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			Let’s change the way we see toddlers 

			Toddlers are misunderstood humans. People see toddlers as difficult. There are not many good examples of how to be with toddlers in a loving, patient, supportive way.  

			They start to walk, they start to explore, they’re only just learning to communicate with words, and they don’t have a whole lot of impulse control. They can’t sit still easily in cafes and restaurants, they see an open space and start running, they have tantrums (often at the most inconvenient times and in the most inconvenient places), and they touch anything that looks interesting. 

			They get called “the terrible twos.” They do not listen. They keep throwing everything. They won’t sleep/eat/use the toilet.

			When my children were small, it didn’t feel right to get their cooperation with threats, bribes, and time-outs, yet it was difficult to find alternatives. 

			I heard a radio interview when my first child was very young. The guest talked about the negative effects of using time-outs as a punishment—it alienated the child when they needed support and made the child upset with the adult rather than helping the child make amends. I listened attentively for the guest to tell parents what to do instead, but the radio interview ended there. It’s been my mission since then to find my own answers. 

			I entered a Montessori school for the first time as a new parent and instantly fell in love. The environment was so carefully prepared and inviting. The teachers were approachable and spoke to our baby (and us) with respect. We put our names on the waiting list for the school and joined the parent-toddler classes. 

			I learned so much about the Montessori approach in these classes and about toddlers. Toddlers thrive in an environment that challenges them; they seek to be understood, and they take in the world around them like sponges. I realized that I related easily to toddlers—I could see their perspective, and the way they learned fascinated me. I was lucky to start working as Ferne van Zyl’s assistant in this classroom.

			I did my Montessori training with the Association Montessori Internationale in 2004, and when life took us from Sydney to Amsterdam, I was surprised there weren’t any Montessori parent-child classes in our new city. So I soon started my own school—Jacaranda Tree Montessori—where I lead parent-child classes, helping families see their toddler in a new way and helping them incorporate the Montessori approach in their homes. 

			I continue to love learning from the nearly one thousand toddlers and parents I’ve seen over the many years running these classes. I’ve participated in Positive Discipline teacher training and learned Nonviolent Communication. I continue to read innumerable books and articles, speak to teachers and parents, and listen to radio programs and podcasts. And I’ve learned from my own children, who have grown from toddlers to teenagers.

			I want to share with you what I have learned. I want to translate the wisdom of Montessori into simple language that is easy to understand and that you can apply in your own home. By picking up this book, you have taken a step in your own journey toward finding another way to be with your toddler, whether or not your child will attend a Montessori school.

			You will get the tools to work together with your child, to lead them, and to support them, especially when they are having a hard time. You’ll learn how to set up your home to get rid of the chaos and to bring some calm to your family’s life. To set up a “yes” space for your child to freely explore. And you’ll discover how to create Montessori activities at home that are just right for toddlers. 

			This will not happen in one day. And you are not trying to re-create a Montessori classroom. You can start small—work with what you already have, put away some of the toys you already have so that you can rotate them, start to really observe the children as they follow their interests—and gradually you’ll find yourself incorporating more and more Montessori ideas into your home and daily life.

			I hope to show you that there is another, more peaceful way to be with your toddler. To help you plant the seeds to raise a curious and responsible human being. To work on a relationship with your child that you will continue to build upon for years. To put Dr. Montessori’s philosophies into practice every day.

			It’s time for us to learn how to see through our toddler’s eyes. 

			Why i love toddlers
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			Most Montessori teachers have a favorite age to work with. For me it is working with my toddler friends. People are often confused by this preference. Toddlers can be hard work, they are emotional, and they do not always listen to us.

			I want to paint a new picture of the toddler.

			Toddlers live in the present moment. Walking down the street with a toddler can be a delight. While we make lists in our heads of the errands we need to run and what we need to cook for dinner, they remain present and spot the weeds growing up from a crack in the pavement.

