it would be for us to expect a sixto nine-year-old child to read and understand Jane Austen.
Our children are slowly and thoroughly completing the second half of their elementary years. The
characteristics of the elementary years so carefully preserved by the dedicated partnership of family
and the Lower elementary communities are now continuing their slow, steady progress in Upper
Elementary in preparation for adolescence. The emotional and intellectual development of our
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children demands that we remain dedicated and steadfast in our protection of them from the invasive
influence of the adolescent pop culture for three more years, both at home and at school.
Our aim is to support the children to thrive in these next three years of upper elementary and be
prepared to enter the Adolescent Community from a position of strength. Because we are such a
tightly knit community, it is necessary for us to share fairly common standards among parents, especially
for social activities. Parents and Guides will come together to commit to building a community willing
and able to provide the elements of family and social life needed by the children in their world beyond
the school.
A. TELEPHONE
Children in upper elementary need to form the habit of down time after school. These are not the
years for developing habits of spending time on the telephone. Reading, writing stories and poems,
drawing, gardening, cooking, sewing, crafts, climbing trees, riding bikes, building clubhouses, and
keeping a diary will fill the time when children aren’t on the telephone.
To preserve family life and free the members’ activities and experiences from interruption, telephone
calls could be answered by an answering device or service or screened by caller ID. As a general
practice, parents could screen their own calls and return them later instead of answering them on the
spot. In this way, parents model for the children their value of uninterrupted family life.
On the occasion that the Upper Elementary child calls a friend, telephone manners are important. This
is the age for a child to practice refinements in making telephone calls to the pet store, a restaurant, a
craft store, etc. Role-play the details until refinement is reached and the child can make the call.
As time spent communicating by telephone increases, the following suggestions may help avoid conflict
and prevent interference with healthy family life and social development.
1. Parents and children should agree on acceptable phone time within their household. Basic
standards should be:
a. No calls before 7:00 am or after 7:00 pm.
b. Children’s calls are answered in agreed upon numbers during agreed upon hours and should
be limited to five to ten minutes each.
2. When placing a call, the caller should always identify him/herself before being asked to do so. If a
child caller doesn’t identify him/herself, the person answering the phone asks, “Who is calling, please?”
Repeated role-play is the key.
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3. Consideration of others should govern the use of the telephone. Calling friends as a group is not an
experience for this age. Using the phone as a toy or entertainment can quickly slip into rudeness and is
inappropriate for children.
4. Children who call your home should be expected to do so with consideration and good manners.
When this is not the case, parents should respectfully remind the caller of appropriate telephone
behavior. When the response is not polite, parents of the caller should be calmly and respectfully
contacted and informed. Children in our community deserve the support of all the parents.
5. Children in Upper Elementary should use the telephone in their parents’ presence, not in
the other room. They need their parents’ guidance to learn good manners and form good habits. This
is important later as the child enters teen years.
6. Upper Elementary children should not have personal cell phones. A family cell phone
can be kept in a basket in the kitchen for any special and rare circumstances. This cell phone should
never go to the child’s room nor should any telephone be used there.
B. MOVIES
Movies and TV are not recommended as a habit or an expectation for upper elementary children. We
recommend no more than one and a half hours total of TV/movies each week.
1. Movies at home
All movies should be watched together by children and their parents. A certain few PG movies may be
appropriate for children of this age, but PG-13-rated movies are not for upper elementary children in
this Montessori community. If for some specific and special reason a certain movie is under
consideration, the parent watches the movie first without the child present and then decides which
parts of it are appropriate for the child to see with the parent later.
Perhaps the child has just finished reading The Secret Garden and the parent and child will now watch
the movie together. Perhaps the child has just attended the ballet Cinderella and the parent and child
will now watch the video of the production by a ballet company. Perhaps the child has just completed
a lengthy report on birds and the parent and child will now watch Winged Migration together.
2. Movies at sleepovers and other visits away from home
Always make clear to the parents whose home your child is visiting that you expect to be informed in
advance if the children will be watching TV or a movie. It is up to the parent to insist that if their child
is allowed to view movies or TV at all, that the child sees only movies the parent approves and only for
the amount of time agreed upon in advance. Carefully screen and monitor all media before allowing it
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to enter the child’s life. Another parent’s judgment is often a poor substitute for your own. Parents
have different levels of awareness and mindfulness, self discipline and attention.
Asking children in the company of their friends whether their parents would allow them to see a
certain movie is unkind and unwise. Of course they will wish to go along with the others and may say
what others want to hear.
3. Movies at a theater
Take care in not forming an expectation of going to the movies on a regular basis during the upper
elementary years. There may not be even one movie worth seeing during any given period. Keep in
mind that the child’s esthetic sensibilities are being formed by experience. Before taking a child to a
movie, parents should consult a movie screening website, such as the ones listed below, which provide
detailed movie reviews (including specifics on any inappropriate subject matter):
www.screenit.com/movies and www.familystyle.com.
Upper Elementary children should not be left alone at a theater under any circumstances. Parents who
take children to see movies at the theater must be prepared to watch the same G or PG movie as the
children, in order to be prepared to discuss the values reflected. For more information on school policy
regarding television and movies, please refer to “Homework in the Lower elementary” and to the
articles on television in the “Writings” section of the school handbook.
C. VIDEO GAMES
Life’s too short! There’s too much other fun to be had! Take a hike, go rock climbing, take an art class,
a cooking class, or work in the garden.
Video games should never be introduced into the life of any child in this Montessori community
at any time on any level. Video games are addictive, difficult to manage, and nearly impossible to
eliminate once introduced into the child’s life. This includes hand-held/portable video games such as
Game Boy. A portable chess set has served as a fine substitute for electronic games in many Montessori
families.
There is a plethora of information available in print concerning video games and their negative
effects on children.
D. COMPUTER AND INTERNET USE
All screen -- computer, game, video, and TV-- should be kept in the family room of the home where
adults are always present.
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Internet use is not appropriate for upper elementary age children. This is the time for them to acquire
and perfect sophisticated research skills. It’s best for parents to use the Internet while the child is at
school or asleep in bed.
A couple of sets of encyclopedias, World Book, Britannica Jr, and one other, should be available for
the child’s use at home. These need not be new.
The child’s development of the skills needed to use three-dimensional books in the sensorial threedimensional world for research and pleasure can be prevented, interrupted, or interfered with by use
of the Internet. Take your child to the library. Encourage your child to use varieties of paper, pencils,
scissors, art supplies, crafts, calligraphy, and many, many books. Show your child how to trace a map
with tracing paper, draw a grid upon it, draw a larger scale grid upon a larger piece of paper, and
enlarge the map. Show your child how to do the same for illustrations, drawings, and model-making.
Provide your child with serious books on how to draw, not cartooning, and practice drawing with
him/her.
Early adolescence is the time to introduce the child to research online.
•

The Internet allows immediate and unrestricted access to sites on the World Wide Web containing
graphic sexual content, profanity, racist and other “hate” materials, and violence. These sites can
be accessed easily, and even unintentionally, through legitimate use of search engines.

•

Internet use should be limited and always done in the parent’s company. Limit your child’s use to
those times when a fully mindful parent is available to devote full attention to the child’s use of the
Internet.

•

Internet access requires discussion by parents and their children regarding what is or is not
appropriate for this age. Check with your child’s guide for community standards for our school. Tell
your child about sexual victimization via the Internet, as well as potential online dangers. In the
event they might one day gain Internet access when you are not present, it is advised to caution
them to:
a. Never arrange a face-to-face meeting with someone they met on-line
b. Never post pictures of themselves onto the Internet without explicit permission from you to do
so
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c. Never give out information such as their name, home address, or school name, and make sure
your child understands that what he/she is told on-line may not be true
d. Tell you right away if someone asks them for personal information or suggests meeting face-toface
•

Instant Messaging and email are not appropriate for the social life or formal language development
of Upper Elementary children. Wait until middle school or high school for these.

•

“Chat rooms” are increasing in popularity and give access to unidentified people conversing with
children. Chat rooms are not appropriate for Upper Elementary children in our school.

•

Programs to monitor and limit children’s Internet access are available through many Internet
service providers, and may also be downloaded off the Internet, including Net Nanny and
CyberPatrol. Even with these safeguards in place, limit your child’s web intervals to the amount of
time you can spend involved with him/her.

E. PARTIES
Parties of various kinds can be a great deal of fun for Upper Elementary children. If properly planned
and chaperoned, they can be part of the children’s important work of experiencing and practicing
appropriate social interactions in different situations. If not properly planned or chaperoned, they can
be the source of great harm to the children and to the classroom community. Activities should be ageappropriate and in keeping with the school culture.
Upper elementary children need books on party planning so they can do elaborate planning
themselves, within the school and family culture.
Chaperoning an Upper Elementary Party
•

All parties should be for only the number of children that a chaperone can maintain an atmosphere
of stability and joyful celebration. The shorter the party, the more children may attend—even a
dozen or so for two or three hours. Longer parties should be limited to four to six children.
Slumber parties should be for a few children, all of the same gender. They should be wellchaperoned to safeguard the children emotionally as well as physically. A hyper or manic
atmosphere is unhealthy for children (and adults).

•

Adults should be fully present and fully mindful. Adults who are too reticent or uncomfortable
about setting limits should not host children’s parties at their houses. Chaperones support the
children to solve their own problems independently using appropriate skills.
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•

Parents should not allow their children to go to houses where the parents are uncomfortable
setting and maintaining limits, or where they are easily distracted or unable to win the respect and
trust of children.

•

Parties should be carefully planned with sufficient age-appropriate activities in keeping with the
school culture to fill the time and sufficient adults on hand to supervise. The parents of the host or
hostess should plan to be home the entire time to supervise the party properly.

•

Chaperones should be in immediate proximity to the children’s space and should circulate among
them regularly. They should always be within full hearing/seeing distance in order to guide the
children to be independent in solving problems.

•

Good chaperones are bold, fun, comfortable, and firm.

•

Parents should feel free to call other parents for assistance with chaperoning, particularly at large
parties.

•

If there is a problem with a guest, chaperones should feel free to respectfully and firmly instruct
the child. If a child is not able to hear and follow such instruction, the chaperone should
respectfully contact his or her parents.

•

Refreshments should be healthy and served in limited amounts. Overeating and heavy sugar intake
sets habits of body and mind that may lead to abuse of food or drink later. Habits of healthy or
unhealthy forms of celebration are set early in life.

•

Alcoholic beverages, cigarettes and other drugs, weapons, and fireworks should not be available in
the home. They should be kept locked up. If a young person brings any of these to a party, his/her
parents should be notified immediately, and the child should be picked up.

•

Invitations
Written or oral invitations may NOT be extended at school. A host or hostess should invite guests
by telephone or through an invitation mailed to the home.

•

Encourage your child’s good manners by having him/her reply to invitations by mail or by
telephone, not at school.

66

•

Parents of invited guests should be informed of all party details, including time and place. Parents
should phone the host parents for omitted or additional details concerning the planned activities
and refreshments.

•

Every effort should be made to avoid excluding anyone. If 50% or more of the class or gender is
invited, then the entire class or gender should be invited to Co-ed Parties.

•

Dating at this age, even when accompanied by adults, is inappropriate. Any “boyfriend/girlfriend”
activity, even in groups, interferes with the Upper Elementary child’s social development and
creates serious social problems in the classroom.

•

Group activities create an environment more conducive to healthy social development. These
should truly be group activities and not couples within a group.

•

Co-ed parties should not be sleepovers.

F. SLEEPOVERS
•

Sleepovers are for one friend of the same gender and need not be a regular event at the upper
elementary level nor do they necessarily add significant value to the child’s life. Go slowly during
upper el. It’s much easier to speed up than to slow down, to go forward than to pull back.
Sleepovers should be few and far between. Beginning-cycle children may have one or two
sleepovers a semester. It is not helpful to develop a dependence on sleeping away from home or
having someone else sleep over too often at this age.

•

Bedtime should be no more than an hour later than the regular bedtime. Children of this age, with
very few exceptions, need 9 hours of sleep each night. Lack of sleep creates chaos in the child’s
body and mind; it should not take the child an entire weekend or more to recover from a slumber
party. Sleep researchers have found that it takes several days of extra sleep to recover mentally
and physically from the “sleep debt” created by one night of insufficient sleep.

•

Toying with a child’s sleep clock should not be done lightly. Undue stress during these preadolescent years can trigger episodes of obsessive/compulsive disorder or depression. According
to sleep experts, symptoms of chronic sleep deprivation (which could mean missing as little as an
hour of sleep per night over an extended period of time) are often misdiagnosed as ADHD.

SLUMBER PARTIES
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Slumber parties, sleepovers for more than two children of the same gender, are appropriate no more
than once a semester.
•

“House” rules for the slumber party should be determined by the hosting parents and child in
advance and explained to the guests when they arrive. The child hosting the party can be the one
to explain the rules, but the adult(s) should also be present during the explanation to insure that it
is accurate and complete.

•

Rules governing TV, movies, the telephone and use of the computer should not be forgotten during
slumber parties and should be firmly and respectfully enforced.

G. TRANSPORTATION
•

This should be arranged in advance. Under no circumstance should a young person be left to find a
ride home. Host parents should remain visible and keep the children in sight at all times, until they
are safely in their parents’ vehicles.

•

If someone other than a parent is driving a child other than their own (i.e. a babysitter or older
sibling), parents need to be notified for consent in advance.

•

When parents come to retrieve their children at the designated time, the host parent should
actually see the child off. Therefore, the parent picking the child up either comes into the house to
speak to the host parent, or the host parent walks the child to his/her parent’s vehicle.

•

Parents or another responsible adult should always be at home when another parent returns their
child.

•

Because late-model vehicles are equipped with passenger-side airbags, and those airbags have
proven to be dangerous to children, children should not be allowed to ride in the front seat of
these vehicles. Parents should discuss this situation with their children and with other parents with
whom their children will be riding.

H. MUSIC
Upper elementary children should have frequent access to a wide variety of musical genres, periods,
and artists – not only to what the music industry is currently selling and the mass media are
programming. It is vitally important that parents be aware of what their children are listening to, just
as they are aware of what TV and movies they are watching. No child is enriched by crude,
disrespectful, or violent messages, or by harshly raucous music.
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Groups and artists available to upper elementary children should be those who project a wholesome
image and produce music that aids the development of pro-social attitudes. Lyrics should be age
appropriate – which excludes much pop music about love affairs, adult or teenage sexuality,
consumerist values, suicide and other morbid themes, etc. Parents should review CDs before their
children listen to them, just as they would preview a video before showing it to the children. When
children are exposed to inappropriate lyrics in public places or on the radio, it is important to discuss
them with the children, always encouraging critical thinking and clear understanding of values.
I. BOOKS
Plan to read aloud to your child all the way through early adolescence. Read to your child at a level
three years above your child’s reading level.
Read or carefully review the books on the child’s reading level for reading alone before giving them to
your child. Be ready to comment on the hierarchy of values represented. Call attention to flawed
philosophies of life such as might-makes-right, a domination system is acceptable, winning is
everything and winner takes all, rankism is taken for granted, accumulation of wealth is a worthy life
goal, vengeance is needed. Look for themes of collaboration, truth and reconciliation, serving the
common good, non-violent activism, being and serving over getting and having, compassion and
forgiveness, and courageous confrontation. Children can understand that history is full of mistakes
that we are overcoming. Glorying in mistakes of the past plants seeds for the future. This of course is a
challenge for all of us, but keeping it in mind and discussing it with our children helps them and us
develop and maintain the clarity of our mission.
J. TOYS and GAMES
Same as above. Review for values. Give guidance.
K. ROCK CONCERTS
Rock concerts are not appropriate for upper elementary children in our school community.
L. MALLS
There are many better places to go. So much more fun to be had! Wait for adolescence to begin the
mall experience. Get as much shopping done as possible while the children are at school. Keep doing
and being elevated and valued over buying and having in the children’s lives.
Children this age should not go to shopping malls with other children and their parents. Parents should
stay right with their children wherever they go any time they are in a mall – walking with them, having
lunch with them in view, going to the restroom with them, etc.
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Accustom the children as much as possible to buying and eating in local private owned places rather
than chains.
M. MISCELLANEOUS ACTIVITIES
•

Unattended Visitors
If your child has a visitor, please notify the visitor’s parents and get their approval if you plan to be
gone for even a very short period of time. Many parents do not approve of their children being left
unattended or with hired help or an older sibling. It is very important that children not be left
alone.

•

Bicycles, Roller Blades, Skate Boards, Trampolines
Many families do not allow unsupervised, unrestricted bicycle riding, rollerblading, skate boarding,
or jumping on trampolines. Please call visiting children’s parents to determine any limitations,
including helmets and other safety gear. Riding and walking after dark is dangerous and should be
discouraged.

•

Guns
Always ask whether there are guns kept in a home where your child will be visiting. If so, make
sure they will be locked up and the key will not be available to the children. Your children should
know that guns are very dangerous and that an adult should be notified if a gun is found to be
accessible.

•

Appropriate Risk-Taking Activities
Children in upper el. need to participate in taxing or risk-taking activities such as long backpacking
trips, caving, orienteering, snorkeling, rock climbing, and volunteering for Habitat for Humanity or
at orphanages Mexico. Washing jeans by hand on a stone washboard in a foreign country is an
example of an appropriate challenge. Parents can brainstorm together to make appropriate
activities available. When children are challenged with appropriate activities their urge to test
themselves will be satisfied in appropriate ways.

I. PUBLIC SAFETY RULES
Parents should instruct their children about proper behavior in public places. Carefully and frequently
role-play options in the event things get out of hand. If children are taken unexpectedly and
unannounced by other parents to places you have not approved, they should know to speak up and
ask for their parents to be called right away. This will take repeated practice with you at home.
They should say, “I feel uncomfortable and I’d like to speak to my mother or father privately. Please
help me call them right away.” or, “I’m feeling pressured and I want the support of my parents.”
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Children should familiarize themselves with the following guidelines so that they will know when
things are off course:
1. Never go alone to public places unaccompanied by a mindful, responsible, strong adult who knows
how to say “no” when necessary.
a. Do not go to a mall or shopping area alone.
b. Do not go to a movie alone.
c. Do not go to a public restroom alone.
d. Stay with your friends at all times in public places and in sight of your accompanying adult at
all times.
2. Be cautious of all strangers.
3. If you find yourself unaccompanied, and a problem arises, call your parents from the closest public
telephone or home of someone you know.
4. When you have a designated time and place to be picked up, be there on time.
5. Be wary of anyone trying to dare you into picking up an item and not paying for it. The
consequences of shoplifting are serious.
6. Express your concerns about disturbing, dangerous, or unsafe behavior to your parents,
guides, or other adults.
7. Practice good judgment: do not let anyone pressure you into doing something you know
or suspect is not right!

