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“What goes on inside a primary classroom will not remain a mystery to parents if they read this vivid report of one year in the life of a teacher of four- and five-year-old children. The author’s love for all the children shines through as she describes their learning successes—and some failures.”

—Los Angeles Times




“A realistic and thought-provoking tour of a highly successful teacher’s year-long journey and inner conversation. Montessori is her methodology; her love is practicing exactly how she believes it should be.”

—Virginia McHugh, Executive Director,
Association Montessori International




“Lillard is a talented and open diarist and educator. Her account is rich, filled with insights, beliefs, and misgivings.”

—The Review of Education




“A highly readable and instructive look at how one teaches academic and social skills to four- and five-year-olds.”

—Washington Post




“An engaging book … written in a style which reflects the depth of emotion a teacher experiences while trying to help a group of children reach their academic and social potential.”

—Curriculum Review




“This is not just a slice of classroom life; not just another vindication of Montessori principles at work. It is a chronicle of dedication, a neo-realist drama unfolding the self-sustaining optimism of a good teacher who will aid the developmental challenges she finds in others and herself.”

—North American Montessori
Teachers Association Quarterly




“Lillard is an inspiring master teacher, a true rarity. Her book should be read by every teacher and every teacher-in-training. It should be on the shelf of every college of education in the country.”

—Dr. Sylvia O. Richardson,
Distinguished Professor of Communication Sciences
and Emeritus Professor of Pediatrics,
University of South Florida




“I always use this wonderful book in my courses for student teachers. It helps them understand what it is to be a reflective teacher and provides a model for adapting curriculum to the individual needs and interests of children.”

—Martha B. Bronson,
Boston College School of Education
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Re-reading these journal entries almost two decades after writing them has had a humbling effect on me. I am in awe of the children’s learning and the resilience, courage, and intuition with which they direct their own formation. As I revisit my experiences as a younger teacher, I am better able to identify my strengths and weaknesses—a feat of self-knowledge so much easier to accomplish in retrospect.

Reflecting on that long-ago classroom experience is especially meaningful to me now, as I retired from active teaching last year to become principal of a Montessori school with a student body of approximately one hundred and seventy children. I lead a parent-infant class once a week, and I am often in classrooms either observing, temporarily teaching a class, or taking visitors on a tour of the school. My sense of purpose and dedication to the children is renewed as I greet them in the hallway each morning, their faces glowing with eagerness and anticipation of a new day. I love and feel responsible for each one.

This is not, however, the same as being a classroom teacher. There is a depth of intimacy and trust in the ongoing daily relationship between teacher and child that I miss deeply. I may also be experiencing nostalgia for my younger years and missing the joy and rejuvenation of doing what I had come to do best in my life.

In its place there is a new challenge before me and with it the uncertainty, even fear, of the unknown. Part of me wants to retreat before this new demand in my life and go back to the classroom, to the known and the comfortable where the challenges are familiar, and therefore less stressful.

That time is past, however, and I know that life has led me to the place where I now belong. I am grateful that I am still an essential part of children’s lives, contributing to them now from a different perspective. I am a school principal today because, shortly after setting down the journal entries that make up this book, I left the independent day school depicted in it. Together with one of my daughters, who is a Montessori teacher, and another teaching colleague from the school discussed in this book, I co-founded a Montessori preschool. Having proven to myself that Montessori principles can be applied successfully to a kindergarten setting within the regular school system, I wanted to see what the benefits would be when Montessori education was given to preschool children in its complete form: in other words, in a setting where it would be possible to follow Montessori’s specific guidelines in their entirety.

The first few years in my own Montessori school were challenging ones. Developing an authentic Montessori primary class of twenty-five children ages three to six years is a very different experience from teaching twenty children ages five and six (which is the kindergarten classroom described in this book). Montessori is not a remedial form of education. It is based on meeting the needs of children for their best development from their earliest years, preferably from birth but certainly by their third or fourth year. Therefore, originating a new Montessori class ideally entails beginning with approximately eight three- and four-year-old children, and adding eight new three-year-olds each year until a full class of twenty-five children, ages three to six years, is established. But when this gradual process is followed, there are no older, experienced children during the first two years who can set the routines of the class and serve as models for the younger children. Three-year-olds learn primarily by example, not by direct verbal instruction; that is, they learn by watching the six year olds. This means that starting a new Montessori class is always a difficult task for the teacher, and the results are not immediate.