			When we spend time with a toddler, they show us how to be present. They are focused on the here and now.

			Toddlers pick things up effortlessly. Dr. Montessori observed that children under 6 years old take in everything without effort, just as a sponge soaks up water. She referred to this as the absorbent mind. 

			We don’t have to sit down with a 1-year-old and teach them grammar or sentence structure. By the age of 3 they already have an amazing vocabulary and are learning how to construct simple sentences (and, for some, complicated paragraphs). Compare this with learning a language as an adult—it takes a lot of effort and work.

			Toddlers are enormously capable. Often it is not until we have our own child that we realize how enormously capable they are from such a young age. As they approach 18 months old, they might start to notice that we are heading to Grandma’s house well before we are there by recognizing things along the route. When they see an elephant in a book, they’ll run over to find a toy elephant in a basket.

			When we set up our homes to make them more accessible to our young children, they take on tasks with eagerness, capability, and delight. They wipe up spills, fetch a diaper for the baby, put their trash in the wastebasket, help us make food, and like to dress themselves.

			One day a repairman came to fix something in our home. I’ll never forget the look on his face when my daughter (then just under 2 years old) walked past him on the way to the bedroom, changed her clothes, put some wet clothes in the hamper, and walked off to play. Clearly he was surprised to see how much she was capable of doing for herself. 

			Toddlers are innocent. I don’t think any toddler has a mean bone in their body. If they see someone playing with a toy, they may simply think, I’d like to play with that toy right now and take it from the other child. They may do something to get a reaction (Let’s drop this cup and see my parent’s reaction) or be frustrated that something did not go their way. 

			But they are not mean-spirited, spiteful, or vengeful. They are simply impulsive, following their every urge. 

			Toddlers do not hold grudges. Picture a toddler who wants to stay at the park when it’s time to leave. They melt down. The tantrum may even last half an hour. But once they calm down (sometimes with help), they go back to being their cheerful, curious selves—unlike adults, who can wake up on the wrong side of the bed and be cranky all day. 

			Toddlers are also amazingly forgiving. Sometimes we do the wrong thing—we lose our temper, we forget a promise we made, or we just feel a bit out of sorts. When we apologize to our toddler, we are modeling how to make amends with someone, and they are quite likely to give us a big hug or surprise us with an especially kind word. When we have that solid base with our children, they look after us, just as we look after them.

			Toddlers are authentic. I love spending time with toddlers because they are direct and honest. Their authenticity is infectious. They say what they mean. They wear their hearts on their sleeves.

			Everyone who has spent time with a toddler knows they will point to someone on the bus and say loudly, “That person has no hair.” We may sink down in our seat while our child shows no signs of embarrassment. 

			That same directness makes them very easy to be around. There are no mind games being played, no underlying motives, no politics at play.

			They know how to be themselves. They don’t doubt themselves. They do not judge others. We would do well to learn from them.

			Note: When I refer to toddlers, I’m talking about children from around 1 to 3 years old.

			What we need to know about toddlers

			Toddlers need to say “no.” One of the most important developmental phases a toddler passes through is the “crisis of self-affirmation.” Between 18 months and 3 years, children realize that their identity is separate from their parents’ and they begin to desire more autonomy. At the same time they begin to say “no,” they begin to use the personal pronoun I.

			This movement toward independence does not come easily. Some days they will push us away, wanting to do everything by themselves; other days they will refuse to do anything at all or will cling to us.

			Toddlers need to move. Just as an animal does not like to be caged, our toddlers will not sit still for long. They want to keep mastering movement. Once standing, they move on to climbing and walking. Once walking, they want to run and to move heavy objects—the heavier the better. There is even a name for the desire to challenge themselves to the highest level by, for example, carrying big objects or moving heavy bags and furniture: maximum effort.

			Toddlers need to explore and discover the world around them. The Montessori approach recommends that we accept this, set up our spaces for our child to safely explore, get them involved in daily life activities that involve all their senses, and allow them to explore the outdoors. Let them dig in the dirt, take off their shoes in the grass, splash in the water, and run in the rain.