SUMMARY
The leadership of the school administration, the presentations of the guides, the support of the staff,
and the work of the children in the classroom are all dedicated to upholding the values reflected in
these guidelines. Children need to feel the concordance of their family and social life with their school
community for their best emotional and social development.
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We ask that parents help us in this difficult mission by taking utmost care with the influences on their
children during these especially violent times. Help us protect our children from literature and the
media that can easily overwhelm them with vicarious violent experiences, deadening their sensibilities
and addicting them to violence as entertainment and as the inevitable solution to human problems.
We ask parents to join us in keeping hope alive for our children now and for their future.
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Montessori in the Home Environment:
Television
From The Read Aloud Handbook by Jim Trelease
I believe television is going to be the test of the modern world, and that in this new opportunity to see
beyond the range of our vision we shall discover either a new and unbearable disturbance of the
general peace or a saving radiance in the sky. We shall stand or fall by television—of that I am quite
sure. --E.B. White from “Removal from Town,” Harper’s Magazine (October 1938)
In its short lifetime, television has become the major stumbling block to literacy in America. For all its
technological achievement, television’s negative impact on children’s reading habits-and therefore
their thinking-is enormous. In this chapter I suggest a method of dealing with television. As this
approach is used in my own home and as I have seen it used in countless other homes, it is a
reasonable and workable solution to the problem. However, in order to make it work, parents must
believe in it, must understand fully why they are using it and what the consequences are to family and
child if it is not used.
This understanding is just as important for teachers as it is for parents. True, the classroom teacher,
principal, and guidance counselor have no immediate control over the television sets in pupils’ homes.
But they are in the education business, and television is the prime educator in the world today. It is the
school’s primary competitor for children’s minds.
Educators spend millions of dollars and thousands of classroom hours teaching children how to cope
with the hard-core drugs that come into their lives. But they spend no time or money, relatively, in
teaching children how to cope with the soft-core drug in their living room: television.
TV has been described by author Marie Winn as the “plug-in drug,” and not without reason. Its control
of children is demanding and extensive. It will largely determine how they talk, what they wear and
what they won’t wear, what they eat and what they won’t eat, what they play and what they won’t
play, what they read and what they will not read. Our children must be taught in the classroom how to
cope with television. They must be taught to control it instead of letting it control them.
I do not think of television as a totally negative influence. As a tool for educating, informing, and
entertaining it has unlimited potential. Unfortunately, the current programming devotes itself almost
exclusively to entertaining, thereby falling far short of its natural potential. As entertainment it should
be treated as dessert and not be allowed to become the principle meal in our children’s lives.
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A small cluster of educators sounded the first serious alarm in 1964 when the scores were computed
for that year’s college admission tests. That year’s high school seniors, born in the late 1940’s, were
the first generation to be raised on a steady television diet. Their Scholastic Aptitude Test scores
showed a decline from the previous years, a decline that has continued for seventeen of the past
nineteen years.
Naturally there are those in the television industry that claim that lowered standards have nothing to
do with their medium. Social scientists, educators, and psychologists respond loudly that there is every
connection between the two. Television, they declare, interrupts the largest and most instructive class
in childhood: life experience.
Paul Copperman, president of the Institute of Reading Development and author of TheLiteracy Hoax,
sees the interruption in these terms: “Consider what a child misses during the 15,000 hours [from birth
to age seventeen] he spends in front of the TV screen. He is not working in the garage with his father,
or in the garden with his mother. He is not doing homework, or reading, or collecting stamps. He is not
cleaning his room, washing the supper dishes, or cutting the lawn. He is not listening to a discussion
about the community politics among his parents and their friends. He is not playing baseball or going
fishing, or painting pictures. Exactly what does television offer that it can replace all of these
activities?”
The most recent alarm was sounded by the State of California’s Department of Education with the
announcement of its findings from a scholastic achievement test in reading, writing, and arithmetic
that was administered to sixth- and twelfth-grade students in 1980. (One of the factors which lends
great significance and credibility to this test is the number of students involved: half a million children.)
Buried in the test was a question that appeared to have nothing to do with the students’ classroom
work but in actuality had very much to do with it. The question was: How much time do you spend
watching TV each day? It was the one question that more students (99 percent) chose to answer more
than any other in the exam.
When educators finished compiling the scores on the 500,000 exams, they began to correlate each
child’s grade with the number of hours the student spent watching television. Their findings showed
conclusively that the more time the student spent watching TV, the lower the achievement score; the
less time, the higher the score. Interestingly, these statistics proved true regardless of the child’s IQ,
social background, or study practices (all of which were queried in the exam process).
Today’s television programming is a serious impediment to the children’s personal growth because of
both what it offers and what it does not offer:
1.
Television is the direct opposite of reading. In breaking into eight-minute commercial segments
(shorter for shows like Sesame Street), it requires and fosters a short attention span. Reading, on the
other hand, requires and encourages longer attention spans in children. Good children’s books are
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written to hold children’s attention, not interrupt it. Because of the need to hold viewers until the next
commercial message, the content of television shows is almost constant action. Reading also offers
action but not nearly as much, and reading fills the considerable space between action scenes with the
subtle character development. Television is relentless; no time is allowed to ponder characters’
thoughts or to recall their words because the dialogue and film move too quickly. The need to scrutinize
is a critical need among young children and it is constantly ignored by television. Books, however,
encourage a critical reaction; the reader moves at his own pace as opposed to that of the director or
sponsor. The reader can stop to ponder the character’s next move, the feathers in his hat, or the
meaning of a sentence. Having done so, he can resume where he left off without having missed any
part of the story.
2.
For young children television is an antisocial experience, while reading is a social experience.
The three-year-old sits passively in front of the screen, oblivious to what is going on around him.
Conversation during the program is seldom if ever encouraged by the child or by the parents. On the
other hand, the 3-year-old with a book must be read to by another person, parent, sibling, or
grandparent. The child is a participant as well as a receiver when he engages in discussion during and
after the story. This process continues to even greater degree when the child attends school and
compares his own reactions to a story with those of his classmates. The poet T.S. Eliot pointed to the
antisocial nature of television when he described it as “a medium of entertainment that permits
millions of people to listen to the same joke at the same time and yet remain lonely.”
3.
Television deprives the child of his most important learning tool: his questions. Children can
learn the most by questioning. For the thirty-three hours a week that the average five-year-old spends
in front of the set, he can neither ask a question nor receive an answer.
4.
Television interrupts the most important language lesson in a child’s life: family conversation.
Studies show that the average kindergarten graduate has already seen 5,000 hours of television in his
young lifetime. Those are 5,000 hours during which he engaged in little or no conversation.
5.
Television provides a language tool that is the direct opposite of what children find in the
classroom. The child who writes and speaks the language of Vinnie Barbarino from Welcome Back,
Kotter or Robert Blake on Baretta is verbally crippling himself for the classroom, where the books are
written in standard English, not street language.
6.
Television presents material in a manner that is the direct opposite of the classroom’s.
Television’s messages are based almost entirely on pictures and our emotions in response to those
pictures. Conversely, the classroom relies heavily on reading, the spoken word, and a critical response
to those words, not just raw emotion. School also required large amounts of time to be spent on a
task. These minutes spent doing things like multiplication tables and spelling can often be boring and
repetitious when compared with watching The Dukes of Hazzard, but they are critical for learning.
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7.
Television is unable to portray the most intelligent act known to man: thinking. In 1980 Squire
Rushnell, vice-president in charge of ABC’s children’s programming, said that certain fine children’s
books couldn’t be adapted for television. Much of the character development in these books, Rushnell
noted, takes place inside the character’s head. He says, “You simply can’t put thinking on the screen.”
As a result, a child almost never sees a TV performer thinking through a problem.
8.
Television encourages deceptive thinking, educator Neil Postman points out that it is implicit in
every one of television’s commercials that there is no problem which cannot be solved by simple
artificial means. Whether the problem is anxiety or common diarrhea, nervous tension or the common
cold, a simple tablet or spray solves the problem. Seldom is mention ever made of headaches being a
sign of a more serious illness, nor is the suggestion ever made that elbow grease and hard work are
viable alternatives to stains and boredom. Instead of thinking through our problems, television
promotes the “easy way.” The cumulative effect of such thinking is enormous when you consider that
between the ages 1 and 17 the average child is exposed to 350,000 commercials.
9.
Television, by vying for the child’s time and attention with a constant diet of unchallenging
simplistic entertainment, stimulates antisocial and anti-reading feeling among children. A 1977 study
showed that the majority of the pre-school and primary-school students examined felt that school and
books were a waste of time. Offered the same story on television and in book form, 69 percent of the
second-grade students chose television. That figure increased to 86 percent among third-grade pupilsthe grade where national reading skills begin to decline.
10.
Television has a negative effect on children’s vital knowledge after age 10, according to the
Schramm study of 6,000 school children. It does help, the report goes on to say, in building vocabulary
for younger children, but this tops by age 10. This finding is supported by the fact that today’s
kindergartners have the highest reading-readiness scores ever achieved at that level and yet these
same students tail off dismally by the fourth and fifth grades.
11.
Television stifles the imagination. Consider for a moment this single paragraph from Eric
Knoght’s classic, Lassie Come Home: Yet, if it were almost a miracle, in his heart Joe Carraclough tried
to believe in that miracle-that somehow, wonderfully, inexplicably, his dog would be there some day;
there waiting by the school gate. Each day as he came out of school, his eyes would turn to the spot
where Lassie had always waited. And each day there was nothing there, and Joe Carraclough would
walk home slowly, silently, and stolidly, as did the people of his country. If a dozen people were to
read or hear those words, they would have a dozen different images of the scene, what the boy looked
like, the school, the gate, and the lonely road home. As soon as the story is placed on film there is no
longer any room for imagination. The director does all your imagining for you.
12.
Television overpowers and desensitizes a child’s sense of sympathy for suffering, while books
heighten the reader’s sense of sympathy. Extensive research in the past ten years clearly shows that
the television’s bombardment of the child with continual acts of violence (18,000 acts viewed between
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the ages of 3 and 17) makes the child insensitive to violence and its victims most of whom he is
conditioned to believe die cleanly or crawl inconsequentially offstage. Though literature could never
be labeled a nonviolent medium, it cannot begin to approach television’s extreme. Frank Mankiewicz
and Joel Swerdlow noted in Remote Control: Television and the Manipulation of American Life that
you would have to see all thirty-seven of Shakespeare’s plays in order to see the same number of acts
of human violence (fifty-four) that you would see in just three evenings of prime-time television.
13.
Television is a passive activity and discourages creative play. The virtual disappearance of
neighborhood games like I spy, kick the can, spud, hopscotch, Johnny-jump the-pony, stickball, red
light, Simon says, flies up, giant steps, and statue attests to that. Compared to reading, television is still
the more passive of the two activities. In reading, educators point out, a child must actively use a
variety of skills involving sounds, spelling rules, blendings, as well as constructing mental images of the
scene described in the book. Television requires no such mental activity. When children do leave the
set in order to play, it is often to imitate performers they have seen. In many cases, the imitations are
of violent shows. During a week of camping at a lake in Maine, I found the campground’s 5- and 6year-olds gathering each morning in the tent-roofed assembly area to pedal their Big Wheels. They
were not interested in the lakefront, the sand, the fish, or the chipmunks on the forest trails. Instead
they gathered, rain or shine, to stage their daily imitation of The Dukes of Hazzard, complete with
yodeling the show’s theme song as they careened into one another.
14. Television is psychologically addictive. In schools and homes where students voluntarily have
removed themselves from TV viewing, their subsequent class discussions and journals report the
addictive nature of their attachment to television: it draws upon their idol time and there is an urgency
to watch it in order to fulfill peer and family pressure.
15. Television has been described by former First Lady Betty Ford as “the greatest babysitter of all
time,” but it also is repeated to be the nation’s second largest obstacle in family harmony. In a 1980
survey by the Roper Organization, 4,000 men and women listed money as the most frequent subjects
of fights between husband and wife. Television and children tied for second, and produced three times
as many arguments as did sex.
16. Television’s conception of childhood, rather than being progressive, is regressive-a throwback, in
fact of the Middle Ages. In Teaching as a Conserving Activity, Postman points to Philippe Aries’s
research, which shows that until the 1600’s children over the age of five were treated and governed as
though they were adults. After the seventeenth century, society enveloped a concept of childhood,
which insulated children from the shock of instant adulthood until they were mature enough to meet
it. “Television,” Postman declares, “all by itself, may bring an end to childhood.” Present day TV
programming offers its nightly messages on incest, murder, abortion, rape, moral and political
corruption, and general physical mayhem to 85 million people-including 5.6 million children between
the ages of 2 and 11 who are still watching at 10:30 p.m. The afternoon soap operas offer a similar
message to still another young audience. Of the twenty-one children (ages 7 to 9) in my wife’s secondgrade class one year, all but four of them were daily soap opera viewers.
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Bob Keeshan, most often heard in the role of his TV character Captain Kangaroo, places the prime time
responsibility for television’s negative influence upon the parent. In a 1979 interview with John Merrow
on National Public Radio’s Options in Education, Keeshan said, “Television is the great national
babysitter. It’s not the disease in itself, but a symptom of a greater disease that exists between parent
and child and the parent-child relationship. A parent today simply doesn’t have time for the child, and
the child is a very low priority item, and there’s a magic box that flickers pictures all day long, and it’s a
convenient babysitter. I’m busy, go watch television...The most direct answer to all our problems with
television and children is the parent, because if the parent is an effective parent, we’re not going to
have it.
Keeshan represents one of the few bright spots in television’s thirty-year association with children.
He’s been actively engaged over the past twenty-five years in stretching children’s imaginations and
attention spans with shows that always include the reading of at least one complete children’s book
each morning. Next to the book’s author, Virginia Lee Burton, Captain Kangaroo is probably the most
responsible for making Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel the most widely loved book among
American children today. I have found in my lecture travels that no book and no person so universally
evokes such warm and affectionate recognition from both teachers and parents as do Mike Mulligan
and His Steam Shovel and Captain Kangaroo.
In recent years Keeshan has incorporated in his shows suggestions for parents on learning activities in
which they can and should engage their children. He represents what can be accomplished when
television is used correctly both as a teacher and as an entertainer. The network’s response to Keeshan’s
pioneering creative involvement with the nation’s children since December 1955 was revealed in
October 1981 when CBS cut in half the show’s sixty minute format and rescheduled it for an hour
earlier (7 a.m.), in a move that syndicated columnist-critic, Jerry Krupnick of the Newhouse News
Service, portrayed as “mugging Captain Kangaroo and shoving him down the stairs.” Three months
later the network shoved him almost out of sight by dropping him to a 6:30 a.m. slot. Considering
television’s traditional disregard for children’s education, the wonder is that they’ve allowed the
Captain to last as long as they have. The Mickey Mouse Club, which debuted on a rival network the
same week as Captain Kangaroo, lasted only two years.
Keeshan’s call for parental control of the television set is more easily said than done, as any parent can
tell you who has ever tried it. I know firsthand.
My family’s restricted viewing began in 1974, at about the time I’d begun to notice a growing television
addiction in my fourth-grade daughter and kindergarten son. There had begun a deterioration of
our long-standing read-aloud time each night because, in their words, it took too much time away
from the TV.”
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One evening while visiting Marty and Joan Wood of Long Meadow, Massachusetts, I noticed that their
four teenage children went right to their homework after excusing themselves from the dinner table.
I asked the parents, “Your television broken?”
“No,” replied Marty. “Why?”
“Well, it’s only six forty-five and the kids are already doing homework.”
Joan explained, “Oh, we don’t allow television on school nights.”
“That’s a noble philosophy-but how in the world do you enforce it?” I asked.
“It’s the house law,” stated Marty. And for the next hour and a half, husband and wife detailed
for me some of the positive changes that had occurred in their family and home since they put
that “law” into effect.
That evening was a turning point for our family. After hearing the details of the plan, my wife Susan
agreed wholeheartedly to back it. “On one condition,” she added.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You be the one to tell them,” she said.
After supper the next night we brought the children into our bedroom, surrounded them with pillows
and quilts, and I calmly began, “Jamie...Elizabeth...Mom and I have decided that there will be no more
television on school nights in this house-forever.”
Their reaction was predictable: they started to cry. What came as a shock to us was that they cried for
four solid months. Every night, despite explanations on our part, they cried. We tried to impress upon
them that the rule was not meant as a punishment; we listed all the positive reasons for such a rule.
They cried louder.
The peer group pressure was enormous, particularly for Elizabeth. “There’s nothing to talk about at
school anymore,” she sobbed. “All the kids were talking about Starsky and Hutch at lunch today and I
didn’t even see it.” There was even peer pressure from other parents directed at Susan and me. “But,
Jim,” they would ask, “not even for an hour after supper?” in a tone that suggested our plan was a
new form of child abuse. “And what about all the National Geographic specials? Aren’t you going to let
the kids watch those?” they’d ask.
It should be pointed out that a great many parents use National Geographic specials, Jacques Cousteau
special, and Sesame Street as the salve on their consciences. I can count on one hand the number of
children I know who actually like those specials. Given the choice, as the vast majority is, they’ll choose
Happy Days or Kojak every time.
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As difficult as it was at first, we persevered and resisted both kinds of peer pressure. We lived with the
tears, the pleadings, the conniving. “Dad, my teacher says there is a special show on tonight that I have
to watch. She said don’t come to school tomorrow if you haven’t seen the show,” Elizabeth would say
after supper.
After three months my wife and I began to see things happen that the Woods had predicted. Suddenly
we had each night as a family to read aloud, to read to ourselves, to do homework at an unhurried
pace, to learn how to play chess and checkers and Scrabble, to make the plastic models that had been
collecting dust in the closet for two years, to bake cakes and cookies, to write thank-you notes to aunts
and uncles, to do household chores and take baths and showers without World War III breaking out, to
play on all the parish sports teams, to draw and paint and color, and-best of all-to talk to each other,
ask questions and answer questions.
Our children’s imaginations were coming back to life again.
For the first year, the decision was a heavy one for all of us. With time it grew lighter. Jamie,
being younger, had never developed the acute taste for television that Elizabeth had, and he
lost the habit fairly easily. It took Elizabeth longer to adjust, largely because she had been
allowed such a steady dose for so long.
Over the years the plan was modified until it worked like this:
1. The television is turned off at suppertime and not turned on again until the children are in
bed, Monday through Thursday.
2. Each child is allowed to watch one school night show a week (subject to parents’ approval).
Homework, chores, et cetera must be finished beforehand.
3. Weekend television is limited to any two of the three nights. The remaining night is reserved
for homework and other activities. The children make their decisions separately.
The suggestion to modify the original diet and allow one school night show a week came from my wife
during the third year of the plan and it met with my immediate resistance. Only reluctantly did I agree
to give it a try.
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As it turned out, it was an excellent addition. By limiting the choice to one show a week, we forced the
child to be discriminating in his or her selections, to distinguish worth from trash. They began using a
critical eye in evaluating shows.
The habit of watching, however, continued to decrease while other interests expanded. By the
time Elizabeth was a ninth-grade student, she didn’t bother to use her school-night option
anymore than three or four times in the entire year. More than half the time Jamie forgot until
the week was over. “Hey!” he’d say on Saturday. “I never watched my show this week. Why
didn’t somebody remind me?”
We structured the diet to allow the family to control the television and not the other way around.
Perhaps this particular diet won’t work for your family, but a similar one would-if you have the
courage and determination to make it work.
If you are going to require your children to curtail their TV viewing, if you are going to create a threehour void in their daily lives, then you must make a commitment to fill that void. You have to provide
the crayons and paper, you have to teach them how to play checkers, and you have to help with the
cookie mix. And most importantly, you must pick up those books-books to be read to the child, books
to be read to yourself-even when you have a headache, even when you’re tired, even when you’re
worried about your checkbook. You’ll be surprised. Just as that book will take you children’s mind off
television, it will also take your mind off the headache or checkbook.
A short time after the release of the fifty-two American hostages by Iranian government in January
1981, I had the opportunity to address the children’s libraries of the Massachusetts Library
Association. As the fourth member of a panel on “Children’s Television: Friend or Foe?” I was preceded
by three speakers who went to great lengths to praise the medium and its efforts in stimulating
children’s minds, both in the classroom and at home.
In my opening remarks I reminded the audience of the recent events in Iran and the unprecedented
worldwide coverage by the media throughout the 444 days.
Isn’t it interesting that with all the marvelous computerized and transistorized accomplishments
of TV-including those you’ve heard espoused by the previous speakers today- we’ve yet to hear
any of the hostages say, “Thank God we have TV! It got us through our darkest hours. We
could never have survived without it.”
We have, however, heard hostage after hostage pay tribute to the one element that appears to
be the savior of the hostages’ sanity: their imaginations. Upon their release they...detailed for
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the State Department doctors the intricate “daydreaming” which allowed them to escape their
tormentors many times a day. One captive fantasized a train trip from India to England, including
a mental script for seating arrangements, passenger descriptions-even a dining car menu.
Another remodeled his parents’ home-inch by inch, making mental notes of what he would use
for wallpaper, paneling and flooring.
And nearly all the hostages [I reminded the librarians] made daily fantasy trips home to their
families-walking through their children’s rooms, mowing lawns, hosting backyard barbecues.
Psychologists have been studying such “daydreaming” since the Korean War and they have
found that it serves two immediate purposes: it allows the prisoner momentary escape and it
serves as a constant reminder of who they are and why they are there.
My point of mentioning this is to remind you that a great many of our children face a future in
which they will someday be hostages: hostages to bad marriages, hostages to unhappy jobs
and careers, hostages to illnesses or neighborhoods. How well they survive their captivityhowever long it may be-may well be determined by their imaginations, their ability to dream
and hold fast to those dreams.
From this capacity to dream springs the very progress of the human race. Without the willingness to
wonder, notes the great Russian children’s poet Kornei Chukovsky, there would be no new
hypotheses, inventions, or experiments. Science and technology would be at a standstill. Albert Einstein
reaffirmed this when he stated: “The gift of fantasy has meant more to me than my talent for absorbing
positive knowledge.”
Einstein was speaking not only for himself but for mankind. From the very beginning, man appears to
have recognized the need to feed and preserve his imagination. Beginning with the caveman who
stood before his brothers at the evening fire and detailed the drama of his journey across the
mountains, through the bards and strolling minstrels, evangelists and itinerant players, to the writers
of modern prose and poetry, mankind has been inspired, instructed, warned, soothed, and regaled by
stories. A Greek poet sharing with his neighbors the travels of Homer, a Jewish mother detailing for
her daughter the story of Ruth, a German forester spinning for his children the tale of Hansel and
Gretel, a French school-teacher reading Perrault’s Cinderella to the class, a black woman in Tennessee
sharing a story of her African ancestor with her grandchild, Alex Haley.
It is sense of family, this sense of history, this sense of culture, that is being robbed by the flickering
blue light of television. Its overwhelming presence encourages our society to speak less, feel less, and
imagine less.
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Several years ago Sylvia Ashton-Warner, an internationally recognized authority in teaching and
learning, spent about a year teaching and observing in an American community. Afterwards, in
Searpoint: “Teacher” in America, she wrote of her concern about what television was doing to the
human condition here. In stripping them of a third dimension, she noted, television leaves us with
children who are daily less capable of dreaming. “You don’t get far without a dream to lure. A dream
keeps you looking forward...Man does not live by bread alone but by dreams also...Man does not die
from breadlessness but from dreamlessness also.
The substitute from dreams is boredom—bored children, bored parents, an entire culture held hostage
by boredom. If such a condition seems farfetched or inconceivable, consider the fact that in 1978
there were 200,000 teenagers and adults in Atlanta, Georgia who couldn’t read books, newspapers,
phone books, or menus. As their imaginations die a little each day from undernourishment, think of
the hopelessness and boredom that must develop in their lives. Now multiply that boredom by as
many other major American cities you can name.
You don’t have to throw out the television. All you have to do is control it. When it is used correctly, it
can inform, entertain and, occasionally, even inspire. Used incorrectly, television will control your
family. It will limit its language, its dreams, and its achievements. The choice is yours.
Many of today’s educators have become increasingly concerned over the condition of children’s
listening skills. “It is the most important communication skill and very little is done with it at any
educational level,” states educator Rhoderick J. Elen in Elementary English. Since reading
comprehension feeds directly from listening comprehension, it stands to reason that many of our
current reading programs can be attributed to a breakdown in children’s listening skills.
There is little argument that reading aloud is one of the best stimulants for listening skills, but there
are several others which deserve the attention of parents, teachers, and librarians: records, radio
drama, and tape recorders. While these devices lack the immediacy of a live person (who can answer a
child’s questions), they do fill the gap when an adult is unavailable.
Records of children’s songs, rhymes, and stories should be among the family’s first purchases after
books. They offer rhythms and distinct vocalizing, both of which fill important needs in young children.
Neighborhood libraries and record shops have extensive children’s record collection from which to
choose.
Included among the library’s recordings you will find old radio dramas like Superman, The Green
Hornet, The Lone Ranger, Sergeant Preston of the Yukon, Fibber McGee and Molly, and Inner Sanctum.
These are excellent stimulants to listening and imagining for older children.
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In Remote Control: Television and the Manipulation of American Life, Mankiewicz and Swerdlow
describe how much more mental exercise is demanded by the reader or the radio listener than by the
television viewer: “[The reader or listener] must give all the characters faces and features, they must
be tall or short, pretty or plain. He must provide clothes, mannerisms and modes of expression....He
must be an architect and an interior decorator.”
Though television all but eliminated radio drama during the 1950’s, its sole survivor, CBS Radio Mystery
Theater, is alive and well five nights a week and is heard on more than 200 stations. Its “mystery”
label covers a variety of offerings, occult, macabre, detective, suspense, and humor. Recognizing the
large number of young people in his nightly audience of 3.6 million, director Himan Brown (who
handled the same chores for Inner Sanctum during radio’s golden era) has incorporated numerous
literary classics into the series and has earned commendations from the National Education Association
and the American Library Association. Among the adaptations were: Hamlet, Macbeth, The Phantom of
the Opera, Jane Eyre, and Tom Sawyer, Detective.
“Radio drama-storytelling-is as close an activity to reading as you can find,’ Brown declares. “ In fact,
listening leads to reading.” He turns to a letter from a grateful listener. “Thank you for giving my child
back the world of fantasy,” he quotes. “Today’s children have lost the world of fantasy, they’ve lost the
beauty of the spoken word. If you were a camp counselor you remember those ghost stories around
the campfire each night. Children love to listen-if you give them a chance. The best stories are right up
here in your head.”
Since Mystery Theater was broadcast in our area at an hour that was too late for my children when
they were younger (9 or 10 is about the right age to start on Mystery Theater), I attached a timer to
the radio and tape recorder. In this way we were able to hear the shows at a more convenient hour
and built up an extensive tape library for use on long car trips.
Unfortunately, the vast majority of youngsters are unaware of radio drama. Introduce them to it
through recordings of Mystery Theater; then watch the curtain lift on their imaginations and listening
skills. After you have explained how the various sound effects were achieved for the shows, their
ambition will grow. They’ll be asking, “Can we try one? Could we put on a radio show with the tape
recorder?”
That is when the learning swings into high gear-with script writers, directors, performers, sound
technicians, and musicians. You’ll see first-hand how listening skills lead to better speaking, writing,
and reading.
Most public libraries now boast a large collection of long-playing records and cassettes featuring great
literature read aloud. The readers include not only featured names of the theater like Alexander
Scourby, Orson Welles, and James Earl Jones but a host of literary figures reading their own work:
Eudora Welty, Jon Cheever, John Updike, Shirley Jackson, William Saroyan, and Howard Fast. As one
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listens to James Earl Jones read Richard Wright’s description of fear from Native Son, one cannot help
but want to read or reread the book. Since most library collections of the spoken word are strong in
the field of adult literature, these records can be especially pertinent to the curriculum of the junior
and senior high school teachers.
The cassette tape recorder could be the handiest listening device known to man, barring, of course,
the human ear. It’s low cost and simple operation make it a must item for every classroom and home,
as a source of both instruction and entertainment. One of its obvious but often overlooked uses is for
“Talking books,” similar to those used by the blind. In recent years, classroom teachers have begun to
incorporate the recorder into their learning centers, but parents still haven’t realized its enormous
potential. Dr. Marie Carbo, a learning-disabilities specialist and resource teacher, has been taping
stories and books for her students and has achieved “phenomenal” results. Her students all have
severe learning handicaps, they are disabled, educable retarded, emotionally disturbed, and severely
speech impaired children.
By listening to the tape and following the story in his book, each child is free to move at his or her own
pace and has a constant language model as a companion-the tape. There is also the additional
reinforcement from repeated playing of the tape. Dr. Carbo keeps the pace of her taped story slow
enough for the child to follow and indicates when the page should be turned. As the individual child’s
reading ability improves, she increases the pace of the story and the size of the word groupings.
Describing a particular case, Dr. Carbo says, “The greatest gain in word recognition (fifteen months)
was made by Tommy, a sixth grade boy on a 2.2 level. Prior to working with tapes he had faltered and
stumbled over second grade words while his body actually shook with fear and discomfort.
Understandably, he hated to read. Because a beloved teacher had once read Charlotte’s Web to him,
he asked me to record his favorite chapter from this book. I recorded one paragraph on each cassette
side so that Tommy could choose to read either one or two paragraphs daily. The first time he listened
to a recording (five times) and then read the passage silently to himself (twice), he was able to read
the passage to me perfectly with excellent expression and without fear. After this momentous event,
Tommy worked hard. At last he knew he was capable of learning to read and was willing to give it all
he could. The result was a fifteen-month gain in word recognition at the end of only three months.
Every learning-disabled child in this program experienced immediate success with her or his
individually recorded books, explains Dr. Carbo.
If such phenomenal results are possible with learning-disabled children, think of what can be done
with children who have fewer hurdles to hold them back.
Although many commercial recordings are available, the sound of a parent’s or teacher’s voice reading
at an unhurried pace (some recordings move too quickly) will carry far more meaning than will a
stranger’s. Tape-record those Mother Goose rhymes and have them playing during the day when you
are busy. When lectures take me away from home in the evening, I usually tape that night’s chapter
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from the book I am reading to the children. With the lights out and the tape whispering beside them,
an extra air of mystery is added to story time. (One of the advantages of old-time radio theater was
that it could be listened to in bed with the lights out, thus providing the imagination with a blank piece
of paper on which to draw.)
It is important to remember, however, that the cassette recorder is not an unqualified replacement for
the personal touch of a live parent or teacher. Nothing is as good as the living, responsive voice and
the person behind it.
Although all read-alouds foster listening skills, some books deal specifically with this subject. Peter
Spier’s Crash! Bang! Boom! and Ann McGovern’s Too Much Noise both treat sounds in a picture book
format. Don’t Forget the Bacon by Pat Hutchins, Nobody Listens to Andrew by Elizabeth Guiloile, That
Noodle-Headed Epaminondas by Eve Merriam, and The Cat Who Wore a Pot on Her Head by Jan
Slepian and Ann Seidler are picture books which deal with the problems of not listening.
For older children, the gift of language is demonstrated dramatically in these stories of mute children:
Burnish Me Bright and its sequel Far in the Day and The Silent Voice by Julia Cunnigham; Child of the
Silent Night, the nonfiction story of Laura Bridgmann, by Edith Fisher Hunter; The Half-a-Moon Inn by
Paul Fleischman; Our John Willie by Catherine Cookson; and A Certain Small Shepherd by Rebecca
Caudill. Children in sixth grade and up are quick to catch the irony of The Shrinking of Treehorn and
Treehorn’s Treasure, both by Florence Parry Heide, which wittily portrays adult’s penchants for holding
one-way conversations with children.
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Endangered Minds
by Jane Healy
TV, VIDEO GAMES, AND THE GROWING BRAIN
Good-quality videocassettes for children may enhance cognitive and perhaps even language
development if they encourage response from the child and if viewing is mediated by an adult.
In many households, even infants are constantly exposed; programs replace family conversation that
builds language and listening skills, reading aloud, and games and activities in which adults show
children how to solve problems, talk out future plans, or deal with their own emotions. Many parents
who would earnestly like to redirect their family time find the kids so "hooked" on viewing, says Marie
Winn, that they "reject all those fine family alternatives"--mainly because watching television is easier.
Children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds watch the most of all.
Cognitive Consequences of TV Viewing
Research clearly shows that better students tend to watch less. Moreover, as viewing goes up, academic
achievement scores eventually go down. Two scientists from Leiden University in the Netherlands
found that television's negative effects on reading skills were particularly strong or the more advanced
abilities needed for higher-level comprehension. Television:
➢ displaces leisure reading and thus inhibits the growth of reading skills
➢ requires less mental effort than reading
➢ may shorten the time children are willing to spend on finding an answer to intellectual
problems they are set to solve
➢ has particularly negative effects for heavy viewers, socially advantaged children, and
intelligent children
Television may have a hypnotic, and possibly neurologically addictive, effect on the brain by changing
the frequency of its electrical impulses in ways that block active mental processing.
The "Zombie" Effect
"You raise kids on sweets, they become addicted to sweets. You raise kids on alpha, they get addicted
to alpha, just like any hypnotic state," commented one neuropsychologist, himself a
87

