Defining Montessori

On a recent beautiful autumn morning, I was greeted with contented smiles and twinkling excitement.  The methodical sound of the airplane’s engine inspired animated conversations amongst the six 8th grade students I was taking to New York for the Global Citizenship Action Program, a conference for 12-14 year old Montessori students from three countries and fifteen states.  For five days, these students had the opportunity to work with and learn from leaders of various NGOs, UNICEF, and the United Nations. 
The students’ engagement and curiosity reminded me why I choose to work in a school where excellence is the expectation, where intelligent teachers love their jobs, and where kids generally love to come to school.  While these traits are not unique to any particular educational pedagogy, I am proud to find them at the Montessori School of Evergreen.  People often ask me about the Montessori philosophy.  They wonder what makes it unique and often have misconceptions about the approach.  In response to these questions, I wanted to share what I believe are the core strengths of the Montessori approach.  
Montessori provides the perfect balance of structure, freedom, and choice.

In Montessori, students make choices in planning their day and their studies.  It is a powerful message to send a young child that he can make decisions about his education.  As students grow older, they pursue research that reflects their passions.  They apply academic skills (reading, writing, synthesizing information, presenting their findings to their peers) in a way that makes education meaningful.

These choices don’t come without structure and responsibility.  In fact, Montessori classrooms often have more structure -- in the sense of rules and expectations -- than many other methods of education.  The idea is that teachers set in place external structure (how many works must be done, what types of works, what sort of behavior is appropriate) that allows students to develop internal structure (time management, self-motivation, self-discipline), leading to success in the long run. 

Montessori is inherently able to meet the needs of different learners.


Under the Montessori model, it is our job as teachers and educators to provide children with constant intellectual, artistic and athletic challenges while supporting their emotional development.  We do this by creating individualized curriculums that allow each child to work at their own level.]  This individualized focus on the whole child (which is why Montessori is sometimes labeled as holistic) creates a climate in which every child can achieve his full potential.

Montessori learning is experiential by design.

We believe that children learn by doing, becoming active learners instead of passive ones.  Montessori materials are also designed to be self-correcting; we all learn better when we do it ourselves.  The genius of these materials extends into the “cultural” curriculum, which includes science, history, and art.  

At Montessori School of Evergreen, we value experiential education and include a substantial outdoor adventure component in our program.  Our students emanate confidence when they complete these challenges -- whether they be kindergarteners completing a night hike or 8th year students snow-shoeing into a hut at Shrine Mountain Inn.  They are safely pushed just outside of their comfort zone to achieve a goal.  When life gets tricky later, they look back and think, “I didn’t think I would make it to the top of Greys Peak, but I did.  If I could do that, I can do anything.”  

Montessori gets results.
The bottom line?  Montessori kids are generally content and are academically, socially, and emotionally prepared for their next endeavor.  They like coming to school and our alumni show that they not only love learning, but also that they have the education to achieve their goals and pursue their passions.  It excites me to think of what the six students, who so eloquently tackled New York, will become!
Over the years, the Montessori of Evergreen students have always exceeded the expectations we have for our incoming freshman.  Our experience with students attending Mullen High School who have graduated from MSE is that they are very well prepared to meet the scholastic rigor of our college prep curriculum.  They are dedicated to excellence and illustrate that by the college acceptance letters they receive during their senior year at Mullen.
Frank Cowley, Admission Director at Mullen High School

The teachers at Montessori  . . .  taught me important life skills such as speaking directly to someone with confidence and not being afraid to voice my own opinion. The experiences I gained while at Montessori were so unique and extraordinary. From visiting the United Nations in New York, to learning how to milk a cow, to building a greenhouse, I received an education far superior to anything that could be taught in an ordinary classroom setting. Entering high school, I felt significantly beyond “prepared”.  Montessori equipped me for high school and life in general better than I could have imagined possible and with a Montessori education behind me, I feel ready for anything.

Caroline Knetsch, MSE alum
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