I often despaired during those early years. My disappointment was not with Montessori. I knew that this educational approach worked because I had witnessed many successfully functioning Montessori classrooms. I was discouraged with myself. What I remember most vividly is that too often the children did not use their freedom productively. They wasted their time in aimless activity or “busy work.” Worse, they bothered other children who were productively occupied. I was not getting the concentration, focused work, and repetition that my training courses had emphasized and that I myself had seen in established Montessori classrooms. I struggled with the nagging doubt that I was not capable of becoming a good Montessori teacher.

Fortunately, my daughter Lynn had received wise counsel from several experienced Montessori teachers in her first years of teaching. After observing my classroom for several days, she outlined a plan that gave freedom to individual children very gradually. This carefully thought-out granting of freedom was based solely on the children’s ability to control their actions and behave responsibly. Lynn’s plan involved keeping the majority of the children close to me in directed group activity. Only those few children who had demonstrated their ability to work independently were allowed the freedom of the room and a choice from among those materials that I had previously presented to them. Gradually, over the weeks and months, the circle of children who had to remain with me grew smaller, until eventually only one or two children needed such consistent attention.

After three years had passed, I noticed a significant change in the smooth functioning of my classroom. My original three-year-olds had become five- and six-year-olds, and were therefore the oldest children in the class. The youngest children, at long last, had mature, responsible class leaders to follow. It made all the difference.

The social development of children in an authentic Montessori classroom is truly astonishing. Freed from the forced competition of classrooms where children are all the same age, the younger children accept assistance from the older ones and the older children help the younger ones in a natural, matter-of-fact manner. In a three-year period children go from being the youngest in the class to being the oldest. They therefore have the opportunity to experience alternating roles of giving to others and receiving from them.

Equally important, children and teachers are never forced to accomplish certain academic tasks in a one-year time frame. Children have an ample three-year period in which to explore and discover all the materials of the environment that aid in their development. There is sufficient time for a particular child’s slower development in one area to catch up to his or her faster development in other areas: for example, for handwriting skills to match numerical understanding, or for the ability to combine sound with symbol to equal visual memory of map puzzle pieces. Given this relaxed time frame, virtually all the children reach levels of academic achievement beyond those expected in even first and second grade classrooms.

This unusual progress is due to the indirect preparation for future learning that takes place in the Montessori classroom. Three year olds develop organizational and motor-planning skills by carrying out, in an orderly manner, adult activities. These activities are based on those that children witness in their homes and society, and that they intuitively wish to copy: washing, ironing, polishing, sweeping, mopping, plant care, flower arranging, food preparation, baking, etc. This indirect preparation enables three year olds in a well-functioning Montessori classroom to develop the hand control and knowledge of letter formation that make it possible for them to write in cursive letters by age four without having to undergo a laborious practice period. Because they learn cursive letters, they do not experience the frustration of the constant letter reversals mentioned in my kindergarten journal entries.

When Montessori children use each Montessori material at the age-appropriate time, they use the same materials over and over again, in spontaneous repetition. In this way, they gradually build an in-depth understanding of the underlying principles that the materials represent. With these inner “keys to knowledge,” they are able to explore and make their own discoveries in the environment to a far greater degree than the kindergarten children described in the following pages. In fact, not just one or two unusually talented children, but most of my Montessori students every year, react to the classroom with the same high level of independence and personal initiative as Lee, the “gifted” child described here, in the last half of Chapter 5.