member of the TV generation and the father of a young child (who is allowed to watch TV in highly
selected quantities). He recognizes that parents in high-stress jobs may crave a soothing
dose of alpha for themselves after a hard day's work, but believes this habit is not desirable for immature
brains that have not yet firmed up all their connections. "The brain is programmed to
repeat the same experience; neurons learn to replicate a pattern, that's how people learn, but we
don't realize that what we are really learning is habits. Whenever children are doing something for a
lot of the time, we should ask: Is this a habit we want them to have?" Computerized video games
appear to be even more addictive for many children than television.
Mania for Mastery
Video games such as "Nintendo" augment some of the most riveting aspects of television viewing with
the built-in reward systems of computer games. Here are the games’ secret weapons:
➢
➢
➢
➢

feelings of control and mastery by the players
exact calibration of the level of difficulty to the player
immediate and continual reinforcement
escape from the unpredictability of human social/emotional relationships

Mastery leads to a sense of power, which feels especially good to a child in a world where things seem
pretty much out of control, and where teachers order children around a lot of the time. Many of the
games play directly on this need.
Can these games be educational? Some have suggested that they may be training children in skills that
will be needed in the future but for which we don't yet know the uses. Many teachers comment,
however, that frequent players have trouble readjusting from the micro-world to that of a classroom,
which offers much less sensory "saliency," not a whole lot of power, and less individual attention and
gratification. Some, of course, suggest that what we really need to do is make school as personally
rewarding as the games.
"If we could just convince children that learning to read, and do math would make them powerful,
too..." one teacher wistfully suggested.
Although some preliminary research suggests that perceptual-motor (specifically, eye-hand) skills may
be improved by the games, there is apparently little transfer to school tasks, including writing. In
addition, although the player's attention is, indeed, riveted, there has been no evidence of transfer of
attention to other kinds of learning.
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Brains That Read vs. Brains That Watch TV
One thing television does is it keeps kids from reading. Reading triggers certain experiences in the
brain that just don't happen if you don't read. I think our brains are designed to symbolize and
represent information in the way that we call language. If we don't exercise it, we lose it. Television,
even "Sesame Street", is not very symbolic. It makes things very tangible and easy to understand, but
reading is the kind of exercise that causes the brain to develop differently because it uses that
symbolic capability.
--Dr. M. Russell Harter
Intensive viewing has the potential for at least three effects on the growing brain, any of which could
interfere with a child's natural potential for intelligence and creativity; (1) it may reduce stimulation to
left-hemisphere systems critical for development of language, reading, and analytic thinking; (2) it may
affect mental ability and attention by diminishing mental traffic between the hemispheres; (3) it may
discourage development of "executive" systems that regulate attention, organization, and motivation.
Without a solid research base, we can take only a speculative look at each of the three.
Mental and Physical Effort--or Withered Brains
Because of its late maturation, the corpus callosum may be extremely vulnerable to lack of practice.
After an initial spurt of growth during the first two years of life, it probably continues to develop at a
slow, relatively steady pace until somewhere between ages eight and fourteen. As the connections
mature, the youngster must practice using them--through physical and mental activity. If the brain
remains relatively passive during childhood and/or adolescence, it will be much more difficult to
develop these skills later when the brain is less flexible.
Dr. Jerre Levy, biopsychologist at the University of Chicago, said, "I suspect that normal human brains
are built to be challenged and that it is only in the face of an adequate challenge that normal
bihemispheric brain operations are engaged. To the extent that children commit time looking at TV,
they're not spending time reading. When a child reads a novel, he has to self create whole scenarios,
he has to create images of who these people are, what their emotions are, what their tones of voice
are, what the environment looks like, what the feelings of this environment is. These self-created
scenarios are important, and television leaves no room for that creative process. It's just like muscles;
if you don't exercise them they wither. If you don't exercise brains, they wither."
Dr. Sid Segalowitz, an authority on children's hemispheric development, commented.- "When we look
at slides of blood flow in the brain when kids are reading, we can see so many different areas lighting
up at once. Good readers tend to use both left and right hemispheres, including the prefrontal
systems."
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Spending time with something that doesn't challenge their brains much could impinge on
development of prefrontal executive functions, such as control of thinking, attention, and general
planning skills, said Dr. Segalowitz.
Conclusion: Video can Be Hazardous to Brains and Learning
The overall effects of television viewing and other forms of video on the growing brain are poorly
understood, but research strongly indicates that it has the potential to affect both the brain itself and
related learning abilities. Abilities to sustain attention independently, stick to problems actively, listen
intelligently, read with understanding, and use language effectively may be particularly at risk. No one
knows how much exposure is necessary to make a difference. Likewise, no information is available
about the overall effects on intelligence of large amounts of time taken from physical exercise, social
or independent play, pleasure reading, sustained conversation, or roaming quietly about in one's own
imagination.
The notion that television overdevelops the right hemisphere is giving way to the much greater
possibility that it under develops several areas and/or the connections between them. Not only left
hemisphere language systems, but also higher-order organizational abilities, including the allimportant control, motivation, and planning functions of the prefrontal lobes, may be in jeopardy for
children who watch without expending much mental effort. All these functions may have sensitive
periods when they are particularly susceptible to variations in stimulation, but it is difficult to
determine which age periods are more critical than others or how much exposure is needed to cause
physical effects.
The fact that reports from teachers so precisely mirror the "symptoms'' of these same deficits should
give us all pause. Surely, with the amount of time children in this country spend in front of the screen,
we should demand better research on its effects. There must be a great untapped teaching potential
there somewhere. Meanwhile, the best advice to parents seems to be the usual caveats:
➢ Place firm limits on television and video use; encourage children to plan ahead for favorite
shows and games.
➢ Participate with children whenever possible.
➢ Talk with the child about television content, methods of audience manipulation, point of view,
etc.
➢ If you want children to become readers, show them how to turn off the tube and pick up a
book.
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➢ Remember, what is pleasantly relaxing to your brain may not be good for theirs.
➢ Give substitute caregivers strict guidelines regarding TV and video use.
Excerpts from Endangered Minds: Why Our Children Don’t Think,
by Jane Healy, p. 199.
•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

“80% of the books in this country are read by about 10% of the people ... with a steady and
significant decline in the number of book readers under twenty-one.”
“Of a “typical” group of fifth graders, 50% read 4 minutes a day or less, 30% read 2 minutes a
day or less, 10% read nothing. This same group watched an average of 130 minutes of TV per
day.”
“Book stores are supported primarily by people in their late thirties to mid-fifties.”
“Young people have trouble with the mental organization and sustained effort demanded by
reading. Coming to grips with verbal logic, wrestling one’s mind into submission to an author’s
unfamiliar point of view, and struggling to make connections appear to be particularly taxing
on today’s young intellects.”
“...language physically builds the brain’s higher-reasoning centers.”
“If parents want their kids to do well in school or get into a good college, they have to start
with language. A rich vocabulary is the foundation, but the ability to describe, compare, and
categorize with language is what leads to our ability to think in analogy -- that’s the highest
level and it’s also what is tested on the SATs!”
“...overwhelming visual presence of television and video may be exacerbating the problem
[with verbal precision] by neglecting left-hemisphere language areas.”
“Slipping syntax leads to fuzzy thought. Difficulties using grammatical language to identify
relationships between ideas may account for many of the problems in logical thinking, science,
and math.”
“...good written language is different from colloquial talk written down. Awareness of its sound
comes only from extensive listening to and/or reading quality prose and poetry. Moreover,
expressing an idea on paper demands that the writer remove language from the
here and now, gestures and “you know’s” just don’t work!”

•
•

•
•

“The most difficult aspect of writing clearly ...is that it demands the ability to organize thought.
The verbal tools that clarify relationships in reading and writing do the same job in math.”
“Grammatical speech and its understanding seem to be the aspects of language acquisition
most vulnerable to deprivation...children must use language in an interactional setting to
discover and learn rules.”
“Clearly, to be well prepared for reading, writing, listening, and speaking, children need to
interact with increasingly advanced language during the years of childhood. But consider briefly
the current situations:
Busy schedules or uninterested caretakers militate against oral reading and thoughtful dinnertable conversation. Much of the “talk” that does take place, even in concerned families, may
center around the mechanics of the moment (e.g., “Get your hat and mittens.” “When does
your shift at Burger King end tonight?” “Finish your homework or no TV.”).
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•
•
•
•

The quality of language models in the media is highly variable. Even if the child chooses
programs with more complex language, it may be of little use without an adult around to
encourage verbal response.
Most elementary-level children read textbooks that contain a thin, watered-down syntactic
gruel.
Time and motivation for reading are increasingly usurped by television and other nonliterary
demands such as extra-curricular activities, computer practice, or drill type homework.”
“It’s like, well, you know” does not fly on essay exams.
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Homework in the Lower Elementary
Some parents express concern that Montessori Seeds of Education does not expect students to
complete nightly homework assignments. They are surprised to learn—Yes, we do have homework!
We have a lot of homework. It does not necessarily show up on worksheets or on assignment pages at
the end of each day. So, adults may not recognize the many forms of Montessori school homework.
Listed below, within categories for easy reference, are various activities we consider appropriate
homework for our students. We encourage you to review the list with your children. Make plans to
incorporate these ideas into your home life. Be careful not to over-schedule your child’s time. Leave
plenty of time for free play and daydreaming. Here is work we expect our students to do outside of
school hours.