			Toddlers need freedom. This freedom will help them grow to be curious learners, to experience things for themselves, to make discoveries, and to feel they have control over themselves.

			Toddlers need limits. These limits will keep them safe, teach them to respect others and their environment, and help them become responsible human beings. Limits also help the adult step in before a boundary has been crossed to avoid the all-too-familiar shouting, anger, and blame. The Montessori approach is neither permissive nor bossy. Instead, it teaches parents to be calm leaders for our children.

			Toddlers need order and consistency. Toddlers prefer things to be exactly the same every day—the same routine, things in the same place, and the same rules. It helps them understand, make sense of their world, and know what to expect.

			When limits are not consistent, toddlers will keep testing them to see what we decide today. If they find it works to nag or melt down, they will try again. This is called intermittent reinforcement.

			If we understand this need, we can have more patience, more understanding. And when we aren’t able to provide the same thing every day, we will be able to anticipate that they may need additional support. We won’t think they are being silly; we’ll be able to see from their perspective that it’s not the way they were hoping it would be. We can offer them help to calm down and, once they’re calm, help them find a solution.

			Toddlers are not giving us a hard time. They are having a hard time. I love this idea (attributed to educator Jean Rosenberg in the New York Times article “Seeing Tantrums as Distress, Not Defiance”). When we realize their difficult behavior is actually a cry for help, we can ask ourselves, How can I be of help right now? We move from feeling attacked to searching for a way to be supportive.

			Toddlers are impulsive. Their prefrontal cortex (the part of the brain that houses our self-control and decision-making centers) is still developing (and will be for another twenty years). This means we may need to guide them if they are climbing on the table again or grabbing something out of someone’s hands, and be patient if they become emotional. I like to say, “We need to be their prefrontal cortex.”

			Toddlers need time to process what we are saying. Instead of repeatedly telling our child to put on their shoes, we can count to ten in our head to allow them time to process our request. Often, by the time we get to eight, we’ll see them start to respond.

			Toddlers need to communicate. Our children try to communicate with us in many ways. Babies gurgle and we can gurgle back; young toddlers will babble and we can show an interest in what they are saying; older toddlers love asking and answering questions; and we can give rich language, even to these young children, to absorb like a sponge.

			Toddlers love mastery. Toddlers love to repeat skills until they master them. Observe them and notice what they are working to master. Usually it is something hard enough to be challenging but not so difficult that they give up. They’ll repeat and repeat the process until they perfect it. Once they’ve mastered it, they move on. 

			Toddlers like to contribute and be part of the family. They seem to be more interested in the objects their parents use than they are in their toys. They really like to work alongside us as we prepare food, do the laundry, get ready for visitors, and the like. When we allow more time, set things up for success, and lower our expectations of the outcome, we teach our young child a lot about being a contributing member of the family. These are things that they will build on as they become schoolchildren and teenagers.

			Parenting the Montessori toddler
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			When I first came to Montessori, I confess, my interest might have been considered superficial. I was attracted to the Montessori environments and activities. And I wanted to provide beautiful, engaging materials and spaces for my own children. I was not wrong. It’s the easiest place to start.

			Years later, I see that Montessori really is a way of life. Even more than the activities or the spaces, Montessori has influenced the way I am with my children, the children who come to my classes, and the children I come in contact with in my daily life. It’s about encouraging a child’s curiosity, learning to really see and accept a child as they are, without judgment, and remaining connected with the child, even when we need to stop them from doing something they really want to do.

			It’s not difficult to apply Montessori practices at home, but it may be quite different from the way we were parented and the way others around us parent. 

			In a Montessori approach, we see the child as their own person on their own unique path. We support them as their guide and gentle leader. They aren’t something to be molded into what we see as their potential or to make up for our own experiences or unfulfilled desires as a child.