Whereas Lee stood out as “different” in my kindergarten class, children whose intellectual capabilities were equally extraordinary in my Montessori classroom did not. They blended in with the other children in a natural way. Similarly, children like Timmy (see the first half of Chapter 5), who were developing learning patterns that do not readily discover the sound-to-symbol relationship required in our literacy-based culture, also fit into the classroom without special notice. I just had to make certain that these slower-developing children used the Sandpaper Letters and other preparatory materials for written language with me, or with an older child, on a daily basis. In other words, these children required more directed help in their area of weakness. They were, however, using the same “hands-on” materials as the other children, and they seldom appeared aware, or concerned, that they had to work harder to reach a sufficient level of understanding.

After witnessing the success of Montessori education for three- to six-year-old children, my co-founders and I began to wonder what would happen if we implemented Montessori’s entire comprehensive plan for the development of the child. As early as the 1930s, Maria Montessori had begun to extend her work, principally at her school in Laren, Holland, to include elementary age children. Subsequently (when she returned to Europe after being interned in India as an Italian national for the duration of World War II), she also focused her attention on the child’s first years of life: from birth to age three. What if we began our school with parent-infant classes, starting with two-month-old infants, and established Young Children’s Communities for eighteen-month-old to almost three-year-old children, as Montessori’s discoveries suggested? What if we also continued with Montessori’s plan for older childhood, the years from six to twelve, by starting elementary classes for six- to nine-year-olds, and nine- to twelve-year-olds? In the years that followed, we did indeed follow this course, establishing classrooms for both younger and older children.

In our weekly one-hour parent-infant classes, we suggest to parents effective ways of “educating” their infants. All children strive from birth to develop themselves in four main areas: coordinated movement, independence, language (the basis for human thought as well as communication), and will (the ability to control and discipline one’s actions). When Montessori applied her unusual powers of observation and insight to the self-formation of infants, she discovered ways of aiding them in these developmental goals that were equally as powerful as those that she had established for older children. Our experience is that parents who apply her guidelines in their homes find that their children not only develop their capabilities in unique ways, but they also appear far happier, are less demanding, and are easier to live with than their peers who have not had similar assistance in their development.

When I take visitors to our early childhood classrooms, they are usually reluctant to leave them and move on to the older children. I believe that this is because adults are unaccustomed to seeing such little children—barely out of diapers, some speaking only a few words—with such peaceful and purposeful demeanors, moving with care and concentration, and accomplishing tasks far beyond our adult expectations of them. The sight of a twenty-two-month-old spreading biscuit dough with a rolling pin, using a cutter to form the shapes, and putting the biscuits into a hot toaster oven for baking, all without assistance or an un-toward incident, is a scene that is not soon forgotten. The look of pride and self-satisfaction on the child’s face after such an accomplishment is a clear indication that inner development is taking place. At the same time, there is a renewed energy within the child. He or she continues spontaneously to make new discoveries and to explore the environment, whether to look at a book in the library corner, to work on a puzzle, or to paint a picture. (Yes, twenty-month-olds can paint “pictures” independently—putting on their own aprons, gathering their materials, carefully holding the brush, making a painting that pleases them, and attaching it with a clothespin to the drying rack—all with minimal need for assistance.)

Just as surprising to adults, these very young children spontaneously clean up for each other when accidents happen, learn to wait their turn, walk around each other without bumping, and share the attention of the adult. At the end of the morning, the children greet their parents or caregivers with the same eagerness and enthusiasm they had earlier shown their peers and teacher when entering the classroom at the beginning of the morning.

Visitors to our elementary levels are also surprised by the behavior and activities of the six- to twelve-year-old children. Invariably, they comment first on the peace and lack of pressure in these classrooms. The children are industrious and energetic as they go about their research projects together, most often in groups of two, three, or four. Yet their manner is unhurried and relaxed. Though constantly conversing about what they are doing, their voices are moderate and they are concentrating. The level of their written work, whether solving problems in cube root, completing a time-line on the ways in which human beings throughout the ages have met their fundamental needs for food, or completing a science experiment, is unusual for elementary students. They write in beautifully formed cursive letters: a consequence of their Metal Inset work and tracing of Sandpaper Letters as three-year-olds. More often than not, the elementary children’s reports and stories are accompanied by lovely illustrations. They can accomplish all this because of earlier activities that developed their hand control and because they enjoyed, from their earliest years, free access to art materials at all times and in every classroom.