Academic Skills Development—children may choose to:
1. Read for one-half hour each evening
2. Have parents read stories and poetry out loud each evening
3. Keep a journal or diary
4. Write letters to friends and relatives
5. Write stories, poems and reports
6. Memorize math facts and
7. Work on speed
8. Memorize spelling
9. Keep personal alphabetized book of new vocabulary and spelling words
10. Practice lists of phonogram and puzzle words (as sent home by guide)
11. Visit the public library regularly to check out books on various subjects—
nature, history and biographies

House and Garden—children may:
1. Care for personal belongings, bed and bath environment every morning and every evening
2. Make own lunch
3. Share in meal preparation and clean-up daily
4. Help clean and care for the home weekly
5. Assist in laundry weekly
6. Keep a small part of the garden
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7. Help plan family life, shop for groceries

The Arts—children may:
1. Day dream
2. Draw, sketch, paint or illustrate impressions of events
3. Recite poetry
4. Take creative dramatics, organize skits and plays
5. Take music lessons and practice playing for family and friends
6. Take dance lessons and practice dancing for family and friends
7. Sing in a choir, sing with family and friends
8. Visit art museums
9. Attend concerts and operas
10. Attend dance performances
11. Go to the theater
12. Write reviews or impressions of events

Nature and the Out of Doors—children may:
1. Care for and ride horses
2. Take hikes
3. Ride bikes
4. Go caving, rappelling, snorkeling
5. Camp out
6. Watch and study birds
7. Take botany walks
8. Hunt for rocks and fossils
9. Keep a natural aquarium and collect items for it from creeks and ponds
10. Keep a nature journal
11. Visit nature preserves, natural science centers and natural history museums
12. Play outdoors
13. Collect shells, rocks, and other specimens of nature

Family Nights—children may:
1. Play board games
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2. Play parlor games
3. Work crossword or jigsaw puzzles
4. Participate in family council discussions
5. Collect stamps or coins
Crafts—children may:
1. Sew, crochet, embroider, weave
2. Do carpentry
3. Build models

Social Activism—children may:
1. Keep a scrapbook of newspaper articles on one’s favorite issues
2. Write a letter to the editor or to public servants
3. Participate in environmental clean-ups
4. Organize neighborhood recycling
5. Rally and march

Volunteer Work—children may:
1. Visit an elder
2. Do tasks for the infirm
3. Walk dogs
4. Baby-sit
5. Help younger children learn to do something

Sports—children may:
1. Play a team sport
2. Participate in gymnastics or swimming
3. Skate

Clubs and Groups—children may:
1. Join a scout troop
2. Be active in environmental groups
3. Organize children for peace groups
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Remember: children learn by doing. They want and need to participate, actively, in all areas of family
life and living. They are physically tough, gregarious, and quite capable of responsibility. What can
adults do to help with the homework?

TV—parents should:
1. Turn it off. Better yet, do not turn it on in the first place. The worst thing about TV is that it
consumes precious time and displaces more valuable pursuits.
2. Know that, generally speaking, the least significant pursuit on this list is more valid and
enriching for the children than the finest television program.
3. Realize that every half hour children spend in front of the TV can be a half hour spent
breaking down family life, shortening concentration span, reducing self-motivation, increasing
irritability, developing hyperactivity or passivity, regardless of the quality of the program.
4. Plan ahead, if there is one program during the week that you feel your children simply must
not miss. Do some research, have a discussion, and have your child read, write and illustrate.
Write a list of questions to be answered. Watch the program with your children. Discuss it
afterwards. Recall the program together days later. Remark on details remembered. Relate it
to something that comes up.

Radio and Tape Player—parents should:
1. Create the family culture, carefully selecting music for your home.
2. Remember children are members of the family and while under the age of 13 years are too
young for unlimited choice in music, and for attending rock concerts.

Video Games—parents should:
1. Sell them at a garage sale.
2. Store them in the attic and bring them down for one hour once a month.

Videos and Movies—parents should:
1. Read the book together with your children before watching any movie. Once a month is
plenty.
2. Read the complete, original, unabridged version of childrens’ classics and fairy tales.
3. Children under the age of 13 are too young for unlimited choice in movies.
Montessori education is continuous. Therefore, it is important that children have the continued
opportunity, in the home, to assume responsibility, endure the natural consequences, manage time,
and choose activities wisely from a carefully prepared selection. The child needs a “prepared
environment” at home as much if not more than at school.
We would like to acknowledge AMI Elementary Alumni Association, their newsletter and Lila Carusillo,
AMI consultant, for the inspiration and ideas leading to this handout.
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Homework Suggestion List for the Upper Elementary
This article has been provided by the Montessori School of Beaverton in Beaverton, OR.
To do as a family:
•
•

•
•

•

•
•

•

•

Have a family reading time. Everybody reads whatever they want, in the same room. Start
small:15 minutes after dinner. Gradually increase the time.
Have a read aloud time. One person reads while the others clean up from dinner, or do some
other task. For reluctant readers, having a parent read aloud a few chapters of a book often
entices them to finish it themselves.
Cook together. Though it is more efficient and less messy when you do it yourself, time spent in
food preparation together is often the best "quality time" there is.
Rather than assigning your child home chores to do alone, elicit his or her help in projects that
you are doing. Housework, folding laundry, raking leaves, washing dishes: all are more
enjoyable with company. Your child may resent doing them alone, but delight in doing them
with you. Remember the social nature of the child at this age.
Dictate the shopping list to your child while you check the cabinets and fridge. Then take your
child shopping with you. Bring a pocket calculator and let your child keep a running total, or
figure how much 3 lbs of chicken will cost. Share with your child why you purchase the brands
and foods you do.
Play board games: Monopoly (find a place where you can leave it set up, and play a little bit
each time), Clue, Mastermind, Scrabble, chess, Pictionary, Trivial Pursuit, go, Stratego,
Parcheesi, cribbage, hearts...do crossword & jigsaw puzzles.
Buy a Thompson's Guide (often available at Costco). The students use it at school to figure out
routes to the places they're going for off-campus study or to run errands. Ask your child to
figure out the best way to get to their friend's house, or to their piano lesson.
Start a family journal. Literary masterpieces are not expected. Our family journal consists
mostly of lists of things to do around the house, what we planted in our garden and little
messages from our houseguests. What matters is that your child views writing as both ordinary
and valued. See Peter Stillman's book, Families Writing, for inspiration.
Turn off the TV. For a month. Yes, you can.

To do on one’s own:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Listen to books on tape white driving to school, or while doing chores.
Plan menus for the upcoming week, keeping in mind what we've learned about nutrition and
healthy eating. Discuss your plans with your parent.
Keep a journal of what you eat for a week. Are you in balance with the recommendations of
the food pyramid?
Memorize a poem to share with the class. Use props if you like.
Choose a story to read aloud to the class. Practice the pronunciation of all the words. How can
you use your voice to make the reading more interesting to your audience?
Practice cursive italic in your book. Play some soothing music and take your time. Concentrate
on making the most beautiful letters you can.
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•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do your own laundry, or do some laundry, for your family. Sort the clothes by color. Find out
what kinds of fabrics go in what temperature. Learn about the cleaning products your family
uses, and how to work your washing machine. Hang or otherwise dry the clothes. Fold them
and put them away.
Make your own lunches, remembering what we have learned about healthy eating.
Write letters! It's the best way to get mail. Write to grandparents, cousins, friends near and far,
elected officials...We have many addresses at school. Or start a round robin letter among
family members or among friends.
Write a letter to a company praising their product or service, or complaining about it. Be polite
and specific. Show your self-respect by making the letter your neatest, most correct work.
Design an experiment using the scientific method you've studied at school. Test your
hypothesis. Write up the results to share with your family and the class.
Read a non-fiction book about something you're interested in.
Practice your musical instrument. Or learn a new song to sing (from a tape or CD). Teach the
song to the class, or treat us to a concert with your instrument.
Write a review of a book, tape, or movie that you liked (or didn't like). Share it with the class, or
include it in a letter to a friend.
If you have a computer, practice typing. Keep track of your speed and accuracy.
Comparison-shopping: figuring price per pound, calling various stores, etc.
Do experiments with a chemistry set, or from books of experiments for kids.
Read a newspaper article and bring it to class to share and discuss.
Build a fence, doghouse, garden bed, bike ramp, etc. Learn to use tools.
Play on a team, or practice a sport or physical skill.
Enter essay or poetry contest.
Learn a computer programming language.
Play with Legos, day, blocks, or other constructive toys or materials.
Keep statistics: graph when you go to bed, how often you have friends over, etc.
Measure the area and volume of things at home.
Work with miles per hour. How fast, or far, do you walk? Ride your bike? Drive?
Write a description of a friend, a friend’s house, a pet, a favorite place.
Knit, crochet, spin, weave, sew, quilt, hook rugs, embroider, tie-dye, beadwork.
Do an art project. Design one to teach the class.
Take a class at your parks & recreation center or community school. Read how-to books about
building or crafts, and try them.
Paint. Sculpt. Ski. Skate. Swim. Camp (even in your own backyard!)
Participate in Odyssey of the Mind.
Visit an aquarium, a museum, an exhibit, the zoo, OMSI, the coast, the mountains, a business,
parks, factories, other schools. Go "behind the scenes."
Survey your family. Interview relatives. Start a family newsletter.
Help plan the family vacation. Research the landmarks, geography, culture, special attractions
of the area where you'll visit. Map out the route you'll take.
Help with the family budget. Record the family expenditures for a week.
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Ideas for Keeping Learning Going All Summer
The Most Important Thing You Can Do To Get Smarter & Stronger
• Whenever you feel like turning on the TV or playing computer games, first come get this list of ideas
and pick something from it to do before you spend any time in front of a screen. Then, if you still
want to sit in front of a screen, set a timer for 30 minutes and make yourself turn off the electronics
when the timer goes off. Be sure to limit yourself to no more than one hour of combined screen time
per day.
• If you really want to get smarter and stronger, turn off the TV and computer for a month. Yes, you
can do it. You won’t die. I promise. After the initial shock, most people find they even like it.
• If you do use the computer, use it as a tool for making yourself smarter and stronger: write with it,
do math with it, do art with it, or explore www.enchantedlearning.com with your mom or dad. So far
nobody has ever gotten smarter and stronger playing computer or video games, and you’re probably
not going to be the first.

Creative Arts / Construction
• Knit, crochet, spin, weave, sew, quilt, hook rugs, embroider, tie-dye, beadwork, paint, sculpt.
• Make pottery at a local clay studio.
• Learn new art projects by reading in books or taking an art class. Prepare an art project to teach
to the class in the fall.
• Take weaving classes at Hill Country Weavers.
• Work with a knowledgeable adult to build a fence, a doghouse, a bike ramp, a bookcase, a bench,
etc.
• Find an adult who has a lot of tools and likes to build or repair things. Learn the names of all the tools
the adult has. Learn to write the names as well as say them. Learn what each tool is used for.
• Learn photography – how to take a really good picture.
• Learn how to operate a video camera. Make your own movies. Document a week in the life of your
family using a cam-corder or camera. Write a paragraph about each family member and what they will
be doing for the summer. Mail the package to your grandparents or some other relative or friend who
would like to receive the update.
• Practice your musical instrument or learn new songs to sing. If possible, take private music lessons
on your musical instrument.
• Learn a new song to teach the class in the fall. Bring a copy of the words when you teach it to us.
• Learn to dance.
• Get a copy of Curve Stitching by Jon Millington and work your way from front to back. You’ll be ready
to invent your own curve stitching designs next year!
• Visit one of the art museums in town. Visit the gift shop after you’ve toured the museum. Buy
postcards of your favorite works, and try to copy them at home with colored pencils or watercolors.
• Take art classes at Laguna Gloria, Daugherty Art Center, UT Informal Classes, etc.
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Language / Words / Literature
• Schedule a weekly trip to the public library. Plan to spend at least an hour looking through books,
looking up things in the catalog, reading magazines, etc.
• Take regular trips to bookstores. Make a list of all the good bookstores in town and try to visit each
one at least once so you can learn what sorts of book each store offers.
• Read books from the Upper El Reading List. Keep a list of the books and the number of pages you
read in each.
• Consider joining a summer reading program at the public library.
• Write a description of a friend, a friend’s house, a pet, a favorite place, a vacation spot, etc.
• Interview your family and relatives. Start a family newsletter.
• Enter an essay, story, or poetry contest. Submit your work to magazines that publish student work.
• Practice telling stories. At the library, look for books of folktales from around the world. Pick a few to
learn by heart. Plan to tell them to us on the fall camping trip.
• Find a newspaper article you want to read and discuss with your family. Set aside a specific time and
place for the discussion.
• Have a family reading time. Everybody reads whatever they want in the same room. Start small:
perhaps for 15 minutes after dinner. Gradually increase the time.
• Have a read-aloud time. One person could read while the others clean up from dinner or do some
other simple task. Family members take turns being the reader.
• At the bookstore, look for books of crossword puzzles, anagrams, and other word games. Keep a
book of word puzzles in the car to work on whenever you are riding around.
• Play great board games such as Scrabble, UpWords (John’s favorite), Boggle, or Word Thief.
• Write with your family. Start a family journal. In the journal, keep lists of things to do around the
house, descriptions of special events such as hosting houseguests, notes about phone calls to family
friends and relatives, anything you want to record from your everyday life. See Peter Stillman’s book
Families Writing for more ideas and inspiration.
• Listen to books on tape while driving around on errands or on vacation. Some places to borrow, rent,
or buy books on tape: Austin Public Library (main branch, especially), Earful of Books, major
bookstores
• Read and write poetry. Memorize a poem a week.
• Choose a story to practice reading aloud. Practice the pronunciations of all the words. Try giving each
character a different voice when you read. Try to use your voice to make the story more interesting to
your audience.
• Put on some calming music (Bach, Mozart, Satie, Gregorian chant are nice) and practice making the
most beautiful cursive or italic letters you can.
• Instead of phoning, write letters to your friends and relatives. Try starting a round robin letter to
your friends or relatives. First, make up a list of 3 – 5 people and their addresses; put your name and
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address last on the list. Write a letter to the first person on the list, and enclose a copy of the list of
addresses. The person you wrote to writes a letter and sends it, your original letter, and the list of
addresses to the next person on the list, and so forth. Eventually, all the letters will come back to you!
• Write a review of a book you read or a movie you saw. Tell the basic idea of the book or movie and
what you liked and didn’t like about it. What did the author do well? What did they not do so well?
• Learn to touch type (that is, type without looking at the keys or your fingers). You might want
to use a software package such as Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing.
• If you want to practice spelling in a very structured way, check out the books at the Neuhaus
Educational Center website: www.neuhaus.org/

Math / Numbers / Geometry
• Comparison shopping: figuring price per pound, calling various stores, etc. When you shop at the
grocery store, take along a pad and pencil; keep a running total of the cost of items you buy. Check
your answer against the cash register receipt you get when you pay for your items.
• Read The Number Devil by H. M. Enzensberger. This an especially good book for people who have
not yet learned to love math, but those who have will enjoy the book, too. Every Upper El student
should read this book.
• Keep statistics. Graph when you go to bed, how many pages you read each day, how far you walk
each day, how many ounces of water you drink per day, how often you have friends over, how long it
takes you to eat breakfast, how many meters per day you swim, how fast you can jog around the
block, how many multiplication facts you can do in a minute, etc.
• Measure things around the house and calculate their surface area and volume. Take trips to the
park, etc., to measure things there.
• Help with the family budget. Record the family expenditures for a week. Help your parents write the
checks when they pay the bills (they’ll have to sign the checks).
• Play good “thinking” games such as chess and go. Learn how to notate chess games. Learn to play
chess by mail with your friends (that’s where you mail your moves back and forth on post cards or in
letters).
• Make up math problems for yourself to work. Consider making a “Math Workout” for yourself once a
week. This will help keep your math skills strong and will allow you to spend your next school year on
new, interesting math, instead of re-learning all the math you forgot over the summer!
• Work on memorizing all your multiplication, division, addition, and subtraction facts, if you haven’t
already done so. Once you’ve mastered your math facts, work on speed.

Nature / Plants / Animals
• Whenever you travel to a new city, visit the local zoo and aquarium or the local natural history
museum.
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• Check out the camps and activities sponsored by the Philadelphia Zoo (www.philadelphiazoo.org )
• Before you travel to another part of the country or to a different country, read about the biomes
there. Read about their climate, animals, and plants. While you’re there, look for things you read
about.
• Go camping with your family or friends.
• Learn more about nutrition. Visit http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/pyramids.html to
learn about the Harvard Food Pyramid. For a week, keep a journal of what you eat. See if you are in
balance with the Harvard Food Pyramid. Pick one or two things you can do to start moving your diet
closer to the recommendations of the pyramid.
• Make a botany map of your back yard. Place each plant in its place on the map and label each plant
with its common name and scientific name. (You might need some help from a library book or a
knowledgeable adult gardener.)
• Go berry picking on a local farm

History / Geography
• Help plan the family vacation. Research the landmarks, geography, culture, special attractions of the
area you’ll be visiting. Map out the route you’ll take.
• Make a map of your house and gardens. Make a detailed map of your room.
• Study world religions. Pick a religion you don’t know much about. Read about it in books you check
out from the public library. See if you can find a local group that practices that religion. Plan with your
parents to visit their church, temple, synagogue, mosque, or other place of worship. Good religions to
start with: Baha’i, Buddhism, Christianity (Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant), Hinduism, Islam, Judaism,
Sikhism, Unitarianism.
• Check out the classes and events at the Asian American Cultural Center to learn more about Asian
languages and cultures. (www.asianamericancc.com)
• The website at http://killeenroos.com/link/anchist.htm links to hundreds of other sites on ancient
civilizations.
• Pick a continent you’d like to know more about. (If you can’t decide, work on Europe first.) Using an
atlas, make flash cards of all the countries in that continent. On one side of the card have the country’s
name; on the other side, the country’s capitol city. Memorize all the countries and capitols in that
continent, then do the same for another continent.
• Interview someone from another country. Ask them about their country’s history, landmarks, cities,
agriculture, industries, religions, festivals, form of government, famous scientists, famous artists and
writers, etc. Ask them for permission to tape the interview. From the tape, makes notes. From the
notes, write a summary of what you learned about the person’s country.

Science
• Check out The Fredric and Jean Edelman Planetarium @ Rowan University.
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• Visit the Franklin Institute and participate in one of their many programs.
.• At the library, look through the children books on science. Choose one that has experiments you can
do at home, such as the books by Janice Van Cleave. Try some experiments at home with your parents.
• Consider the books and kits available from Terrific Science (www.terrificscience.org ).

Sports / Exercise
• Play on a team. Practice a sport or physical skill.
• Hiking, biking, skating, swimming, walking, caving, climbing, canoeing, snorkeling, running,
gymnastics, basketball.
• Spend as much time outdoors as possible. If your body gets used to staying indoors in the air
conditioning all the time, you will be at risk for heat stroke if you do need to do something physical
outdoors.
• Work on developing the habit of drinking enough water each day. To find the minimum amount of
water your body needs to avoid dehydration, use the following formula: (your body weight in pounds ÷
10) ´ 2 = minimum ounces of water you need each day. You’ll need to drink more than that if you are
exercising in the heat.
• Download a free book of cooperative games at http://freechild.org/gamesguide.pdf . Try these with
your friends.
• Check out the rock climbing at Full Court Fitness Center or elsewhere.
• Go canoeing on Town Lake. (You can rent canoes.)
• Check out activities sponsored by Austin Nature and Science Center: caving, canoeing, rock climbing,
etc.

Community Service / Activism
• Keep a scrapbook of newspaper articles on issues you care about in the community or world.
• Write letters to elected officials (congresspersons, senators, the President, city councilors, etc.)
expressing your opinions about issues you’ve read about.
• Participate in an environmental clean up. This might be as simple as going to the park with your
family or friends and filling up a big trash bag with all the trash you can pick up. Save recyclable bottles
and plastic in a separate bag to recycle later.
• Help younger children learn to do something they want to do.
• Visit an elder. Look for opportunities to assist the elderly. Some children call out bingo at a
retirement home every other week.
• Volunteer at a local animal shelter or zoo.

103

• Volunteer at Meals on Wheels.
• Offer to help neighbors with pet sitting, picking up their newspaper when they’re out of town, etc.

Household Service
• Help out more with the household chores since you have more time at home. Learn to do some new
things such as washing clothes, ironing, folding laundry, polishing furniture, vacuuming, mowing the
lawn (if your parents agree). Work alongside another family member whenever possible.
• Cook together with your family. It can be more fun than cooking by yourself.
• Be responsible for one or two meals per week. Plan the menu with your parent(s). Make a shopping
list. Do the shopping. Cook the meal with your parent(s). Try not to use a microwave oven when you
cook!
• If you do not know how to make your own lunch, use this summer as the time to learn. Ask your
mom or dad to help you learn. Learn how to make one complete, nutritionally balanced lunch. Then
start learning how to make other foods to substitute for the foods you know how to prepare. No
Upper El student should have to rely on parents to make lunches.
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Supporting Children’s Emotional and Social Development
Guiding a Child’s Growing Responsibility
Put away toys, games, and clothes four times a day, every day.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Before leaving house in a.m.
Before going out to play in p.m.
Before dinner
Before bed

Levels of Responsibility
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Parent puts away alone.
One Year Old: Parent puts away engaging child’s interest and attention.
Two Year Old: Parent puts away eliciting child’s assistance in minor ways.
Three Year Old:. Parent puts away with child’s full assistance.
Four Year Old: Parent and child put away equally.
Child puts away with parent’s full assistance.
Five Year Old: Child puts away with parent’s minor assistance.
Six Year Old: Child puts away with parent’s encouragement, acknowledgment,
and company.
9. Seven Year Old: Child puts away while parent does something else but gives
encouragement and minor supervision
10. Eight Year Old: Child puts away with reminding and parents daily awareness.