			As a gardener, we plant seeds, provide the right conditions, and give enough food, water, and light. We observe the seeds and adjust our care if needed. And we let them grow. This is how we can parent our children, too. This is the Montessori way. We are planting the seeds that are our toddlers, providing the right conditions for them, adjusting when needed, and watching them grow. The direction their lives take will be of their own making.

			“[T]he educators [including parents] behave as do good gardeners and cultivators toward their plants.”

			—Dr. Maria Montessori, The Formation of Man

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							TODDLERS ARE BRILLIANT

							What seems to be a lack of flexibility (“I can’t eat breakfast without my favorite spoon!”) is actually an expression of their strong sense of order. 

					

					
							What looks like a battle of wills is actually your toddler learning that things don’t always go their way.

							What looks like repeating the same annoying game over and over is actually the child trying to gain mastery.

					

					
							What appears to be an explosive tantrum is actually the toddler saying, “I love you so much, I feel safe to release everything that I’ve been holding on to all day.”

							What seems to be intentionally going slowly to wind us up is actually them exploring everything in their path.

					

					
							What can be super embarrassing to hear a toddler say in public is actually the child’s inability to lie, a model of honesty.

							What seems like another night of interrupted sleep is actually chubby little arms giving you a big squeeze in the middle of the night to express their pure love for you.
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			Getting the most out of this book

			You can read this book from cover to cover. Or just open it at a page that interests you and find something practical that you can use today.

			Sometimes figuring out where to start can be overwhelming. To help make it more manageable, I’ve included key questions at the end of each chapter to help you begin to incorporate Montessori into your home and daily life. There are boxes and lists throughout the book for easy reference. You will also find a useful chart in the appendix titled “Instead of This, Say That.” You may wish to copy it and hang it somewhere as a reminder.

			In addition to all of the Montessori wisdom, I also draw on many of the resources (books, podcasts, training courses) I have discovered over the years that complement the Montessori approach and help me be a kind and clear guide for the toddlers in my classes and for my own children.

			Use this book as inspiration. In the end, the goal is not to do every single activity, or have a completely clutter-free space, or be a perfect parent; it is learning how to see and support our toddlers. To have fun being with them. To help them when they are having a hard time. And to remember to smile when we start taking it all too seriously. It’s a journey, not a destination.
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			A brief history of Montessori

			Traditional education vs Montessori education

			Some Montessori principles

			A brief history of Montessori

			Dr. Maria Montessori was one of the first female doctors in Italy in the late 1800s. She worked at a clinic in Rome, tending to the poor and their children. She not only treated her patients’ health but also provided them with care and clothing.

			In an asylum in Rome, she observed children with emotional and mental disabilities who were sensorially deprived in their environment. In one case, she noticed that they were picking up crumbs—not to eat, but to stimulate their sense of touch. She proposed that education, not medicine, was the answer for these children. 

			Dr. Montessori did not begin with any preconceived methodology. Instead, she applied the same objective and scientific observation practices from her medical training to see what engaged the children, to understand how they learned and how she could facilitate their learning. 

			She immersed herself in educational philosophy, psychology, and anthropology, experimenting with and refining educational materials for these children. Eventually, the majority of the children passed state examinations with marks higher than children without disabilities. Dr. Montessori was hailed as a miracle worker.

			She was soon able to test her ideas in the Italian educational system when she was invited to set up a place in the slums of Rome to care for young children while their parents worked. This was the first Casa dei Bambini—House of Children—which opened in January 1907. 

			It was not long before her work drew interest and spread internationally. Montessori schools and training programs are now on every continent except Antarctica. In the United States alone, there are more than 4,500 Montessori schools, and there are 20,000 worldwide. Where I live in Amsterdam, there are more than 20 Montessori schools for a population of around 800,000 catering to children from infancy to 18 years old. Larry Page and Sergey Brin (founders of Google), Jeff Bezos (founder of Amazon), Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (former first lady), and Gabriel García Márquez (Nobel Prize–winning novelist) all attended Montessori schools.

