Counting or Playing?

By Matt Bronsil

ne day in December, I was
O fixing the computer at work
when the phone rang. I

answered it, and was greeted by the
parent of a child in my class. We talked
about Christmas coming, how annoy-
ing it is to go Christmas shopping
these days, and laughed at how the
weather forecasters can never seem to
predict snow accurately.

After the small talk, the parent told
me the reason for calling.

“I'm concerned that Cindy [names
have been changed] is not doing very
much work in school.” Cindy, a 4-
year-old, is a very hard worker who
really enjoys learning. “All I hear
about when Cindy gets home is how
she played with Susan all day. She said
they got the beads out today and sat at
a rug and played.” Cindy’s mother
explained how, at home, Cindy is able
to add 2-, 3-, and 4-digit numbers. We
already knew about Cindy’s fantastic
reading skills. Her mother’s main
question was whether there was some-
thing more challenging for her daugh-
ter to do than play with beads.

This is a common Montessori par-
ent question, and a classic example of
the important role perception plays in
how we understand things. Imagine
the following scene:

Cindy, looking around for some
work to choose, walks over to the
math shelf and sees the materials
there. Deciding on a work that is a lit-
tle more difficult, she invites Susan,
who just walked by, and they work
together. They roll out their rugs, lay
out the materials, and begin. During
this time, they learn that 5,491 is not
simply “five thousand four hundred
and ninety-one” but actually 5 thou-
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Counting with a bead chain

sands, 4 hundreds, 9 tens, and 1 unit.
They begin to understand that as you
get 10 units, you can exchange the
units for another 10, and as you get 10
tens, you can exchange them for 1
hundred. After about 20 minutes, the
girls put their work away. Eventually,
it is time to go home, and when her
mother asks, “What did you do in
school today?” Cindy’s simple answer
is “Susan and I played with beads all
day on a rug.”

Notice what has happened. The
child does not perceive this work in
terms of its academic intent, the
understanding of important math con-
cepts. Cindy is not going to say to her
mother, “I began to understand the
decimal system in very concrete ways
using materials that were designed
with a high degree of control of error.”
Cindy’s perception was that this was a
time for her to play with beads with
her friend. That perception, passed on
to her mother, prompted the call to me.

What'’s a Teacher to Do?
The first thing I did was to listen,
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and, while listening, I tried to discern
the answers to these questions:

1. What activity is this mother
describing to me? The last thing I
want to do is explain the idea of a
work the parent is not describing.

2. What are the parent’s percep-
tions of the work? Cindy gave her
mother her conception of the work,
which was not exactly what the work
is designed to do—nonetheless, her
mother’s perception is important if I
am to explain how the work actually
does function.

3. Is there anything specific the
parent is interested in having the
child learn? If so, is the child ready to
do that? Cindy’s mother, for example,
is interested in addition work.

Keeping these three things in mind
made it a lot easier to discuss the sub-
ject further with Cindy’s mother. After
listening to her, I began by identifying
the bead work she’d referred to. I
explained the work and its purpose in
some detail, speaking about what a
child needs to know before she can
really understand the work (thus
showing how much she has already
learned), and how the activity will
progress as she keeps working with it.

After my explanation, Cindy’s
mother laughed at how something so
complex can be understood by the
child as simply “playing on a rug with
beads.”

I explained that the process of
addition is also complex work. If
Cindy is adding

358

+421
and coming up with 779, she might be
developing a misleading understand-
ing. She might look at the 3 and the 4
and simply think of it as adding 3 + 4
and putting a 7 in the correct column



as the answer. It is more important
that she understands that in this case 3
is not the number 3, but rather the
number 300. A child needs to have a
solid understanding of what a 10, 100,
or 1000 is in comparison to a single
unit before she can really begin to
understand how the mathematics of
addition works.

My listening for and touching on
those three key questions turned a
worried parent into an enthusiastic
supporter of her daughter’s activities.
I still get questions about what Cindy
is doing in school, but her mother is
now more interested in learning about
how the materials work rather than
asking why her daughter is “playing”
with beads.

MATT BRONSIL works at Northern
Kentucky Montessori Center in the 3-6
program. E-mail him at MattBronsil@
cinci.rr.com.
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Tel: (610) 444-4643
Fax: (610) 444-3122

Email: mitedu @ comcast.net

The First Montessori Teacher Preparation
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nstitute Center in Delaware, M.ITE. is conveniently
for

eacher located to New Jersey, Pennsylvania and

ducati()n Maryland. Situated in beautiful Northern

Delaware, utilizing exemplary Monitessori
classrooms and meeting spaces, M.I.T.E.
offers AMS credentials at two levels:
Infant/Toddler (birth to 3 years) and
Early Childbood (2'/> through 6 years).
Classes meet on weekends to accommodate

busy lifestyles. ENROLL TODAY?!

M.LTE. is fully accredited through the MACTE Commission

(Montessori Accreditation Council for Teacher Education)

and affiliated with AMS (The American Montessori Society).

CMTE/N'€Y Infant and Toddler Faculty
From Left: Judy Joynt, Virginia Varga, Lyn Yanuck

INFANT AND TODDLER TEACHER EDUCATION

CMTE/N¥€Y started the first Montessori Infant and
Toddler Training Program in the United States under
the leadership of Virginia Varga. Ever since then,
we’ve been setting the standard for Infant and Toddler
education. Working with our experienced staff, you'll
develop skills to observe, understand, and respect the
needs of children from birth to three years. You'll learn
techniques to support families, build trust, and nur-
ture development. You'll gain tools for designing and
providing beautiful, safe, develop-mentally appropri-
ate environments; and you'll learn about your own
learning and development!

National Program - Summer Institute - New Rochelle, NY
During the Summer Institute, in New Rochelle, NY, live observation classes are held at the CMTE/N®Y’s model

child care center: The Montessori Children’s Center at Burke Rehabilitation Hospital, White Plains, NY.
Call us for information, a brochure, and tour dates.

Call For Information: (914) 948-2501
Center for Montessori Teacher Education/N®Y, 785 Mamaroneck Ave., White Plains, NY 10605
Fax (914) 597-2779 ® email: cmteny@burke.org ® website: www.cmteny.com
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