Periodic Reorganization of a Child’s Possessions
When to Reorganize:
1. Before buying a new article of clothing
2. Before buying a toy, game, material
3. Before birthday and Christmas
Steps for Reorganizing
1. Empty a shelf, sort and decide (A) what to keep available (B) what to store for
rotation (C) what to save as undecided (D) what to give away
2. Empty drawers and sort (A) what to keep available (B) what to store for rotation
3. (C) what to give away
4. Empty closet and sort (A) what to keep available (B) what to store for rotation
5. (C) what to give away
6. Reorganize what to keep and replace it. Store what is for rotation and give away
the rest.
7. Save what is undecided.
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Developing Skills and Responsibility
This is a sample pattern of involving children in responsibility for their own lives. Children develop into
responsible adults slowly through gradually increasing responsibilities over their toddler, childhood
and adolescent years. Cheerful, firm and consistent examples and experiences are children’s teachers.
AGES
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

2 Years: Parent talks about preparing child’s lunch. Parent prepares lunch while child
watches. Parent prepares lunch slowly and methodically so that it makes sense to child.
3-4 Years: The child hands things to the parent or gets things out for the parent; cutting
board, dish towel, lunch box, apple from the refrigerator, etc. The child stays with the
parent until he task is complete.
4 Years: The child is shown slowly and carefully how to prepare a part of the lunch; how to
peel and slice the banana and mix it into a container with 1/2 cup of plain yogurt, how to
rinse off the cutting board and knife and place them in the drainer basket; how to place the
banana peel in the compost bucket.
4 + Years: The child prepares that part of the lunch shown, as described above, while the
parent prepares the rest of the lunch. This continues for three weeks or so.
5 Years: The child Is shown how to prepare another part of the lunch very slowly and
carefully, how to make a yogurt dip for raw vegetables, how to peel and slice a cucumber or
how to prepare carrot sticks.
5-6 Years: For a period of time the child prepares some part of the lunch which has been
demonstrated while the parent prepares the rest.
6-7 Years: The child prepares two-parts of the lunch, the fruit and the vegetable, while the
parent prepares the sandwich.
7-8 Years: The child watches parent prepare the sandwich slowly and methodically. The
child sees how to assemble ingredients, how to make the sandwich and store it, and how to
clean up afterwards. The parent prepares the fruit and vegetable. Emphasis is upon
preparing food TOGETHER FOR THE CHILD. The parent doesn’t leave the child to do it. The
child doesn’t leave the parent to do it.
8-9 Years: The child prepares the entire box lunch while the parent is close by for
supervision.
9-10 Years: The child prepares the entire box lunch while parent is doing another task in
close proximity for company and acknowledgment.
10-11 Years: The child prepares entire box lunch while parent is in and out of the room.
Parent gives advice, acknowledgment and reminders.
THREE EQUAL PARTS TO ANY TASK
Setting up for the task
Carrying out the task
Clearing away after the task
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Remembering Things
At school, we assign responsibility for remembering their notebooks to the children. They are to ask
their parents to help them arrange the physical layout and plan the family routines to support their
remembering. A habit of stopping to think before going out the door may serve them well now and in
the future. A series of questions over a period of days might go like this:
Day One: “Before you go out the door, stop and think. How many things do you need to take
with you to school?”
Day Two: “Before you go out the door, stop and think. What do you need to take with you?”
Day Three: “What will you need before you go out the door?”
Day Four: “What will you do?”
Day Five: The parent stops at the door and looks steadfastly into the child’s eyes. The child is
perplexed and stops to think while repeating. “What?” The parent waits for the child to think. If
nothing comes, the parent says, “Think,” and waits. If nothing happens, the parent asks, “What
do you need?” (Repeat steps four through five as needed.)
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Limits That Liberate
Bringing up a child is an art. It requires creativity, spontaneity, and inventive license. It also requires
self-discipline, energy, and common sense. Discrimination is the better part of parental valor. It is
spontaneous to spread a blanket under a tree and have an unplanned picnic dinner. It is not creative
to have that dinner so late that the child has a hungry temper display. It is creative to get up early
enough to stop at Kerbey Lane Café to share a breakfast special before school. It is something else to
get to school late. It is inventive to read before bed under a tent sheet with a flashlight. It is stressful to
have friends over for Daddy’s birthday dinner on a school night with all the children staying up until
ten o’clock. Sleep deprivation is not fun for children; it is harmful.
Slow, low-keyed, relaxing lead-ins to bedtimes that take place with expected regularity, and mealtimes
that the body clock can depend on do not make a dull, monotonous life lacking in spontaneity or
creativity. Just as a creative, dynamic dance can be performed on a stage of specific dimensions at a
certain hour on a set date, and a flamboyant and spontaneous painting can be splashed upon a canvas
of a determined size, our children’s lives can be led, indeed beg to be led, within a supportive
structure, a secure framework, and predictable limits.
The maintenance of a regular rhythm and routine in the daily lives of children cannot be overly
emphasized. A parent can prevent much of a child’s inappropriate behavior by responsible dedication
to regular mealtimes, bedtimes, playtimes, household responsibility times, bath times, and story times
together with limiting shopping and running errands to no more than the child can tolerate, and to
breaking the television habit.
It is unfair to discipline children when it is we the adults who should discipline ourselves. Our hectic
lives may make doing so difficult, but it is nonetheless crucial to the neurological and emotional well
being of our children. It is heart-wrenching for us to hear from children who have been irritable and at
loose ends all day, fighting with friends, or unable to focus on their chosen work, that their parents
had taken them along to evening meetings, brought them home too late from a restaurant, had
friends over who stayed too long, or that a sitter ignored the children’s bedtime.
We feel helpless when the child arrives late again, and we hear that the parent just wanted to sleep in,
forgot to set the alarm or that the child was up too late and needed extra sleep. How can we press the
children to assume responsibility when they are unable to affect the elements in their lives which
prevent them from doing so? What does the child think and feel about his own responsibilities when
he is brought to school late or tired or distressed as a result of his parents’ failure to shoulder theirs.
We ask the parents to join us in the creation of an atmosphere among the adults in our school that
strongly supports a healthy home-life for our children and recognizes lack of structure and reasonable
routine as the neglect it truly is. All too soon our children are gone and our time is our own to spend
on friends, meetings, and restaurants, without regard for the hour. Until then, our children have a
right to the well-ordered life required for their good health and emotional security.
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Elementary Projects
During the elementary years the children will be organizing projects among themselves. They will be
making telephone calls, getting information, setting up field trips, making lists of things they need from
home and asking parents for transportation. They are responsible for conveying information to their
parents clearly and completely within a reasonable time frame.
•

If your child is unclear, insist on clarity.

•

If your child gives you too little notice, insist that he/she make notes and reminders for
him/herself in the future.

•

Post these in an easily accessible place.

•

Rehearse with your child the steps he/she will take in seeing that these notes are seen by all.

•

Do not drop everything for an errand or for supplies on a moment’s notice at 9:00 at night and
rush off to the far side of town because your child suddenly remembers a list of items he/she
was to ask for a week ago.

•

Let your child experience the consequences and help him/her plan to be more organized in the
future.

•

If your child asks for something that does not sound reasonable ask him/her to sit down at that
moment and write out a request.

•

Ask him/her to have the guide sign it the next day at school.