			Dr. Montessori continued to work in education and develop her ideas for children of all ages as she moved around the world—including living in India in exile during World War II—until her death in 1952 in the Netherlands. She called her work “an education for life”—i.e., not just for the classroom, but for our daily lives.

			Traditional education vs Montessori education

			In traditional education, the teacher generally stands at the front of the classroom, decides what the children need to learn, and teaches the children what they need to know: a top-down approach.

			It is also a one-size-fits-all approach. The teacher decides that everyone is ready to learn, for example, the letter a on the same day.
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			In Montessori education there is a dynamic relationship between the child, the adult, and the learning environment. The child is in charge of their own learning, supported by the adult and the environment. 

			The materials are laid out on shelves in a sequential order from easiest to hardest. Each child works at their own pace through the materials, following their interest in that moment. The teacher will observe the child and when it seems that the child has mastered the material, the teacher will then give them a lesson with the next material. 

			In the diagram of Montessori education above, the arrows are pointing in both directions. The environment and child interact with each other. The environment attracts the child and the child learns from the materials in the environment. The adult and environment are also affecting each other. The adult prepares the environment, observes, and makes adjustments where necessary to meet the child’s needs. And the adult and child have a dynamic relationship, based on mutual respect for each other. The adult will observe the child and step in to give only as much assistance as necessary before stepping out of the way for the child to continue their self-mastery.

			In her writing, Dr. Montessori reiterates that the objective of Montessori education is not to fill a child with facts, but to cultivate their own natural desire to learn.

			These principles do not just apply in the classroom—they inform the way we are with our children in the home. We support our children to make discoveries for themselves, we give them freedom and limits, and we enable success by setting up our homes so they can take part in our daily lives.

			Some Montessori principles 
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			1. Prepared environment

			I run eight classes a week at Jacaranda Tree Montessori. Much of my “work” is done before the children arrive. I prepare the environment with a lot of care and attention. 

			
				• I set up activities that are just the right level for the children—challenging to master but not so difficult that they will give up.

				• I make sure the children have the tools they need to succeed—I look for trays they can carry, cloths at the ready to wipe up spills, a supply of art materials so they can practice and repeat, child-sized implements like spreaders for putting toppings onto crackers, and the smallest of glasses for drinking.

				• I sit on the floor to see what it looks like from their height. I place artwork for them to enjoy low on the walls and plants for them to look after on the floor or on low tables.

				• I prepare the space so it is simple and beautiful. I remove any clutter, I set out a few, well-chosen activities, and I make sure that activities are complete and not missing any parts so the children can work with them independently.

			This never feels like “cleaning the classroom.” The purpose of this preparation is to make things as attractive to them as possible and to allow the children freedom to explore and learn. 

			A prepared environment can be any space that we set up for our children: a classroom, our home, a holiday rental, an outside space. 

			2. Natural desire to learn

			Dr. Montessori recognized that children have an intrinsic motivation to learn. Babies learn to grasp for an object, they learn to stand by trying again and again and again, and they master walking—all by themselves, within a supportive environment. The same applies to learning to talk, learning to read and write, learning mathematics, and learning about the world around them.

			The discoveries children make for themselves—particularly within a prepared environment—build wonder in the child and a love of learning. They do not need to be directed to explore the environment.

			In a Montessori classroom, the ages of the children are mixed. Younger children can learn from observing older children, and older children can consolidate their learning by helping the younger ones.

			A toddler’s work is play. They are intrinsically curious learners—if we allow them to be.

			3. Hands-on, concrete learning

			“We may put it like this: the child’s intelligence can develop to a certain level without the help of the hand. But if it develops with his hand, then the level it reaches is higher, and the child’s character is stronger.” 

			—Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind

			The hand takes in information in a concrete way to pass on to the brain. It’s one thing to hear or watch something, but we learn on a deeper level when we integrate our listening or watching with using our hands. We move from passively learning to actively learning.

