


s a parent, you probably are already fa-

miliar with the Montessori Method of
! eéiuczlti( »n. You may have been an ob-
“server in a classroom. You may have
read some of Dr. Montessori’s hoolks.
You may be a regular and avid reader of
this magazine. You see the benefits of
this approach with your own children. If
yvou had no knowledge of Montessori,
think back to that moment you first saw
Montessori in action. If vou saw it in a
well-run program, the chances are that
vou were amazed. You never imagined
that children were working so well and
cfficiently. You never imagined the idea
that children could both enjoy work and
work peacefully in the classroom. Our
image of preschool is one where, if the
teacher is not actively interacting with
students constantly, chaos is bound to
erupt. Seeing a Montessori classroom
quickly dispels that myth.
While this is 2 wonderful thing to see,
many parents then begin to have
doubts.

Wil ey chitd be able to function al
this level?”

“Are these somehow special children?”

“Are they ondy like this when (here are
visttors?”

Not all parents have these doubts.
Several parents jump in and ask for a
spot in the program right away. It is,
however, very common for many par-
ents to have these concerns. These con-
cerns can be compounded when a child
has been diagnosed with having ADHD:

Is the movement in the classroom going fo be
disrupiive? Isn't it better io have him in a
pleice where everyone is sifting?

What tf my child does not want to choose?

How will my child control bimself with all this
free choice? Will he start disrupting ofhers?

To give a definite yes or o answer to
these questions is unreasonable and ir-
responsible. Every child is different.
will suggest, however, that Montessori is
a much more effective system to handle
children that have ADHD. There are
some key ways that Montessori is bene-
ficial to these students and a preferred
method over traditional education.

Importance of Movement

Parents often feel that a highly dis-
tractible child will find a better fitin a
classroom where students are requirecl
to sit in their seat, not move, and (as a
result), there will be less distractions. 1
think on the surface, it seems like it
might be better. In one theory, children
are working on these projects with big
smiles on their faces and loving every
minute of it. They are somehow happy
with the fact that, even if they know
more (or not encugh to actually do this
work), everyone is doing the same
thing.

In this theoretical world, there are no
distractions whatsoever. How could
there be? The teacher is there watching
over evervone, and the children are hap-
pily doing their paperwork. What possi-
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ble distractions can come from this?

What we get in that type of school
setting are many distractions. Even the
quiet, when the method ‘works,” can be
a distraction. A simple dropping of the
pencil distracts the entire room as the
child quickly jumps up from his desk to
retrieve it. A person in a classroom get-
ting up to throw away a paper draws the
attention of everyone.

It is worth pointing out that we have
a paradox in our mind with regard to
this question and how traditional educa-
tion addresses the issue of movement.
On one hand, we imagine that a child
who learns to sit in his seat all day will be
less of a problem. However, look over
some of the following common sugges-
tions you might find in how to help a
child who has ADHD better adapt to a
rraditional classroom. I found these on
various web sites. Your own Google™
search will provide similar results:

Have all the students stand and streich, rim
in place, or do an exercise or movenient ac-
tivity when deerned necessary.

Be flexible and allow a child with ADHD to
Stand up or squal in bis chair, if it belps the
Stulerst complele assignments.

Lei bim, or ber, sit on the floor by you or on a
firge ball if that belps the child do the work.
An air-filted pillos or a quiet stationary exer-
cise bike with a desk attached could also be
used,

Have the stident deliver an ‘important’ lefler
in a sealed envelope ko another teacher or
school secretary who understands the child's
need fo move.

There are other types of suggestions
as well. I chose these because it clearly
shows the importance of movement for
the child. So important is this move-
ment that I hvpothesize that many stu-
dents with an ADHD are given the diag-
nosis simply because they are doing
what children should naturally be al-
lowed to do (movement) in a classroom
that does not allow for movement.

Until we think about it, the reason we
think the movement in the Montessori
classroom is distracting is because
movement in other classrooms is dis-
tracting. Movement in real life is not dis-
tracting. You could be outside in the
park on a nice day, reading a book. As
people walk by, you are not necessarily
thrown out of the context of the book.
This is movement, but is it always a dis-
traction? Of course it is not. Montessor,
with its environment closer to what we
see in real life, allows for more move-
ment withourt distraction.