The children will be in charge of requesting checks, packing up clothing and equipment according to a
packing list, getting volunteer drivers and various other tasks. You might not hear from an adult until
the very last moment. The children are responsible for the communication. You can expect them to be
organized, complete, clear, serious and timely. When they are not, insist that you will only help them
when they are. Ask them questions and expect them to get the answers for you.
We are building their logical thinking, foresight, focused intention, responsibility, memory and
communication skills. When they return to us without what they need, saying “my mother
forgot” or “my father was too busy”, we tell them it is their job to remind you, and it is their job
to help you find time.
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Birthday Parties
Many parents have described wonderful and appropriate parties they have given. Some were
elaborate and some very simple. What they all had in common was respect for the child and a sense of
celebration.
A mother asked recently that I offer the parents guidelines for their children’s birthday celebrations. It
is a request that has been made by many before her, so I decided to stop procrastinating and start
writing. Many parents have been to workshops and parent seminars where we have discussed these
ordinary childhood events and their effects on children, but many more have not. It can be confusing
for parents when they trust that the school culture is held in common by the families of children in the
school only to find that their children have stuffed themselves with too much food and worked
themselves to a frenzy at the latest birthday party. Parents who would otherwise call in advance and
check party plans carefully, send their children off with no questions asked to birthday celebrations of
their classmates, assuming the activities and food will be both fun and healthy for the neurological and
digestive systems of vulnerable young bodies. Below are the criteria Montessori parents might apply
to the parties their children attend.
The age of the child is a good number to use for deciding how many children to invite to the party.
Young children are easily overwhelmed and overstimulated on such occasions and fewer numbers can
help parents keep the fun from degenerating into miserable, embarrassing, and sometimes dangerous
behavior by guests or the honoree.
Alternating very active and exciting games with very quiet ones will help the children stay in charge of
their own behavior. Catch the situation before it degenerates into an overstimulating frenzy, bringing
out the worst in the children and spoiling their fun.
Organize the service of food to ensure that the tone is set for slow and pleasant indulgence in special
treats and that no child is stirred up to overeat. Slow everything and everyone down. Wait to serve
until the mood is reasonable frivolity instead of out-of-control frenzy. Serve small portions and tell the
children to eat slowly and make it last because seconds won’t be served until later. Those who are last
to finish will not be at a disadvantage because seconds will be served to everyone at once.
Overstimulation by frenzied activity can change the child’s set point for enjoyment, causing a craving
for greater and greater overstimulation. Children have an instinct for protecting themselves from
sensory overload, but that instinct can be lost and they can become addicted to increasing degrees of
overexcitement.
Children can be easily influenced to override their natural tendency to heed their body’s signals,
breaking down their healthy inclination to stop eating when they are full. A habit of overindulging does
not stop in childhood but continues into adolescence and adulthood. Learning to abuse their bodies by
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abusing food can be difficult for our children to unlearn and might become more serious forms of
abuse later.
The seeds of good sense and sound judgment are present in each and every one of our children. We
can tend these seeds and cultivate their growth or we can neglect or destroy them. Rousing and
vigorous fun are of an elementally different nature than frenzied loss of control. The experiences we
provide for our children now help them learn to distinguish between the two for the rest of their lives.
Let’s help our children experience that fun and celebration do not have to include overindulgence and
overstimulation. A party doesn’t have to end with someone in trouble, someone angry, or someone
hurt. Such a result may seem harmless enough at four or seven or ten, but when we
translate it into its adolescent or young adult counterpart we begin to see it in another light.
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Weathervane Children
By Donna Bryant Goertz
Welcome weathervane children, you who indicate which way our classroom winds are blowing. Stay
and show what the other children are too tolerant to react to. Help us to know what the other children
conceal from us with their amiable flexibility. Reveal the mysteries of our classroom’s secret soul with
which the timid children contend in silence.
Make yourselves at home, thermometer children, you who measure the heat waves and the cold
fronts in our classroom. Stay and show us what the other children are too resistant to measure. Help
us to know what the other children withhold with their courteous consideration. Unveil the secrets of
our classroom’s hidden spirit with which the conciliatory children collaborate and conform.
Come join us, barometer children, you who register the pressure building in our group. Stay and show
us what other children are too cooperative to confront. Help us to know what the other children hide
from us with their well-adjusted countenance. Open the doors of our classroom’s darkest closets
which the stoic children ignore with studied cheerfulness.
We wisely welcome into our classroom that small number of children whose behavior strikes us as
eccentric, complicated, challenging, or confusing. Those children are the indicators of how well the
classroom is meeting the needs of the children. They react when other children don’t and they react
overtly in ways that cannot be ignored. To assimilate these children and support them in their
transformation, the class must be providing the maximum benefit to the children in general.
A mediocre class can successfully keep up appearances by excluding certain children. The slighting of
the children’s needs won’t be obvious because the only children allowed to remain in the class (or in
the school) are those who tolerate unskilled handling, incentive guidance, external rewards, and
moralistic punishments. Whereas including certain children requires the adults to work authentically,
expertly, and creatively; excluding them takes the adults off the hook and abandons the rest of the
children to a shabby imitation of what they need and deserve.
Who are these children anyway, and why do we choose to include them? In the early years of the
school, when our staff was less skilled and experienced, our policy less developed, and vision less clear
we asked ourselves that question often. Fortunately, we were blessed with the support and guidance
of a visionary consultant. She asked us difficult questions. She inspired us in the desire to see the
children as mirrors of our own inner lives and a part of the group dynamic which we have developed.
Our understanding was deepened one year when we had two classrooms side by side; one class was
floundering while the other thrived. One guide insisted that her class was weighted with thee
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unmanageable children. We moved those three children to the other room where they became
ordinary children.
We expected to observe a happy difference in the relieved classroom. What we did observe, in fact,
was that three children quickly stepped up to fill the roles left vacant by the transfer of the
unmanageable children. One by one, we also moved these three children over to the other class
where, predictably, they became ordinary members. As each child left, another one became
unmanageable. It was obvious that this class provided three roles for unmanageable children. The
solution, then, was not to remove children from the class, but to develop the group so that those roles
did not exist.
Once the group dynamic does not allow for any child to play a role or be cast in one, once the integrity
and inclusiveness of the group invites healing and growth, and once each child is genuinely wanted,
loved, and supported by children and adults, does life become simple and easy ever after? Are all the
children unanimously and constantly cooperative and hard working? Never. That is only the beginning
of the story.
The way the story goes is that every day every child and both adults are vitally and vigorously working
through how to bring out the best in each other and themselves. The final answer is never found. The
search is always ongoing. The ultimate destination is never reached. The journey is always in progress.
But no child is blamed and ant problem is everyone’s problem. None of the children are
“unmanageable.” None of the children “has a problem.”
Does that mean there are no children who require talent, skill, attention, determination, and time to
integrate into the group and to involve deeply in work? No. Are there no children who are aggressive,
who leave others out, play the victim, constantly report on others, refuse to pitch in and do their parts,
treat the truth to lightly, tease and torment classmates, or bother the belongings of others? No. What
great good, then, does this much sought group dynamic offer the child?
All children in the group take responsibility for the well being of each and every member, yet no one is
put on the spot to do so. The children are all called upon to be in the group in such a way that all the
others treat them with respect, yet no one is cornered about it. There are no difficult or problem
children, and no situation has guilty and innocent participants. Slowly and gradually the children shed
the roles and labels that they have been assigned elsewhere, and joyfully and earnestly tackle the
issues that arise.
Why should a group of children be expected to take so much responsibility? Why shouldn’t the adults
take charge, punish the offenders, and protect the victims? We have found that children are happier
and more productive, have higher self-esteem and feel more cooperative, value human life more
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deeply and experience a more solid sense of security when they are part of a group that refuses to cast
children in roles, assign labels, punish the bad and reward the good.
In a traditional situation the “good” child, the “good” student perceives himself to be judged as
superior to others and self-righteously despises them. He feels “proud” of himself. The “good” child,
the “good” student in invested in keeping others “bad” to insure his superior rank. There is a nasty
competitiveness that sullies the “good” child’s experience of himself and his accomplishments. He
knows in his soul that he is only “good” in relation to someone else’s being “bad.” The investment in
another’s “badness” is a guilty one which reaps bitter rewards unworthy of the child.
In his soul each child knows he is only as dear, as precious, as worthy as any other child. When other
children are cast in a negative role, the child’s own being is at risk. If it is possible for one child to be
cast aside as unworthy, no child is really safe and he feels keenly insecure at the ground of his being.
As human beings, we all share the innate knowledge that I am the other and the other is I. There is no
separation. We adults have practiced for years to develop the habit of experiencing ourselves as
separate and distinct from the other. Children still experience themselves as the same. That is why
children can be drives to torture and reject those whom adults name as wrong. When children must
exist in a group where the adults sort and judge, cast into roles and label children, they react according
to their individual survival instincts. They maneuver and manipulate, they jockey and joist to be either
good or bad.
Children with extraordinary courage, high need for independence, bursting energy, and aggressive
drives will not fear being bad. Some will become emboldened and take greater risks. Some will flout
our values and hurt themselves and others. Some will manage to wear a thin, deceptive veneer of
hypocrisy and connive to please us while we are looking.
Children with sensible caution, high need for approval, steady energy, and cooperative drives will sell
their souls to be “good.” They will debase their talents and compromise their integrity to be on our
side, but they will never forgive themselves or us for it. They will set others up to be “bad” so they will
rank higher in our estimation. Their accomplishments will fail to satisfy them and their success will be
haunted by the shadow of depression.
We cannot afford to waste our children. We need all their talents and traits. We must include all of
them.
Doesn’t it take up too much of the adult’s time and energy to deal with so much variety and eccentricity
in some of the children? Isn’t it more practical to expel the children who take up too much time?
Is including these children fair to the other children? What about the parents who pay so much tuition
to provide private schooling for the children so they won’t have to be in class with
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children like these? Wouldn’t some of these children be on special medication of in special classes in
other schools?
Inclusion of more eccentric children in our classes affirms the human value of all the children and
provides them with the human value of all the children and provides them with the opportunity to
learn more than mere academic subjects. It relieves the children of the burden of being either bad or
good and allows all of them to be works of art in progress. Inclusion empowers the children to develop
for their own worthy motives and to explore all their dimensions. It discourages timid, repressed,
devious behavior and leaves no place for irrelevant playing up to the adult, false pride, and external
motivation.
Keeping children with all the verities of personalities, abilities, and character traits together releases
stores of energy usually wasted in maneuvering for and defending positions, playing or resisting roles,
and frees up spans of time ordinarily spent pleasing adults or dumping on them. Children who are
involved in building a community which includes everyone are more capable, powerful, and interested
in their academic work. The resulting generosity of spirit, hopefulness for the future, faith in humanity,
and confidence in the possibility of a social system that works for everyone offers children a solid
ground on which to use their talents freely and creatively.
It is a mistake to think that inappropriate or eccentric behavior must be eliminated from the classroom.
It is the raw material to be mined, worked, and transformed into art. The process is long and arduous,
but it is also rewarding and enriching for the class and society. Rather than robbing the class and the
adults of time and energy, inclusion enriches time and generates energy.
Inclusion is not an option; it is a necessity. It is not a burden; it is a gift. It should be every child’s
birthright.
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Using Acknowledgements and Specific Descriptions
Non-specific words of praise (“Good work!” “Awesome!” “I like it!”) are less helpful to children than
acknowledgements that refer directly to something that we appreciate about the child or the child’s
work or behavior. Children often experience non-specific praise as inauthentic, and non-specific praise
tends to focus attention on the adult’s evaluation rather than on the child or the child’s work.
Here are some phrases that show interest and support in a more specific way:
v I see this “b” is sitting right on the baseline.
v I enjoy working with you.
v It’s fun to be with you.
v This is the best you’ve ever done ; don’t you think so?
v So what do you think?
v What is the best part?
v What part was the most fun, (or difficult or interesting)?
v You must feel really good about this.
v I can tell how hard you worked on that.
v You make your point well.
v How did you think of that?
v What an interesting idea!
v I like the way the red looks beside that color of blue.
v You have a way with words.
v You put a lot of thought (or feeling, or effort) into that.
v I’m eager to see how this progresses.
v How did you come up with that.?
v I can see you enjoy thinking about the way numbers work ( or how things work).
v I can see you are interested in fairness.
v You really think things through.
v How did you do that?
v That’s quite an improvement.
v Much better.
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v Congratulations! Your hard work really paid off.
v I like being with you right now.
v You really outdid yourself.
v I feel happy when people work together.
v That’s an interesting way of looking at it.
v Terrific effort!
v That’s a good point.
v Now I see your point.
v I appreciate what you’ve done.
v I think the others would like to see.
v No one says it quite like you.
v That’s coming along nicely.
v I like the way you...
v I’m glad you’re my daughter / son.
v I can tell you really care.
v What I love about you is...
v You’re a good leader because...
v You’re a good friend because you...
v You really paid attention.
v You got right down to work.
v It look like you put a lot of work into this.
v That’s clever.
v That’s an interesting point.
v Very creative.
v Very interesting.
v Good thinking.
v Now you’ve got the hang of it.
v You’re on the right track.
v That’s a good observation.
v You’ve got it now.
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v You make it look so easy.
v Thanks for helping.
v I’m glad you’re here.
v Thanks for sharing.
v It must make you feel good that...
v I like the way you worked that out.
v It’s fun to play on your team.
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Possible Responses to Your Children’s Reports of Concern
from the Community
From time to time your child may tell you about things they have seen or heard at school that are in
some way disturbing or puzzling to them. How you respond may have a strong effect on your child’s
future perceptions and feelings. Give short but heartfelt sympathy. Listen. Make a positive suggestion.
Listen. Leave it be. If your child reports repeatedly on the same child or about similar situations, let the
guide know privately what your child’s concern is so s/he can keep an eye on how to give your child
support with those relationships and situations.
Your Child Reports About His Own Experience
Johnny hit me.
Oh, that could hurt. I’m sorry you were hit. What could you do? What could you say?
Jamie took the book I was reading.
That could be frustrating. You’d like her to ask you instead of just taking it. What could you do? What
could you say?
Dana called me piggy face.
That could really hurt your feelings. You’d like her to call you by your name. You’d like her to tell you
what’s bothering her in respectful language.
Colin laughed when I fell down.
That could hurt your feelings. You’d like him to help you up when you fall down. You’d like him to ask
you how you are when you fall down.
Susan said I took her pencil, but I didn’t. She screamed at me in front of the whole class. That sounds
embarrassing. You wish she would have asked you politely about her pencil.
Repeated Reports from your Child on Concerns about the same Situation or the Same Child.
Jackson was mean to me again. He’s always mean and it’s not getting better.
That could be discouraging. What could you do? I know you to be a person with many resources. I
trust you to find a way to change the situation. Who could help you? What could you do? (In the
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meantime the parent gives the guide the information that Danny is looking for a way to change the
situation and will need careful observation and support.)
Your Child Reports about Another Child’s Experience
Sally hit Martha.
That could hurt. You know how important it is to use our words. I trust that Martha will learn to use
her words very soon.
Mabel pushed Stacy down.
I hope Stacy’s okay. Being pushed down could hurt her body and her feelings. I hear you know how
important it is to use your words. I trust that Mabel will learn to use her words soon.
Danny took Cindy’s hair bow.
You know how important it is to respect others’ things. You’d like Danny to respect Cindy’s hair bow.
Bobby took David’s paper.
You know how much better the community works when children respect the work of others.
Delia called Sammy “stupid.”
That could hurt his feelings. You know how important it is to use respectful words towards other
children.
Brenda never does her work. She just bothers other children.
You feel bad for Brenda. You know children feel happier when they find work they like.
Sven is so mean. No one likes him.
That sounds sad and lonely. I trust that he will soon learn to get along with the children
better. I trust the children and the guide will find ways to help him. I wonder what you
could do to help everyone?.
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Eating
By Rudolf Dreikurs
Many parents take for granted the fact that many children refuse to eat; this is absurd. There are
probably no other living beings on earth who refuse to take nourishment except our children. They
prefer to starve if they can obtain the special attention of their parents. The natural consequence of a
child’s refusal to eat is that he will be hungry; and most parents play right into the child’s hands at that
point.
Eric, age 7, a middle child, was a very finicky eater. As daddy served generous portions of beef
stew—a family favorite—Eric slumped down in his chair and petulantly said, “I don’t like any of
that stuff.” “Eric, please try it, “ mother pleaded. “You know I don’t like things all mixed up
together.” Eric whined. “I simply won’t eat it.” “Well, all right, I’ll fix you a hamburger.” While
mother prepared the food, Eric played with his knife. Father and the other children finished
their meal and left the table, while mother stayed with Eric, who slowly finished his hamburger.
This is a typical procedure. The mother has not succeeded in making the child eat; rather the child has
succeeded in putting mother into his service and making her do for him what he wants. The only
effective response to the child who is a poor eater is to leave him strictly alone.
Danny, age 9, was a very poor eater. He took minimal amounts of food and spent hours before
he got it down, while mother coaxed and pushed. When she came for consultation it was
explained to her that Danny would not eat as long as she was more interested in his intake of
food than he was. It was not easy to convince her that she should leave him alone and merely
put food in front of him. When she returned two weeks later she reported that nothing had
changed. This sounded rather improbable, because most children begin to eat when their
mothers stay away. And then it was discovered that mothers could shout with their mouths
closed.
As long as not eating will pay off for Danny, he will continue to disdain food. Poor eaters always have
parents who are interested in their eating. In the above case the mother maintained her concern
although she did not say anything.
Tony was invited to a party. Apparently he was a very poor eater. All the children had finished,
but Tony still had his whole cup of cocoa and chewed away on a sandwich without noticeable
effect. His grandmother, who was with him, remarked that it often took him an hour to finish
his meal. She tried to persuade him, “Aren’t you ashamed, Tony? All the others have almost
finished. Hurry up.” The hostess asked her to leave the room and then turned to the boy. “At
our house you don’t have to eat if you don’t want to. Give me your cup and your sandwich.”
She made a gesture of taking them away. At once Tony grabbed them with both hands, and
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took a huge bite out of the sandwich. Now he had both cheeks full, but he could not get the
food down. His training was against him. She persisted, “No, that won’t do. I can tell you are
not hungry. So I will just take the food away from you if you don’t want to eat it.” Nothing
more was said. Within five minutes the cocoa was gone and the sandwich consumed, to the
great amazement of the grandmother, who could not understand how the feat had been
accomplished.
Tony did not dislike eating; but he insisted upon eating on his own terms, which meant keeping his
grandmother, and probably his mother, busy. But this does not mean that he would let anyone take
his food away from him. Poor eaters, particularly those who use mealtime for tyrannizing adults, feel
honor bound to hang on to their food when someone threatens to take it away from them. This
paradox can be observed with children who do not eat much for a long period of time. Physicians are
inclined to consider this difficulty an illness, which they call anorexia nervosa. They suggest all kinds of
treatment, often without result. A doctor’s inability to understand the reasons for a child’s not eating
prevents him from using effective consequences which could stimulate the child’s interest in food. I
take considerable courage and conviction to be aware of a child’s detrimental attitude toward food
rather than his “need” for food. One of the worst cases was the following.
John was seven years old when his mother brought him to our summer camp. He had just
recovered from whooping cough. He coughed and vomited not only when he started to eat,
but also when he became excited or exerted himself physically. He had lost so much weight
that he was down to skin and bones. The frantic parents had hired a nurse who fed him several
times a day. Each feeding took hours. The nurse had literally to force each bite into his mouth.
The result was that he swallowed a small amount of food, but most of the time it did not stay
down.
I was willing to accept the boy on the condition that the parents would not visit him for two
weeks and would not inquire about his loss or gain of weight. The parents had already tried
everything else; they had no alternative but to agree. The boy actually ate nothing for a few
days. When food was placed before him, he just looked at it. Nobody made any remarks (a rule
that is difficult to enforce). After a little while the plate was removed and, according to the
rules, nothing else was offered to him. He took only milk and fluids when they were served to
all the children. It was difficult to watch this child starve himself without doing anything about
it—but it was the only way to cure him. Some of the women workers in the camp actually could
not stand it and tried to give him some extra food. I had to threaten to fire anyone who would
do so. And the plan paid off.
Toward the end of the first week, John started to put some food into his mouth. The following
anecdote describes the way he did it. We had taken an excursion. I encountered John after
about an hour of the hike and asked him how he was. He did not answer. This was puzzling, as
he was generally a friendly boy. I tried to find out what was troubling him, but was unable to
get any response. Finally I asked him to open his mouth. He obliged. There was a bun, which he
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had taken at breakfast more than an hour earlier. He had put it in his mouth and neither
chewed nor swallowed it. It took two weeks of patient waiting before he started to eat normally.
But then all difficulties were gone and he gained weight very rapidly.
The first prerequisite to helping children change their minds and intentions is to not be deceived by
their mistaken goals. The quite firmness—without fighting or giving in—made the child realize the
futility of his efforts.
One must keep in mind the physiological reaction to being forced to eat. The stomach is not ready to
take in food if its digestive function is disturbed. Conversely, removing the pressure of food intake can
stimulate the flow of gastric juices. The following episode demonstrates this fact.
Eva, age 4, did not feel like eating her evening meal. Instead of trying to talk her into it, we told
her that she does not have to eat anything. However, she would not get the piece of chocolate
that was usually given to her before going to bed. She sat there, thinking it over. Then she
asked whether she could try it again. Of course she could. After she took a few bites she
suddenly exclaimed, “Isn’t it funny, suddenly it doesn’t taste so bad anymore.”
Many children will decide they will eat only one kind of food, as in the following example.
Max, age nine, refused to take any food except hot dogs. Every mealtime was a fight to get a
few bites of food down his throat. Then his mother was advised to make a deal with Max.
Would he like to have hot dogs for every meal for a whole week? He was delighted as such a
prospect. So his mother gave him hot dogs for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and nothing else.
Then he had enough of hot dogs and wanted other food. Mother remained firm, which is not
easy for a mother to do. She refused to give him anything but hot dogs for the rest of the week.
Thereafter Max ate everything.
Similar procedures can be employed whenever a child imposes restrictions of food. Some children may
decide to take only fluids. This is usually the consequence of mother's trying to impose the intake of
solids. It may take some time before the child will give up his food restriction, but he will do so if the
parents refrain from putting on any pressure. As was said before, this is extremely difficult for many
mothers to do because they are concerned with a proper, well-balanced diet. Similarly, children may
refuse to eat any food that is not “pure”, that is, food containing various ingredients.
All such tactics have to be understood as part of a power struggle in which the mother and the child
are involved. It makes little difference whether the child eats too little or too much, whether he eats
too slow or too fast; everything he does is an invitation to, and a consequence of, a struggle. The
crucial question is: who wins?
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Henry was a finicky eater. At breakfast he picked at his food and complained because the
cereal was not to his liking. At lunch he ate only a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, and at
dinner, potatoes and dessert. Trying everything else, mother finally hit on the idea of merely
putting the food provided on the table and taking off whether he had finished it or not. Though
he complained bitterly the first two days, it was not long before he was eating most of the
regular foods that were presented to him.
What can one do if other members of the family do not adhere to the principle of noninvolvement?
The father or a grandmother might continue the fuss or the pressure, even though mother may have
succeeded in staying apart from the struggle. However, for the child it is important what mother does.
Regardless of what other members of the family may do, the mother can establish between herself
and the child a non-fighting, non-giving-in relationship of mutual respect. But how can she sit quietly
when other members of the family reject her plea? The mother must influence the members of the
family in the same way she influences the child. When grandmother still coaxes little John to eat,
despite the mother’s appeal not to, mother can quietly take her plate and go to another room to eat.
One can be reasonably sure that grandmother will not like this; she then has to decide whether she
wants to continue to behave in such a way that the mother will not eat with the family. All
disturbances around the dinner table can be resolved in a similar way.
It is amazing how close mothers come to applying logical consequences correctly and at the last
moment violate the principle and undo what they have achieved. The example below is important
because it shows clearly what should and should not be done. More significant, it pinpoints the reason
why the mother did not follow through.
Fred, age 4, did not sit in the chair at the dinner table, and mother asked him whether he
wanted to sit in the chair the right way, or if he would rather not have the chair and stand up;
so he moved his chair back and continued eating. Not more than five minutes went by before
he asked to have his chair again. He was told that he could not have it back for this meal, but
had to continue eating standing up, since that was what he wanted. He cried a little but
continued eating, with the rest of the family not paying attention to his crying. At the next meal
Fred asked if he could sit in his chair, and he was told that he could if he could remember that
he had to sit quietly. A gentle reminder during the meal was enough to keep him in his seat.
(The others also included him in the conversation at the table.) His behavior since then gradually
improved, though occasional reminders were necessary. Part of the problem may involve the
restlessness common to this age.
In the moment when reminding is necessary, Fred indicates that he has not learned to take
responsibility for himself. Whether the reminding is gentle or not makes little difference; it is wrong.
But why does the mother persist? Fortified by so-called research of the experts, many people believe
that children are not able to sit quietly for any length of time. This mother believed in the restlessness
common to this age”; others assume that a child has too much brain energy. (Hyperactivity is
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frequently attributed to “minimal brain damage”, regardless of whether such an assumption is verified
or not, and in most cases it is not.) Logical consequences make sense only when one believes the child
can learn from them, that he can change his behavior and to function indicates widespread pessimism
toward and distrust of a child. We generally underestimate the child’s ability to decide his own
behavior.
It is questionable whether this arrangement of letting Fred stand up to eat was the best his mother
could do. If standing up is the consequence, then one would always have to give the child a new
choice, or else go around the table and remove the child who, at the moment of pending deprivation
of his chair, would probably sit in it. The most effective technique, and the one most frequently used,
is to quietly remove the child’s plate as soon as he plays with his food, eats with his hands, does not sit
properly, dawdles, or otherwise misbehaves. He is told he does not get another chance to eat until the
next meal, regardless of how much he may cry, throw a temper tantrum, or promise to be “good”. If a
young child becomes aggressive, destructive, or has a temper tantrum, one can remove him quietly,
but not without giving him a choice; he may return to the table when he is willing to behave. He is not
“punished” for what he has done, but merely excused as long as he does not want to behave. If he
refuses to leave, one can let him decide whether he wants to leave by himself or be carried out. For an
adult such a choice often appears insignificant; he sees only the fact that the child is forced to leave.
But it makes all the difference to the child whether he is asked to leave or given a choice as to how he
will leave.
Removal of the plate is also a logical consequence if a child has difficulty coming to the table. It is
never necessary to call a child for meals more than once. However, most parents have an unspoken
agreement with children whereby calling them once is understood as insignificant. Many parents train
their children only to come when they yell.
One of the most distressing transgressions of Bob, age 11, was his refusal to come on time for
dinner. The father did everything, including using his belt. Nothing helped. Bob never came on
time. I tried to explain to the father the reason for the boy’s behavior. Bob obviously defeated
a very domineering father who simply could not stand his son’s defiance. All the father needed
to do was refuse to serve Bob when he came late. The father could not accept that. He
maintained that one should not deprive a child of his food. It was explained to him that it was
not he who deprived Bob of his food, but Bob himself, by his refusal to come to dinner on time.
After long persuasion and a short discussion with Bob, it was agreed that no dinner would be
served if he came late.
Two weeks later the father came again, and reported that “it did not work.” I could hardly
believe it. Did Bob continue to come late? “Yes.” Did he get any meal then? “Definitely not.” It
didn’t make sense to me: a healthy boy not coming to dinner and getting no food! So I asked
the father whether he really did not get anything to eat. At that point the father got rather
angry, saying he had already told me so. Then I ventured a guess. Did he get anything before he
went to bed? “Of course,” said the father. “One can’t let a child go to bed hungry.”
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Here we see clearly the consequence of the deep sense of responsibility. This case was in Vienna. In
the United States the mother would most likely seek counsel rather than the father; American mothers
take on full responsibility so that neither husbands nor children have to do it. It is this exaggerated
sense of responsibility that prevents mothers from letting the child experience the consequences at
the right moment. It breaks the mother’s heart when her child suffers or is deprived of something.
If a child comes to the table with dirty hands, a fight is on too, whether his mother overlooks the
hands or makes him wash them. If she ignores the situation, she lets the child defy order; if she orders
him to wash, she is imposing her will on the child. What she should do is refuse to serve him or leave
the table. The child has the right to come to the table with dirty hands, but the mother has no
obligation to sit at the table with someone who is dirty.
Naturally, all these incidents which can be answered in an immediate way through logical
consequences are expressions of a deep-seated struggle, of disturbed relationships. Letting logical or
natural consequences take place is only one way—and often the first and most effective way—of
dealing with the problem. But it takes more than consequences to overcome the antagonism and
hostility that presently exist, either openly or subtly, in our homes.
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Practical Skills and Social Graces
Age six, when a child enters Lower Elementary level, is a good time to review the child’s skills in
practical living and plan for the development of new skills. Keeping in mind that each child develops at
his own rate, we can nevertheless makes certain broad generalizations concerning skills appropriate to
various ages.
One of the dangers of neglecting skill development is that a parent suddenly realizes a child is eight
years old and still dribbling milk down his chin while eating cereal, still holding a fork fist fashion
instead of pencil-style, and still moving a large piece of food impaled on a fork to his mouth to chomp
on because he does not know how to use a table knife to cut off bite-size pieces. This realization
typically comes to a parent in the middle of a meal with a guest or at a restaurant and is brought on by
the embarrassment of seeing the child through the eyes of others as not nearly so young and cute with
food all over him as he was five years earlier when the parent photographed him that way. Somehow
the mental image was frozen in the parent’s mind as the camera froze the moment in time. Now, that
image is shattered and replaced by the reality of a large, intelligent eight-year-old enthusiastically
exhibiting the table manners of a bright, chubby three-year-old. There is no match for the parental
nastiness provoked by a choking confusion of embarrassment over a child’s behavior mixed with guilt
over neglecting a child’s skill development and further complicated by shame over the display of
parental anger.
A child whose table manners or other practical skills are addressed spasmodically and with
embarrassed nastiness is a child who will hate those skills as well as the parent anytime the subject is
broached. A child who is suddenly expected to practice five years’ of worth of neglected skills is a
childhood will surely fail and whose parents will surely nag until the relationship between the two
becomes worse than the child’s manners. At that point, manners and other skill development become
less important than salvaging the wrecked relationship.
The better way is for the parents to pay attention, to be consciously aware of the child and his
changing development on a day-to-day basis so that a new skill may be introduced each month as a
point of interest, and practiced with acknowledgement of the child’s progress. This allows for the
gradual acquisition of practical skills, the increasing participation in family customs and manners, and
the growing feeling of belonging, which shared customs engender.
Are these skills of daily living and of social grace worthy of the attention, sensitivity and energy
required for their formation? Could we not simply allow the child to grow up as a natural creature with
the minimum of these artificial accouterments? Could a child not choose, as he passes from age to
age, which of these skills and graces he desires and then finally, as an adult, acquire the remaining
ones which he finds helpful? Perhaps, but who do reach adulthood without benefit of the refinements
they find expected of them in their daily lives, whether by friends, spouses, or professional associates,
suffer needless insecurities while they struggle to form into habits which others take for granted.
127

Often those habits of practical skills and social graces acquired late are week or ragged and
subject to fading or breaking down under pressure or during fatigue. Furthermore, the habits
continue to feel like tricks performed by circus animals rather than like gifts of promise and
reinforcement from a family that cared enough to bestow them. The adult never knows when he
creates uneasiness in those around him and, if he is a sensitive person, regrets this. A more aggressive,
less sensitive person, having lacked one of the natural, daily opportunities for developing, fostering,
and expressing habits of consideration for others for which manners and practical skills serve, may
be entirely unaware of his offenses.
It is true that there are higher values than manners and practical skills, but the development of those
higher values, manners, and practical skills are an excellent vehicle of delivery and a potent means of
expression. They are at once interesting, available, comprehendible, and meaningful to the child from
an early age on a daily basis. The key to the ignition of this vehicle, the code of access for this means of
expression is the parent’s conscious attention and relaxed but intelligent interest. The slow,
deliberate, and gracious practice of these habits by the parent, the calling of attention to and the
naming of these skills and manners as the parent performs them, and the quiet confidence in the
child’s expanding interest and ability, all invite the child to participate.
What then are the categories of practical skills and manners a child needs and from what ages are
they needed? We recommend a child master and form as habit the following social grace and skills
between the age of six and nine:

MOVING IN SPACE:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Saying: excuse me, please, and then waiting for the person to step aside
Walking around people rather than cutting through them
Walking behind people rather than cutting in front
Begging pardon for bumping or crowding
Allowing another to go first
Asking if another is hurt or alright
Stepping aside so someone may pass

LISTENING:
•
•
•

looking at the speaker
acknowledging what has been said
waiting until the person is through speaking to turn or walk away
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SPEAKING:
•
•
•
•
•

approaching and looking at a person before speaking
waiting for attention before speaking
removing hands from face and mouth before speaking
speaking slowly and clearly
completing what one is saying before turning away

PERSONAL HYGENE AND CLOTHING:
•
•
•
•
•
•

clipping one’s fingernails
using a fingernail brush
blowing one’s nose
brushing and combing one’s hair
removing one’s articles of clothing so that they remain right-side out
carrying a wrap

GUESTS:
•
•
•

offering a chair, a drink
acknowledging an introduction
making an introduction

PRACTICAL SKILLS:
•
•
•
•
•

folding cloths
squeezing a sponge
wringing a cloth
pouring without dripping
wiping dry the exterior surface of a container after filling it

SHARING SPACE:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

opening and closing doors and drawers quietly
flushing the toilet and lowering the lid
aiming straight or cleaning up
setting down an object softly
pushing in a chair
asking before touching, handling, or using another person’s possessions
wiping up after one’s self on kitchen or bathroom counters before walking away
cleaning up and putting away the makings of a snack before eating*
placing any article of clothing immediately in it’s place or in a temporary holding
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•
•
•
•

basket if that room*
holding or wearing an article of clothing until willing to put it in its place or in the
temporary holding basket of that room*
putting away an object one has used before walking away form it*

*Note that the fair and reasonable plan which takes into consideration his characteristics and needs is
for the child to put away things immediately. At this age, leaving things for retrieval later only creates
resistance, procrastination, and resentment. Not until a child always remembers to put away
immediately without reminders is he ready to practice the far more demanding skill of remembering
to put things away later.