Although their academic rigor is notable, what may be even more impressive is the degree of responsibility that the elementary children develop for their own learning. The students keep journals with them in their classroom throughout the day. They record their daily activities immediately after they have occurred, for example, “9:00 worked on my presidents’ report with Tom and Jane, 10:30 presentation on the Tilt of the Axis of the Earth with Mrs. Bianca, 11:00 finished the song I composed with Betty on the Tone Bars.” Once a week each child has an individual meeting with the teacher in which they review his or her journal along with completed written work and work-in-progress. Teacher and child discuss the student’s use of time, any behavior issues that might need addressing, and other matters. The goal is not simply academic accomplishments, but the further development of the student as a complete human being. Because the teacher is with each student for a three-year period, a deep level of trust and commitment develops between them. The resulting opportunity for beneficial adult-to-child mentoring is unique.

Several years ago, we extended our school even further. We established a secondary level for twelve- to fourteen-year-old students. In response to the changes that take place within children themselves, Montessori education varies greatly at each developmental level of childhood. When young people reach the beginning of adult-formation, at approximately age twelve, they undergo yet another radical transformation. The child who was so confident and strong in later childhood becomes a self-conscious, vulnerable young person who is often filled with self-doubt, has difficulty concentrating, and lacks direction. It is a period reminiscent of the first year of life, when the infant’s well-being is tenuous and he or she requires consistent adult attention.

The goal of the young person in this beginning stage of adulthood is to develop himself or herself as an individual ready to take a responsible place in adult society. To achieve this, Montessori believed that young people require several new educational approaches. As in the first period of life, they must have the full attention of adults. This time, however, parents alone cannot fulfill their children’s needs. Students on the brink of adulthood must have a much closer and more constant relationship with an adult mentor who is not of their immediate family, one who can guide and serve them in their developmental aims. Whereas Montessori wanted to have large numbers of students in her elementary classes, even as many as thirty-five or more children to one teacher, at this level the ratio is more profitably as low as ten to fifteen students to each teacher.

Additionally, the student needs a smaller and more intimate peer group. This peer group must be completely trustworthy and supportive in order to give optimal help to the student in his or her self-formation as an adult.

The ideal educational environment for students who are beginning their adult-formation provides direct contact with the working society of adults. Montessori wanted this working experience to cover many areas of production and commerce, and specifically to include agriculture because of its pivotal role in the establishment of human civilization. By experiencing first-hand contact with working society, Montessori felt that young people would better understand the problems that have developed in modern life and how to solve them, particularly the responsibility of human beings toward the natural environment and the increase of human power through technology. At the same time, the students are to receive thorough academic preparation. This will ensure that they have a sufficient foundation not only for any career that they may choose for the immediate future but, in this world where more than one career is probable, for a lifetime of further learning as well. Self-expression in the arts and physical challenge in the out-of-doors help students of this age, who are so doubtful of their own abilities, to develop self-knowledge and build confidence in their uniqueness. Finally, Montessori believed that spending time in solitude and in nature is vital for young people in the early years of their adult-formation.

Montessori herself did not work extensively with adolescents or university-age students. Because of this lack of consistent personal involvement, her ideas for a plan of education for the planes of adulthood—the periods from twelve to eighteen years and eighteen to twenty-four years—were never developed in the detail with which she established her preschool and elementary programs. She did, however, create an outline for aiding young people in their adult self-formation based on the principles described above. We followed this outline, insofar as our resources and circumstances allowed, in developing our own secondary program, and the results have exceeded our expectations.

To date, graduates of our school have gone on to both public and private high schools, where they have maintained outstanding records not only in academic achievement but also in contributions to the overall life of their new schools. The attributes mentioned most often in connection with our students are an interest in learning, the ability to concentrate and persevere, the ability to get along well with others in team effort, and the capacity to think creatively, expressing thoughts clearly and logically when both writing and speaking.