Movement is a key factor in the
Montessori classroom. Maria Montessori
described movement as “an essential
factor in intellectual growth.” What is
not discussed often in basic discussions
of Montessori is something that is criti-
cal. Montessori education not only pro-
motes movemerit for learning, but it
also teaches the refinement of move-
ment. Movement is possible in the
Montessori classroom because of how
we refine those movements. Refined
movements are simply “a selection of
the absolutely necessary movements in
a succession of acts.” When we are look-
ing into a well-run Montessori classroom
and we notice exactly how the students
are engaging in their activities, we see
much of this refinement happening.
Parents often comment on how careful-
Iy a child carries the red rods to his rug,
lines them up, and adjusts them as he
sees fit. When done perfectly, and with
intent, you do not see any extra, unnec-
essary movements. This type of prepara-
tion helps a child, who is having trouble
controlling his physical actions, come to
more of a peaceful and focused state in
his movements. Movement is, therefore,
not discouraged,; it is used as a path to
inner peace.

Importance of Choice

We move from the question of move-
ment into the idea of choice. How is it
that a child, who has difficulty in a tradi-
tional classroom setting, where every-
thing is controlled for him or her, will
thrive in a situation where they have the
choice of what to do? The reasoning,
again, seems logical. If a child cannor get
tasks done that the teacher assigns, how
is the child going to complete tasks
when nobody is forcing him, or her, into
specific goals?

In 2005, a book was published that
talks about the vast array of studies we
have dealing with learning and how
those studies support Montessori
Education titled Moritessori: The
Scierice Bebind the Gerzius. Chapter 3 is
“Choice and Perceived Control.” The en-
tire chapter is dedicated to describing
how, study after study, we see when
adults choose activities for a child, the
child is less likely to do the activities well
and have less desire to do the activity.
There are also studies that show this
trend continues into adulthood. The
chapter summary states: “In traditional
school environments, children have lit-
tle choice, yet research shows that the

greater their sense of control in the
classroom, the better they fare.”

When we are discussing choice, it is
also important to look at what exactly a
child needs. Often, when we perceive
something as unnecessary, it is quite the
opposite. I was in a restaurant recently
and saw a toddler playing with the cups
and glasses. He had a small, empty cup
and placed it directly on top of the glass
and realized it was a perfect fit. I also ob-
served an adult near the child become
increasingly annoyed at this child’s be-
havior. I did not ask him why, but his
logic must have been that these things
are not to be played with, especially in a
restaurant setting. Understanding more
the child’s need for order, 1 was fascinat-
ed as I observed what happened.

After trying the cup, successfully and
unsuccessfully, on many different ob-
jects to see if it would fit, he realized the
best fit was on the glass in front of him.
He picked up a small wooden stick that
had been used to eat ice cream and
placed it in the glass. He put the cup
back on and noticed the cup still fit. The
adult grew more agitated. He then took
a package that previously held chop-
sticks and looked at it. You could tell he
thought it might be too large, but decid-
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ed to try it anyway. Being that the pack-
age was paper, it folded over and fit easi-
ly. The child smiled at his recent discov-
ery. The adult became aggravated. The
child then reached for a spoon that was
too large and would cause the cup not
to fit on top of the glass. Withour saying
aword, the adult reached over and took
the spoon out of the child’s hand. The
child, not caring about what social rules
the adult thought he was breaking,
reached for a fork, which was also taken
away. The child grabbed everything he
could — from fork to knife to chopstick
and tried to putitin the glass to test
out his experiment. Ultimately, the glass
was taken away and the child was frus-
trated. Luckily, it was a quick frustration,
and the child was very quickly interested
in something else. How wonderful it
would have been for me to intervene
and help the child in his scientific dis-
covery of size and material, but there is a
time and place for stepping outside of
boundaries and this was neither.

What happened with this child? On
one level, he was not allowed to do
something the adult deemed unneces-
sary and silly. If we dig deeper, however,
we see that the child’s choice was pro-
viding the child with a learning opportu-
nity that he needed. He may have un-
derstood that the spoon would not fit
properly, but until he worked with this
and manipulated it on his own, the hy-
pothesis remained only in theory. By
taking away the choice, this adult con-
trolled what the child should discover.
In a very real way, he said, “You may not
learn this now.”

The story also exemplifies ancther
crucial consideration. When given the
opportunity and choice to decide what
to learn and when to learn it and by pro-
viding materials and presentations on
how to work with those materials, chil-
dren will amaze us with what they are
able to do. This adult, for whatever rea-
son, did not see the importance of what
was happening within this child. Often,
we do not know exactly why a child is
doing an activity, especially if it is serving
no obvious purpose. When we trust,
however, that there may be meaning be-
hind it and observe children to see what
discoveries they are seeking from the
material, we notice that there is some-
thing happening. Children are forming
connections that they need.

When an adult steps in and chooses
an activity for a child, we often step on
the feet of a well-needed lesson that the
child is craving. The child may learmn
from it, but not as well as when the child

has the freedom to choose it on his, or
her, own time.