			The materials in a Montessori classroom are so beautifully prepared and attractive that the child is drawn to them to make discoveries for themselves, with their hands.

			We give toddlers tactile learning experiences. They hold an object as we name it, we offer a variety of beautiful art materials for them to explore, we provide interesting fastenings to open and close (from Velcro to zippers to buttons), and they help us prepare food in the kitchen—digging their fingers into the dough or using a butter knife to cut a banana.

			Another example of hands-on learning is the math materials found in a Montessori classroom for 3-to-6-year-olds. A small golden bead represents 1. A string of 10 beads represents 10. A mat of 10 rows of 10 beads represents 100. A stack of 10 mats represents 1,000. 

			Using these materials, a young child can then do addition. For the sum 1,234 + 6,432, the child can go and get one 1,000 block, 2 mats for 100, 3 strings for 30, and 4 single beads. They can then do the same for 6,432. It is then very clear when they start adding that there are now 7 of the 1,000 blocks, 6 of the 100 mats, and so on. The child can concretely see and hold in their hands these values, unlike the abstract way in which most children learn addition on a piece of paper.

			As the child moves into the upper elementary grades, they will be able to draw on this concrete base to move to abstraction. They will not need the materials, yet they are always available to them should they wish to revisit them.

			4. Sensitive periods

			When a child shows a particular interest in one area—for example, movement, language, math, reading—it is known as a sensitive period. This describes a moment when the child is particularly attuned to learning a certain skill or concept and it happens with ease and without effort.

			We can watch our children to see what sensitive periods they are in and provide appropriate activities to encourage those interests.

			When the toddler starts to mimic us—parroting certain words—we know they are in a sensitive period for language, and we can focus on giving the child new and familiar vocabulary for them to practice.

			If a toddler is interested in climbing on the table, they are likely in a sensitive period for movement and need to practice those skills. Instead of allowing them to climb on furniture, we can create an obstacle course with pillows, blankets, things to balance on, and things to climb.

			The table below provides some examples of how we can feed our child’s interest when they are in a sensitive period.

			Note: Some people are worried that if they miss a sensitive period—for example, for reading—then the child will have problems learning to read. They will learn to read, but it will take more conscious effort, similar to an adult learning a foreign language.


				Sensitive periods for toddlers
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			The exact timing of these sensitive periods is unique to each child.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							LANGUAGE

							A sensitive period for spoken language. They watch our mouth, they babble, they start parroting what we say, and soon afterward, there is a language explosion. An interest in writing may begin from 3.5+ years; reading from 4.5+ years.

							
								• Use rich language.

								• Name everything with its proper name.

								• Read books.

								• Have conversations with the toddler—allow pauses for them to react.

								• Follow the child’s interests.

					

					
							ORDER

							Toddlers love order. Dr. Montessori observed a child out walking with her mother, who became very upset when her mother took off her coat. The child was upset because the “order” (how things were) changed and, when the mother replaced the coat, the child calmed down. 

								• Use routines so the child knows what to expect next.

								• Have “a place for everything and everything in its place.”

								• Provide understanding if the child is upset when something doesn’t happen the same way every day. 

					

					
							TINY DETAIL

							From 18 months to 3 years, the child is attracted to the smallest objects and the minutest detail.

								• Provide exquisite details in the home: art, flowers, handmade crafts.

								• Sit on the ground at their height to see what they can see from their perspective—make it attractive. 

								• We can remove imperfect items.

					

					
								MOVEMENT ACQUISITION

							The young toddler acquires gross- and fine-motor movement—they learn to walk and to use their hands. The older toddler refines these skills and begins to develop more coordination.

								• Offer different opportunities for them to practice gross- and fine-motor movements. 

								• Allow time for movement.

					

					
							SENSORIAL EXPLORATION

							Toddlers are fascinated
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