TABLE MANNERS:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

expressing food preference politely
asking to be excused from the table
stating a food preference
eating so that food goes only inside one’s mouth and not around it
using a knife and fork to cut one bite at a time
resting hands in lap on napkin between bites while chewing and swallowing
drinking without dribbling or forming a moustache
sitting up straight so that one’s chin is over the edge of the plate
expressing appreciation to the cook

Many of these skills and graces will have been introduced at home and in the Montessori primary
classroom as early as the age of three. Others, requiring greater skill or maturity, are new to the
beginning level elementary child. It is obvious by the length of the list, incomplete thought it is, that
the mastery of the skills and their formation as habit demands conscious daily attention on the part of
adults who are gentle, interesting, and fun loving. The acquisition of these skills should be interesting
and enjoyable to the child. The entire process should offer the child a deep and broad source of selfesteem and be experienced as increasing his participation in his culture.
Since the elementary-age child is interested in both history and in geography it is always possible to
strike his imagination through comparing customs and manners from other cultures around the world
and of other time periods. At this age a child especially enjoys being in charge, making plans, and
observing adults to make sure they keep the standards which they have set. Presenting a point of
etiquette and requesting that he assist the adult in perfecting and remembering it is another way to
engage his interest and hold his attention. Mom and Dad can plan together and agree on a different
appoint of manners each week about which they will remind one another to practice at every meal.
Their comfort with being assisted to form habits will dignify the process in the mind of the child,
making it easier for him to accept guidance.
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The child might help the parents draw up a list of manners or practical skills and choose a different one
each week for the family’s concentrated attention. The list could be kept up on the wall and checked
off by the child at each meal. When it has been pleasantly established that certain skills and manners
are part of the family’s culture and when each one has been introduced, practiced, and mastered, the
child may choose the signal to be given discreetly to anyone who needs reminding so that he might
feel fully invested and empowered within the family and enjoy the gifts that the perfecting of social
graces and practical skills offers.
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Support for New Elementary Children
The new children in our elementary classes will be learning to finger crochet, embroider, make
friendship bracelets, and weave. Some who entered knowing how to knit will be vigorously plying their
knitting needles and producing colorful banners of worked yarn. Exciting stories and lessons,
presentations in math, language, and cultural subjects, community responsibilities, and playground
games will get under way immediately. The pressure of entering a new school, new class or new level
will require an early snack for some, an after school nap for others, and may even precipitate a bit of
uncharacteristic acting out for a few. Children may go home irritable and exhausted. All of this is to be
expected. An elementary Montessori class is a complex organism demanding time and energy for
entry, adaptation, and eventual assimilation.
To support your child in adapting to the new environment, you might find some of the following
suggestions helpful:
Make every morsel of food each day be the most nutritious possible.
Send a tiny container of sunflower seeds, dried fruits, or sugar-free, whole grain cereal for a quick
morning snack.
Read to your child (not from a tablet) in bed after an early bath and a comforting back rub,
massage, or a long hair-brushing.
Get up a little earlier so you won’t be rushed.
Sing on the way to school.
Be sure no radio, video games and movies, or TV are playing in the morning before school. Be
sure those are not a daily habit any time of day. Children need extra processing time during
periods of change. Although they are likely to crave more electronic media as an escape, they
actually need less if they are to process the changes and make an adaptation leading to
assimilation.
Provide weekends or long hours in nature as a restorative for the energies consumed in the
change.
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Provide creative activities such as dramatic play, art, crafts, and picture, word, or sentence
journal keeping.
Go cycling, hiking, and swimming with your child.
Keep regular hours and rhythmic routines which are soothing and satisfying. Resistance to
these are symptoms of stress and further demonstrate their need. Although leisurely but
regular daily and weekly schedules are always basic necessities in children’s lives, they are even
more essential during times of change. The familiar is a welcome comfort even when it is not
recognized as such.
Holding, lots of hugs, and extra affection can’t hurt.
Cooking, gardening, building, painting, and rearranging the child’s room are centering activities.
Daydreaming in a tree house can’t be beat, especially if the child has helped the parent to build
it.
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In Order for School to be Fun for a New Elementary Child
By six years of age a child should be able to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Stop all movement and look at someone who is speaking to her
Listen, without looking or turning away, to three long, slow sentences
Register the information conveyed
Acknowledge receipt of the information
Digest the information
Act on it

First the parent goes to the child and engages his attention. Second, the parent establishes eye
contact. Third, the parent begins to speak. If the child looks away the parent begins again from the first
word, slowly, patiently but absolutely and with complete resolve. No matter how many times the
parent must reestablish where she was standing and begin again from the beginning of the first
sentence, she does so with patience and respect.
“Stanley, go get the broom and carry it straight up and down with the bristles toward the floor. Bring it
out here to the patio and wait for me to join you. Wait for me to show you how to sweep up the trail
mix.”
The most important point to remember is that the exchange should be light, cheerful, but definite.
Until a six-year-old child has reached this age-appropriate level of communication and cooperation
skills, school will not be nearly as much fun for him as for the other children.
By six years of age a child should be able to:
•
•
•
•

Completely dress and undress herself.
Remember to hang up his wet towel. (Install a low towel bar in the bathroom.)
Throw clothes into the laundry basket. (A parent’s role is to have an attractive basket without a
top in every room of the house where the child might be removing any article of clothing.)
Put away one activity or toy before taking out the next. (A parent’s role is to have an attractive
container and a space on the shelf for each separate toy and activity.)

The important point is for a parent to remember to be aware and self-disciplined enough to notice
every time and give cheerful support instead of periodic nagging.
Until a six-year-old child is helped to reach this level of independence and responsibility, he won’t have
as much fun at school as the other children.
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By six years of age a child should be able to:
•
•
•
•
•

Imitate a series of modeled steps
Observe intently without stepping or looking away
Observe for five minutes the steps she is being shown without touching anything
Stand up straight and watch without sprawling on the floor or a table
Maintain an alert but relaxed attention

One example of practical steps a parent can model for a child is setting the table with the fork on the
left, the knife and spoon on the right, the glass to the rear on the right, the placemat with its edge
along the edge of the table and centered, and the plate half inch from the edge of the placemat.
The first week the parent may show how to arrange every place mat. The
next week the parent should add the placement of the plate and glass.
Next would be the placement of the flatware, showing the direction the knife blade should go.
A child who cannot observe for five minutes with alert but relaxed attention will have significantly less
fun at school than the other children.
A child who cannot carry out a simple practical exercise such as setting the table precisely will likely
have difficulty noticing which way numbers and letters go, lining up units, tens, hundreds, and
thousands in math operations, writing words in a list, indenting for paragraphs, and centering the title
of a story on a page. This can make school significantly less fun for a child.
If a child is unable to reach this minimum age-appropriate level of attention and performance, a
parent’s role is to provide the child with:
•
•
•
•
•
•

A high protein, no-sugar diet with plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables;
More exercise out of doors;
Screen time of only an hour on Friday and Saturday;
A low-stress life with little time spent running errands;
Only soft, soothing music;
At least nine hours of sleep at night.

Parents can tape any movies or TV programs they like for their own enjoyment after the child is
asleep.
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New Life
Several parents have asked us to help them clarify their ideas on “where babies come from” for young
children and to outline the information given at school.
It seems to me that sex education should begin in infancy and be a gradual and slowly developing
process, rather than an isolated subject within a curriculum or a sudden flood of information given by
parents when a child reaches a certain age. It should not be separated from the child's daily learning,
but should be given by the parent bathing the baby and naming the body parts in both everyday and
scientific language. During toileting development, bodily functions can be described also in both ways.
At the young child's first interest in plants and animals, parents can speak naturally of their life
functions, covering systems such as respiration, nutrition, and reproduction, and being sure to include
terminology such as ova, sperm, ovary, and penis. When a parent lacks information, "wondering" and
"guessing" is appropriate. "I wonder how grasshoppers make new ones? Are some grasshoppers male
and some female? Do the females lay their eggs first, and then the males come to fertilize them, or do
the males put sperm into the females’ bodies before the eggs are laid?"
When the young child first shows an interest in pregnancy and nursing, we recommend using both
family language and scientific language. It is best to give only as much information as the child
requests, making sure the exchange is comfortable, loving, and respectful.
In our time, it is important to begin early to give information about where babies come from and the
roles of the mother and father as related to conception in order to be sure that the child's first
information comes from the parents or guide. This allows the child to absorb deeply the parental and
school values and the correct information. It is against this solid background, then, that the child can
consider any other information and values that are encountered.
At school, we encourage students to view reproduction as the wondrous source of new life on earth.
In zoology and botany, we marvel at the varieties of sexual and asexual reproduction. When we
observe dragonflies mating, we look forward gladly to having new dragonflies on earth. We speak
warmly and reverently of ovum and sperm and their marvelous union. We discuss parts of the animals
and plants and compare their reproductive processes. Human bodily functions are discussed
regularly with the discretion and openness that encourage respect. Both scientific and common
terminology are used.
Discussions of human reproduction are also ongoing, natural, warm, and reverent. We consider human
sexuality only as it applies to family life with reference to mothers, fathers, and babies.
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Conception, childbirth, and nursing come up often and are welcome topics for discussion. For example,
recently when a child read the line "the moon on the breast of the new fallen snow" from "The Night
Before Christmas" by Clement Moore, we stopped to think about a hillside covered with snow as
being evocative of the breast. A child mentioned the earth as "mother" and "Mother Nature." In
literature and poetry, the breast appears often as a symbol for comfort and nourishment. We speak of
the mother's heartbeat in utero, in nursing, in holding and rocking. Children are strongly discouraged
from treating information about the wondrous workings of the human body in a crude or frivolous
manner. The information is not to be used for shock, comic, or entertainment purposes.
Children who have not established open communication with parents at an early age may be reluctant
to receive information, share concerns, or ask questions about new life with their parents when they
are older. By eight or nine years of age, a trusting relationship must be well-established for open
communication to continue. Parents need to be first and constant in their openness and availability.
When children perceive their parents to be awkward or secretive about new life, they tend to turn to
others for information.
In the spirit of open communication between parent and child, we are sending home to your family for
one week the book, Where Do Babies Come From? This book encourages respect and awe for one of
life's greatest mysteries. Reverence for the beauty of the human body is shown in the writing and
illustrations. I think this book sets the tone and gives the information appropriate for the Lower
Elementary child. We recommend that you encourage your child to read this book to each parent, or
at least that each parent read this book to the child.
A good time to share this book with your child is at bedtime. Set an intimate mood and leave plenty of
time for discussion. The feeling of the moment needs to be warm and easy.
It is essential for children to receive information about reproduction from parents and teachers in the
intimacy and privacy of the home and classroom—not from each other in the neighborhood or
schoolyard where it may be colored with shame, cynicism, crudity, or error. The information needs to
be given with ease in both natural and scientific language. Deciding how much and what information is
appropriate at what age can be difficult, but important.
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Supporting Children’s Cognitive and Intellectual Development
By Donna Bryant Goertz

To Push or Not to Push
“Nadia,” I said, “how about algebra?” “Mmmm, I don’t really like algebra.” “Where did you leave off in
algebra?” I pursued. Nadia looked through her math folder and showed me her last page, quite
advanced. “What about getting started again?” I asked. “Mmmm, I don’t really want to.” “How do you
think you could develop and interest?” I asked. “I don’t I don’t know.” “Would you be willing to
explore for that today or tomorrow?” I asked. “Sure,” she shrugged. “Come show me your work when
you’ve completed a set,” I said.
Although Nadia had not touched algebra for a couple of months, she had been zipping through
various strands of math and working diligently in other areas as well. I wasn’t really concerned about
Nadia’s academic development, her self-motivation or her work habits. I was merely interested in
offering her the opportunity to enjoy the pleasures particular to algebra.
“Donna, come help me get started on algebra again. I can’t remember how to do it.” Nadia said, and I
did. Three days later when I noticed again, Nadia was galloping through set after set of algebra. I had
to stop her to check her papers and make sure she was working correctly. “So, Nadia, how’s it going?”
I asked. “I guess I like algebra after all,” she said. “I like it a lot.”
And I guess there is a distinction between “not liking” and “being tired of.” At least that’s what I
suspect Nadia was really describing. In her characteristically zealous manner, she must have pushed
herself too far long the last time she worked on algebra. Becoming fed up with it, she went on to other
pursuits retaining the memory of her last moments of algebra and translating it into distaste.
It is crucial for a guide to know when to push and when to back off. Everything depends on developing
that sixth sense. Intuition is all. Let’s see how it works when backing off is called for:
Carson wanted no part of reading. How he, a scant six years of age, had come to his own this strongly
held and passionately proclaimed position is a puzzlement, but there it was, and in the Montessori
classroom, that is what we accept and honor; that is where we begin. Carson worked in math and
geography. He built science reports laying out letters on cards sounding out the words he wanted to
say.
Carson was intense and irritable. He was overbearing with his friends and work partners. If he became
angry he was capable of brooding for long periods of time, and he was extraordinarily stubborn.
During Carson’s first year in Lower Elementary he came to me for hugs many times a day, long, hard
hugs. I indulged him with generous amounts of active listening, lavished upon him specific
acknowledgments for his social relationships and academic achievements, and scanned constantly for
opportunities to encourage him to push himself. Carson’s reports were three sentences long and he
rarely got them written sown before he let the letters get all jumbled up.
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During his second year, Carson began to write his reports directly onto paper. He and his work
partners called phonogram, silent “e,” and puzzle words to one another to write. Carson did not
consider this to be related to reading. His reports became longer and longer, but he seldom bothered
to attempt reading them back. I read them to him.
Carson began to arrange word cards into sentences. I would read sentences from an easy reader to
Carson and he would make the sentences by identifying and arranging that set of word cards, one by
one. In other words, Carson could look through a set of cards and find a particular word he needed,
but he couldn’t pick up one of the words at random and read it cold. He couldn’t even read words in a
sentence when he knew what the sentence was about.
Carson did not have a reading disability. He was not learning disabled. He was not suffering from
AD/HD. He was a little boy who was gradually acquiring the skills he needed to read and to get along
with others, and he wasn’t quite there yet. He just needed more time than most children. And
although time is the last thing society is willing to grant a little child, it is the acknowledged right of any
child in Montessori Seeds of Education.
Later, Carson approached me saying, “Look, Donna, I can read from this book. I must know how to
read now. You don’t have to read the sentences to me anymore for me to set out the words. I can read
them to myself.” “Throw out the word cards, Carson,” I thought to myself. “You don’t need them
anymore. You can read books now.”
By this time, Carson was in the second semester of his second year in Lower Elementary. When he was
not buried in a book he was tearing through level after level of the reading comprehension program.
Waiting for Carson’s skills to develop has been worthwhile and so had honoring his aversion to the
idea of reading. Rather than forcing Carson with reading specialists, I gave him the time and the
activities he needed and waited for him to discover that he could read.
Carson was the beginning to feel powerful and in charge of his own learning. He had experienced trust
from the adults in his life who had honored him by protecting his autonomy and integrity. Gradually,
Carson began to relax enough to cooperate freely with adults and to show magnanimity toward other
children.
Knowing when to push and when to back off, having a variety of approaches and the flexibility to shift
among them, and seeking genuine and deep affection for each child as she is at that given moment,
are basic requirements for adults who aspire to assist children in their dynamic self development and
their auto-education.
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Facts on the Teaching of Spelling
By Constance Weaver
“Too much that is known about how to teach spelling isn't being put into practice. I can think of no subject we
teach more poorly or harbor more myths about than spelling.” --Richard Gentry, 1987

Background
For decades, more people seem to have considered themselves poor spellers than good spellers,
despite the fact that most of us spell correctly the vast majority of the words we write. With spelling,
we seem to expect that all of us should spell one hundred percent correctly, even on first drafts, and
even as young children. Perhaps it is this unrealistic expectation that leads some parents and others to
object when teachers use newer methods of helping children learn to spell, such as encouraging
children to "use invented spelling" in their early attempts to write. Such critics mistakenly assume that
children who initially use approximate spellings will never become good spellers, or that if the timehonored method of memorizing spelling lists were used instead, every child would become a perfect
speller. Neither observed experience nor research supports these assumptions.
What research demonstrates
•
•
•
•

Young children using invented spelling employ a considerably greater variety of words in their
writing than those encouraged to use only the words they can spell correctly (Gunderson &
Shapiro, 1987, 1988; Clarke, 1988; Stice & Bertrand, 1990).
By the end of first grade, children encouraged to use invented spellings typically score as well
or better on standardized tests of spelling than children allowed to use only correct spellings in
first drafts (Clarke, 1988; Stice & Bertrand, 1990).
Young children encouraged to use invented spellings seem to develop word recognition and
phonics skills sooner than those not encouraged to spell the sounds they hear in words (Clarke,
1988).
At least in grades 3-6, it is not clear that spelling instruction has much of an effect beyond what
is learned through reading alone, if children are reading extensively (Krashen, 1991).

What helps children learn to spell
•

Learners of all ages need encouragement to write, write, write, and just to spell words the best
they can in first drafts.

•

As young children begin to hear separate sounds in words, they benefit from help in writing the
sounds they hear: that is, from guidance in inventing spellings. Gradually, their initial invented
spellings (usually one letter per word) more or less naturally give way to more complete and
sophisticated invented spellings and to conventional spellings, as long as the children are
reading and writing extensively.
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•

Extensive exposure to print helps children internalize not only the spellings of particular words,
but spelling patterns. Young children especially benefit from reading favorite selections again
and again. Learners of all ages need to read, read, read.

•

Children benefit from guidance in developing a spelling conscience: a concern for spelling, and
a sense of when something may not be spelled correctly. For instance, as a first step toward
correcting their spelling, children who are already spelling many words correctly might be
encouraged to circle words in their first draft that they think might be spelled incorrectly.

•

Teaching children strategies for correcting spelling is far more important than giving them the
correct spelling of any particular word. Such strategies include: writing the word two or three
different ways and deciding which one "looks right"; locating the correct spelling in a familiar
text or in print displayed in the classroom; asking someone, consulting a dictionary, or using a
spelling checker on the computer or a hand-held electronic speller.

•

Spelling strategies and major spelling patterns can be taught much more effectively through
minilessons involving student discussion than through workbook pages or spelling tests.
Children benefit especially when, as a group, they are guided in noticing spelling patterns for
themselves.

•

By the intermediate grades and middle school, students can benefit immensely from
minilessons that help them discover the meanings of Latin and Greek roots and suffixes. Such
learning is valuable for spelling and writing but perhaps even more valuable for vocabulary
development and reading.

•

Studying spelling lists is most useful if children each choose a limited number of words (say five
a week) that they want to learn: ideally, words they are interested in, and words they use
frequently in their writing but haven't yet learned to spell correctly all the time. At the end of
the week, partners can test each other on the words they each have practiced during the week.