In regard to children not choosing,
there are children that do take some time
to come to the realization that they are
able to choose in a Montessori class-
room. The ADHD-diagnosed children are
generally not those children. As you can
imagine, they often start off their
Montessori years excited and choosing
too much and not ready to focus on any-
thing. This goes back to the refinement
of movement and concentration that
comes from proper use of the materials.
Given time and freedom, children adjust.
They can get out the energy they need
through movement and are providecd
with the academics they need through
choice. Once a child has learn-ed what is
needed from the material, the material is
not as attractive. Children are naturally
ready to move on and readily accept
learning new concepts. It is no longer of
interest to a child of five years to con-
stantly work with the pink tower and red
rods. There are extensions they can do to
still provide them with a learning oppor-
tunity, bur they mastered this material
years ago and are ready to move on. This
is the power that choice gives them. In
traditional education, they have to move
on. In Montessori education, they wezrt
O move on,

Other Advantages of Montessori
Over Traditional Education

Montessori provides many benefits that
malke it arguably a better choice for a
child that has ADHD. I have already
shown two fantastic benefits: movernent
and choice. I want to briefly mention oth-
er benefits as well that 1 feel vou should
consider. Montessori offers:

Bl Hands-on, self correcting materials.
Part of the benefit with this invalves
movement, as discussed above. The
self-correcting aspect is also impor-
tant. Materials have built into them
something we call the “control of er-
ror.” This simply means that the ma-
terials are designed so that children
cannot complete the task set out be-
fore them without doing it properly.
The classic example of this are the
cylinder blocks. This material is a set
of four wooden blocks that the chil-
dren may either do one at a time or
up to four at a time. Cut out of each
of the wooden blocks are ten cylin-
ders the child can remove and re-
arrange. They vary in size and will
only fit properly into one of the
holes. The child cannot return this
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material to the shelf if they make a
mistake, because there will always
be one cylinder left over. The ma-
terial, in essence, is correcting the
child. It provides immediate feed-
back and allows the child the im-
mediate opportunity to correct
his or her mistake without teacher
intervention. This also builds con-
fidence when a child says, “I can
do this on my own,” as opposed
to, “Teacher, did I do this right?”

Loenger work cycle. Many criti-
cisms of television programs site
that, although they may be educa-
tional, they do not help build a
child’s focus. Many programs
move from one concept and skip
to the next. With so much
change, how much time do chil-
dren have to really reflect on
these concepts, work with them,
and test them? Traditional teach-
ers cannot fully understand the
importance of a three-hour unin-
terrupted work cycle. (See page S in
this issue for more on this topic.) They
often cannot even imagine it.
Remember that what you are
seeking for your child is the
chance to develop his or her con-
centration. This is not going to
happen if the focus quickly
changes throughout the day.

The teacher is not a distraction.
When a group of students are
working on a project, the teacher
can often be a distraction. The
teacher may give more directions,
clarify questions, or even the sim-
ple act of watching a child work is
a distraction. Ir is important in
Montessori to observe children,
but not necessarily make it obvi-
ous you are watching that child. If
vou watch a child, you then be-
come something else in the
child’s environment. In nature, if
you want to observe how an ani-
mal acts naturally, it is best to seck
that animal in its envircnment and
be careful to not be noticed. If the
animal notices you, its behavior
may change, It is similar to how
Montes-sori is carried out in the
classroom. We observe children
to notice how they naturally react
to the environment and see how
to help them develop. This is dy-
namically different from a teacher
imposing how to act. It also yields
quite different results,

13




Why is there so much ADFD?

I have never conducted an official
survey of this statement, but it
seems through my discussions
with teachers, most seem to be-
lieve the number of diagnosed
ADHD children is unnecessarily
high. Based on the benefits of a
proper environment, these num-
bers can be dramatically reduced.
I do believe that some children
have the need for medication and
specialized intervention. I also be-
licve that the majority of students
diagnosed with ADHD are simply
reacting to an environment that
does not provide them optimum
opportunity to learn and focus.
When looking at classroom
behavior, we can look at three
things: rciture, nurture, arned er-
virornend. The nature we may
not be able to necessarily change.
The nurture, you will gencrally
find in many classrooms, so this is
not a Montessori vs. traditional
debate. That simply leaves the en-
vironment. Montessori was right
when she said, “A child is a dis-
coverer. He is an amorphous,
splendid being in scarch of his
own proper form.” Given the
right environment, that child can
form into something wonderful.

Matt Bronsil grew up in Montessori
Suhools. Both bis parents were Mordessori
teachers and trainers. He starled working
ine Mowdessori Schools in 2001 and bes
been teaching ever since. He welcomes ail

your guesiions and conznents aboud

Morttessori, His E-Maif is MattBronsil(co
circlrr.cont. He also vuns a Monlessori
Dlog theit cans be found onldine al
bitp:ffwww. nysperce.com/MontessoriBlog
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