•

Individualized spelling dictionaries can be helpful as children are trying to get a grasp on the
spellings of words. Teachers can make each child a booklet in which the child can enter words
he or she is learning to spell. File boxes with index cards, or even computer files or data bases
for each child, can serve the same purpose.
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Montessori Elementary Reading Plan
The Montessori reading plan includes phonics, sight-reading and whole language elements. The
children write before they read. In the beginning, they “write” by composing phonetically with the
movable alphabet. First, they compose captions for the pictures, and then they compose stories and
reports. Before putting away the materials, they are helped to change their phonetic spelling to
conventional spelling. If the development of their cursive writing allows, they will copy what they have
composed onto paper.
Through the duration of this early composing, the children are engaged in parallel studies of letter
combinations and their sounds, sounds and their various spellings, rules of spelling, and the spelling of
non-phonetic words. This is done through various activities such as building phonogram words, puzzle
words, and silent “e” words, making booklets and lists, and making charts.
The children enjoy developing their fine motor skills by making metal insets, painting, drawing, working
with clay, crocheting, knitting and sewing. They practice their cursive writing. Next they write
phonetically, incorporating whatever conventional spelling they have learned, directly on paper with
pencil. They are assisted in changing phonetic spelling to conventional spelling to their own degree of
tolerance. Here the crucial consideration is fostering the child’s love of written self-expression. In time,
the children learn to correct all their spelling.
During the time they are pre-readers, the children work with others who are at various stages of
learning how to read, or who are already reading well. The pre-readers participate fully in all aspects
of the work from all the curriculum areas, with others reading for them or helping them to read—or a
bit of each.
Pre-readers place labels of countries on puzzle maps, match labels of external parts of animals or
plants to definitions, work with grammar boxes, lay out time lines and organize text and pictures of
human needs along them, match answers to questions in zoology, and write answers to questions
about a country. They work with suffixes and prefixes; homonyms, homophones and homographs;
synonyms and antonyms; and other word study skills activities.
But mostly, pre-readers write and write and write for the pleasure of it, and each page they write
brings them closer to reading. Then, gradually or suddenly, depending on the individual child, they
begin to read back what they have written, and to read other written matter for themselves. Finally,
they read picture books with more and more text and fewer and fewer pictures until, by working
through the SRA’s, they begin to read “chapter books.”
The next challenge is to connect the child to books that offer richness of language, subtlety of plot,
depth of character development, and worthy issues and values.
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The Parents’ Role in Supporting the Child’s Reading
The Montessori reading plan for the first three years of the elementary level depends heavily upon
the conscientious and consistent support of the parents. The partnership of home and school are
crucial to establishing the role reading will play in the child’s life.
Important contributions a parent can make to help a child learn to read and, once reading, to support
their development of a life long habit of higher level reading are:
Turn off the TV, the VCR, the home movies and the video, and computer games. Read Endangered
Minds by Jane Healy for the reasons why these must be limited to less time each day than the child
spends reading at home.
Be sure your child sees YOU spending more time reading books than watching TV, etc.
Read to your child daily at two or three grade levels above their reading level until they can read to
themselves beyond the eighth grade reading level.
Listen to your child read daily at his level of ease.
Plan social dinners, visits with adult friends, activities, events and volunteer work for the weekend so
that home-life during the school week can be child-centered, providing time and focus for the
development of the child’s habits of personal care, home and family responsibilities, and for the
establishing of his reading habits.
Prepare a space for your child and you to enjoy reading.
A week in advance, plan a reading time for each day of the week which will work around that day’s
activities and appointments. Write each time on the calendar space for each day.
Before your child sees a movie, read the book to him or have him read to himself.
The First Three Elementary Years
Children enter our elementary level at various stages of pre-reading or reading. This is typical of
children’s development in all areas. Our school’s philosophy acknowledges, accepts, and affirms each
child’s individual learning style and personal timetable of development. We provide a
developmentally based environment with guides trained in assisting the child in her self-development
and education. Children learn to read between the ages of four and ten. Every child has a need and a
right to learn to read as early as she is eager and able to do so. The later individual timetable, however,
is not an indication of dyslexia or reading disabilities. Some children who learn to read later become
more skilled at and fonder of reading than some whom have learned to read earlier.
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Undue pressure placed upon a child to read before he is ready, testing and diagnosis for disabilities,
and stressful drilling in reading practice can produce an aversion to reading resulting in a permanent
disability, a predisposition to depression, damage to self-esteem, or impeded neurological
development.
Children may have begun to read during their primary years. Many break into reading sometime
during their first year of elementary; most are reading by the second semester of the second year. A
few children may take longer. Some parents may wish to arrange for outside tutoring for their children
if they are still struggling during the third year of elementary. Other parents may choose to provide
their children with “The Gift of Time” by allowing them an extra year in the elementary level. The guide
will recommend “The Gift of Time” for children who could benefit by following their own natural
timetable rather that one imposed from without.
The Upper Elementary Years
Children with four years in our Lower Elementary program who enter the upper elementary level and
still struggle with reading are very few and generally come up to grade level or move years beyond
before the third year there. Students who have learned to read later have excelled to such a degree
that they have been accepted into honors programs in other schools.
Many children who are forced to read early or on a traditional grade level read well but never enjoy
reading and do so as little as possible and only when obligated. Montessori Seeds of Education is
dedicated to developing students who pursue reading and learning with pleasure throughout their
lives.
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Some Questions and Answers about Reading to Your Children
By William F. Russell
Reading to your children may be the single, most powerful contribution that you, as a parent, can
make toward their success in school. Although teachers and school administrators emphasize the
importance of providing quiet study time and space within a home, a child who has difficulty in
reading and writing simply will not be able to make productive use of even the most advantageous
study conditions. It is only when children enjoy reading and truly appreciate the benefits that artful
use of language can have that they pursue their studies with vigor. Children who have a good command
of the language—the good readers, those with large vocabularies, those who can convey their ideas
clearly both orally and in writing—consistently achieve academic success in math, science, and social
studies as well as in English classes.
This is not mere coincidence, nor can it be explained by the all-too-commonly accepted notion that
“gifted” children are inherently more capable in all areas of study. The ability to understand story
problems in mathematics, the ability to answer essay questions on a history test, and the ability and
willingness to respond when called upon for an answer in a biology class all depend on fluency with
language. Grades and scores only partially reflect one’s knowledge of a subject—the manner in which
an idea is phrased can change the content of that idea, either for good or ill, as any politician or usedcar salesman can attest, and that requires a subtle understanding of language. Add to this fact that
children who find reading, writing, and speaking difficult and tiresome will now eagerly pursue their
studies in any subject (for the acquisition of knowledge in all school subjects is, has been, and will be
primarily dependant on reading) and you will, I think, begin to agree with me that developing a child’s
interest and skills in language could be the most important task facing any parent.
Granted, you may say, that competence and ease in reading, writing, and speaking are requisite for
success is school, but it is the child’s ability to use language-not the ability of the parents-that
contributes to academic achievement; why then should parents concentrate on reading to their children
instead of encouraging the child to read for themselves? A fair question and one commonly asked.
The answer is that reading to your children is absolutely the best way to develop their ability to read
for themselves and by themselves. Studies have shown that one common factor found in all children
who learned to read without being formally taught how was not high IQ, not high family income,
not parents who had college degrees; rather, the one factor was that all these children were read to
by their parents regularly, frequently, and from whatever materials happened to be at hand—
newspapers, road signs, even packing labels. Reading to our children not only allows them to become
aware of relationships between printed words but also allows them to hear a galaxy of words that they
do not, as yet, use in their own speech, to realize that these words can be used in conveying ideas, and
to become accustomed to the pattern of complete sentences.
Although many parents do read simple stories, nursery rhymes, and picture books to their preschool
children, they commonly make one unfortunate mistake: they stop reading aloud once the children
begin to read for themselves. It is my belief that parents should continue to read to their children
throughout adolescence. A preschooler profits from a parent’s oral reading by being exposed to a level
of language that he or she will someday adopt; a ten year old can profit equally from a parent’s oral
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reading of language that is an increment beyond that child’s reading level. The complexity, subtly, and
vocabulary of a work that an eighth-grader finds difficult to read can be understood and appreciated
when that child hears the work read aloud. Then, too, the social benefits that parents find in reading
to their children-the affection and togetherness that are developed during the oral reading sessionsneed not be curtailed simply because the child has learned to read, nor are they benefits that are
prized only by parents. Children, too, find happiness in having a parent devote uninterrupted time in
which they can be together. Even teenagers, when questioned outside the presence and pressure of
their peers, say that they enjoy being read to-especially if the reader could be one of their parents.
Parents who acknowledge the benefits of reading to their children face a series of vexing questions as
to how it is best done. Their ability to answer these questions sends many into retreat, rekindling their
former notions that perhaps reading should be left to the schools and teachers after all. To these
parents, I offer the following suggestions.
WHAT SHOULD I READ?
A parent who is used to reading nursery stories to a preschooler is faced with two pressing oral
reading problems after the child begins school: What stories will the child be interested in hearing, and
what stories will the parent be interested in reading? Don’t give this second question short shrift-it is
probably more important than the first. Every parent knows that preschooler have an insatiable
appetite for hearing their favorite stories read over and over again. Parents’ interest in reading a
particular story wanes very quickly, but they persevere not only because the child wishes them to do
so but also because they do not have any new selections immediately at hand. But if a parent is not
honestly entertained while reading a story, this lack of interest is very subtly communicated to the
child during the reading. The resulting message is that reading is a tiresome, laborious, even boring
task.
I have selected for this volume works that I believe will be interesting for children to hear and for
parents to read. They are truly “classics” in that they represent some of the best works of some of the
best writers of the Western world. They are works that many parents will recall having read for
themselves during their school days; others parents may know about, but never actually read. Each
story and poem, however, is valuable both for the tale it tell and for the artful language it employs.
You will not find in these works the street slang and the slovenly usages that cascade from the lips of
television characters and, consequently, become adopted into the general speech and writing of
American children (and adults). But you will soon discover that the use of complete sentences and
precise vocabulary in no way diminishes the excitement, the impact, or the beauty of the tale being
told. Even when a work employs a nonstandard dialect to reflect the actual speech of the character,
the sentences are still complete and well-crafted, qualities not often found in the speech of our
television and sports heroes.
Not all classics, of course, are suitable to read to all children, and so I have grouped these works into
three categories. The selections in the first category (Listening Level 1) are intended for children who
are aged 5 and up. The vocabulary in these selections is admittedly-and by design beyond the reading
vocabulary of many of these children. But it is not beyond their listening vocabulary; that is, they will
be able to understand the meaning of words they would not recognize by sight because they will have

148

heard the words before, and they will understand the context in which they now hear them being
used. Remember that although a first-grader’s reading primer in school is written with a controlled
vocabulary of approximately 350 words, the listening vocabulary of most first-graders approached
10,000 words! Most of the works in Listening Level! are also somewhat shorter than those in the next
higher category and the subjects that they deal with are not as emotionally provocative. These stories
and poems are typically brief, light fanciful pieces that should spark the child’s imagination and appeal
to the child’s sense of wonder.
The second category, Listening Level II, is designed for listeners aged 8 and up. It includes works that
are a bit longer, more complex, and cover a wider emotional range than those in the previous group.
Listening Level III is the most demanding in that it employs an adult vocabulary, and in some cases, it
deals with topics that only older children are likely to be emotionally prepared to handle. These more
lengthy stories are intended for children aged 11 and up, but, as with the other levels, this is merely a
suggested age range, and you must decide for yourself whether any particular work is suitable for your
particular child-and for you.
WHO SHOULD DO THE READING?
Keep in mind that this is not a book that children are expected to be able to read for themselves. It is,
instead, a book that a child should be able to ask you to read aloud, without ever feeling embarrassed
or ashamed about wanting to listen rather than to read. After all, the child’s motive in asking may not
be to hear the story read aloud; the request may instead be the child’s way of asking to spend some
time with you. Or, you might be the one to suggest a reading session to allow you to spend some quiet
time with your child. In any event, the book is intended for both of you, so always try to let it be an
instrument of joint pleasure. This is not to say that a child, especially a younger child, should be
discouraged from thumbing through the pages or pretending to be reading alone. In fact, such occasions
may themselves be subtle requests for your presence and may profitably be followed up by your
suggesting that you’d like to read aloud for a while.
Reading aloud to children should not be the responsibility of one parent alone; children need private
reading sessions with their fathers just as much as with their mothers. Single parents should actively
seek adult role models of the opposite sex- grandparents, neighbors, friends, etc.- to read. Fathers
(and adult males in general) have a special responsibility as oral readers since children all too frequently
see reading skill as a feminine characteristic, perhaps because a majority of their teachers in school are
women. This is particularly apparent in the reading of poetry: Children, especially boys, do not see
writing or reading poetry as a masculine activity, and so they grow up believing that the enjoyment
of poetry is not a “manly” pursuit. If school aged children could hear their fathers read poetry aloud,
if they could witness adult men receiving pleasure from the beauty of well-written verse, they would be
better able to resist prevailing cultural stereotypes and to choose for themselves the type of writing
that pleases them to read or even write.
HOW SHOULD THE WORKS BE READ?
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Oral reading is more difficult than silent reading. You have to pronounce each word when you read
aloud, and you cannot as easily overcome your errors. Each mistake, subsequent retreat, and
rereading diminishes the impact of the passage for the listener and lessens the listener’s enjoyment of
the work being read. Yes, the task is more difficult, but with practice the process becomes so enjoyable
for listener and reader alike that many readers find the pleasure greatest when the work is shared with
someone else.
I have tried to anticipate the pronunciation problems that you will encounter in each work by giving
the standard pronunciations for any troublesome words and names at the beginning of each selection.
You should look over these words and pronunciations by yourself before beginning an oral reading. I
have also provided some brief definitions in case the usage of a word is unfamiliar to you or in case
your child should ask you what the word means. As additional aid, I have shown the pronunciation
again, inside brackets, where the word first appears in the selection itself.
I have suggested a Listening Level (I, II, or III) for each selection, as a very general indication of the
emotional and linguistic difficulty of the work. You will also find an Approximate Reading Time listed,
and you should use this to help you select which works you can read in the time you have available.
Unless some unexpected emergency arises, you should not end your reading session partway through
a story (or partway through a chapter of a longer work). Always try to allow enough time to ask your
child a question or two about the work you have just read. What would he or she have done if faced
by the same situation that occurred in the story? What did the characters in the story learn from what
happened? Why do you think the author wanted people to read this story? Questions like these are
open-ended, requiring the child to respond with more than a simple, one-word answer. Open-ended
questions are more thought provoking than those that only call for factual information from the story
or those that can be answered by a simple yes or no.
Let me caution you about asking the child whether he or she knows the meaning of specific words
used in the story. While certain words are crucial to understanding what is taking place, most of these
meanings will be understood in the context of the story and may be difficult to phrase as specific
definitions. In time, as your child hears various words used repeatedly, their meanings will become
clear and eventually may even be adopted as part of his or her speaking vocabulary.
Your child may never adopt some words, however, because the original language of these tales has
been left intact whenever possible, and that language can be challenging even to a highly educated,
adult vocabulary. Indeed, each time I have faced the troublesome choice of retaining or altering the
original language of these works, I have imagined their authors leering over my shoulder, and the
chance of their reproach caused me to favor leaving the works intact.
A special mention should be made of how to read poetry aloud. When there is a punctuation mark at
the end of a line of a poem, the author is indicating that the reader should pause –briefly for a comma,
longer for a semicolon or a period. When there is no punctuation at the end of a line, there should be
no pause, and the reader should continue right on into the beginning of the following line. For
example, in the stanza below (from Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”), the fourth line
should be read as though it were attached to the end of the third line:
Day after day, day after day,
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We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean.
You will answer for yourselves the question of when and where to read to your children as you
discover your children’s particular preferences as well as your own. Some children enjoy bedtime
stories (even many adolescents), while others demand a reading session before they set off for school
in the morning. Some parents prefer to schedule a specific time for oral reading in the evening, while
others opt to be more flexible, reading aloud altogether. There is a whole world of good writing, good
reading, and good listening awaiting your children-a world that you can open up to them and one that
they will enjoy for the rest of their lives. What better gift can there possibly be?
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Characteristics of Books for the First Plane of Development
PRIMARY
Primary books have the following characteristics:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Pictures and text express stories, themes, and characters from concrete, everyday, real life,
external reality.
Books have pictures and illustrations of esthetical refinement in different varieties and styles of
art all rendered realistically.
Animals look and behave as they do in reality.
Humans behave, dress, and communicate in every day manner as they do in reality.
The environment is depicted realistically.
The themes of the stories and the characters are age-appropriate for toddlers and young
children.
The stories are not violent, frightening, or depressing.

Primary books do not have the following characteristics:
•
•
•
•

Houses expressing emotions, trees speaking, people traveling across impossible geographical
regions, children traveling alone on trains to arctic regions and encountering mythological
characters. These would be kept for the second plane of development, the elementary years.
Animals behaving in fantastical ways such as caterpillars eating chocolate cake and pizza would
be kept for the second plane with its reasoning and imaginative (and therefore comedic) mind.
Animals speaking, behaving, and dressing like humans will be kept for the second plane.
Fantasy, folklore, mythology, fairy tales, dream images, symbolism, abstractions, or
unconscious imagery of the unconscious mind will all be kept for the second plane.
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The Montessori Elementary Environment and the Wider World
by John R. Snyder
The classroom materials and lessons in the Montessori elementary are designed to support the
characteristics of the Second Plane of development – that time in the child’s life when the child’s
development occurs in and through the community of their peers. Books become increasingly
important, since the child’s reading ability is growing. Sensorial materials, while still an important part
of the environment, are presented with the understanding that they are preparations for “doing it all
in your own head.” Field trips and “Going Out” become feasible and are an important aspect of the
child’s self-education.

Going Out
Just as the child of the Primary is presented with real implements and given real responsibilities in the
care of the environment and care of the self, the child of the Second Plane must be given real
situations in which to exercise will and judgment. Moreover, in order for the child to have a sufficiently
rich experience of the world and a sufficiently rich body of mental impressions, it is necessary
that much of the child’s learning take place outside the classroom. This dual development of
responsibility and experience is accomplished by “going out;” i.e., by formal forays into the world in
search of knowledge and experiences related to the child’s classroom work. These research trips differ
from traditional field trips insofar as they are initiated, planned, and executed by the child, not the
adult, and they arise spontaneously from the interest and work of the child, not from a plan of
instruction made by the adult.
A “going-out” for a young elementary child might be as simple (from the adult perspective) as a trip to
the public library to look for books or articles not available at school. An older child who is more
capable and ready to take on more responsibility might organize a trip to a university to interview a
zoologist or a poet, a trip to an air traffic control facility to conduct research on air safety, or a trip to a
stable to learn about care and training of show horses. Whereas the Primary provides a kind of
protective “cocoon” in which the child can develop himself safely and without distraction, the
Montessori elementary’s “Cosmic Education” claims the world for the classroom. The role of the adult
is to provide a clear process for the children to follow as they prepare for Going Out and to support
them through the steps of this process as they have need.
In a well-planned Going Out, the children can find expression of almost every universal human
tendency: exploration linked to intrinsic interest; orientation in a strange place or situation, leading to
a greater sense of orientation within the cultural milieu; order, in the planning and execution of the
things that will need to be done before and during the trip; self-control in a very stimulating and
perhaps daunting situation; imagination, in the conception of the Going Out and the hypothetical
thinking involved in the planning phases; abstraction, in the gathering of data and the subsequent
synthesis and follow-up work in class; work and movement in the trip itself; repetition, in the reliving of
the experience through presentations to the teacher or class; perfection, in the care with which the
planning and execution are done and in the “post mortem” thinking about what could have been done
differently to make the trip even more successful; and communication and belonging, in every aspect
of the group’s planning and execution.
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The Prepared Elementary Environment
The child of the Second Plane needs an environment prepared with the characteristics of that plane
firmly in mind. Although the classroom is not big enough to hold all the experiences and challenges
that the child needs, it is nevertheless important as a safe, orderly place from which the child can
launch into the wider world. Above all, the elementary must be a place where the child can explore
the world in the company of his or her peers. It must give the child all the freedoms that are necessary
for such a collaborative venture: freedom of movement, freedom to work together, freedom to
communicate, freedom to choose work, and freedom to work at one’s own pace.
The curriculum itself must provide the keys of knowledge to unlock the various disciplines that the
child wishes to explore. It must respect the Second Plane child’s need for exercise of the imagination
and the child’s fascination with stories. It must provide opportunities for child initiated projects that
stretch the child’s abilities to the limit and the support necessary to accomplish them. The
environment must model the best practices in community building, in non-violent conflict resolution,
and in adaptation to a diverse world in which many cultures and value systems must live or die
together.
Given the right environment and the loving support of observant adults, the child who completes the
full cycle of holistic education provided in the Montessori elementary should have gained a clear
understanding of the basic structure of the universe and of human knowledge. The child should be
prepared to leave childhood behind and to enter adolescence as a highly independent, highly
competent individual, balanced in physical, intellectual and social achievements. In adolescence the
graduate of the elementary will be prepared to go safely out into the world; to pursue self-education
in many areas; to make responsible decisions and act on them in a responsible way; to recognize limits
and give, ask for, and receive help, as needed. When the work of the Second Plane is done, the child
will be ready to find a place in society and, ultimately, a vocation that will be his or her unique
contribution to the building of a peaceful world.
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