Many of us were prepared well in kindergarten for elementary school, in elementary school for high school, and in high school for college. Academic achievement alone, however, did not prepare us for life. Montessori education, when properly implemented, does prepare students for life, and specifically life in the twenty-first century. How did Montessori, a physician who was born before the twentieth century began and died in the middle of it, develop an educational approach that prepares young people for the twenty-first century? The answer is elegant in its simplicity. She observed children, seeking to identify positive human behaviors in their interaction with their environment. These behaviors are universal tendencies that human beings have exhibited from our earliest days and through which we have built all human civilization.

Montessori designed educational environments, redesigning and refining them throughout her long life, to encourage these positive human behaviors. All classrooms where these human tendencies are stimulated could rightly be called “Montessori” environments, whether they have specific Montessori educational materials or not. Conversely, schools that have a full array of Montessori materials but in which these universal human behaviors are not understood are Montessori schools in name only.

When I first began working in education in the late 1960s, few people in the United States had heard of Montessori. By the 1980s, however, Montessori was a well-known form of preschool education and was increasingly being extended to the elementary school years. By the early 1990s, Montessori was established as a successful, innovative approach to education that includes both preschool and elementary children. Today, the new expansion in Montessori is taking place in the middle and high school years, and in both private and public school settings.

Montessori’s unique focus on the development of each person as a complete human being from birth to maturity, a concept that by definition encompasses academic achievement, helps to explain its rapid recent growth. Throughout the twentieth century, education in the United States fluctuated between an emphasis on two seemingly polar opposites: personal development versus academic rigor. Montessori discovered the compatibility consistent in both approaches. She succeeded where others had failed because she did not develop her educational ideas and philosophy through abstract thinking alone. Instead, she observed young people of all ages and in different cultures throughout the world. She sought to understand what it was that they were seeking to accomplish in their self-formation. And then she devised methods and materials to assist them in their developmental goals.

In the journal entries that follow, you will find an honest account of my commitment to bringing Montessori’s approach to children into a kindergarten classroom. You will be able to learn as I was learning, to witness good days and bad ones, and to see how children thrive in a Montessori world. In many ways this volume marks the beginning of my Montessori journey—one that continues still and to which I am more committed than ever. It is my hope that you will find both guidance and inspiration within these pages.



Paula Polk Lillard
February 1997     


[image: ]   Foreword

This is a moving book, a deeply honest one. Paula Polk Lillard brings a compassionate intelligence to her task. Her care and curiosity shine on every page and inform the observations of the four- and five-year-olds in her charge. I thought as I read that if I could sense what constituted such caring intelligence, perhaps I could get a better sense of what makes a dedicated teacher. Perhaps, I thought, if I could look at the author of these diary entries as a figure in fiction, it would be a bit easier to describe what it was that made her as she is. How would one delineate a figure in a novel who spoke lines of the kind the author set down in her diary? After all, those lines were all I had. I have never seen Mrs. Lillard teach. What can one say then?

The first and most important thing about the entries is the sense they give of the delicate balance of the human condition and Paula Lillard’s appreciation of human vulnerability, including her own, “I am totally exhausted, but feel I was helpful and things are back on the track. It is amazing how much chance seems to operate.…” She sees her teaching as a continuation of life, not as separate from it or privileged by right and tradition.

But then one soon realizes that the entries show an extraordinary confidence, even faith, in the children she is teaching. She never doubts their curiosity, their will to learn and to master, although she is often puzzled by the tactics needed to tap these sources of energy. A mathematical consultant tells her that five-year-olds cannot understand quantities in the thousands, and she blazes her indignation into a diary entry, noting that the games her children play give them a better intuitive grasp of quantity than the consultant could ever guess. (And her pedagogical games are indeed superb!)

She also believes that people, children included, like to work hard, even to the point of exhaustion at something that they feel they are mastering. One day her teacher-daughter, observing her mother’s class, tells her that a certain lesson is not demanding as much of the children as they are capable of delivering. She raises the stakes so that they may feel the challenge of full-scale effort and delights when the children boast about how hard the job was that they completed.

Somehow, the writer of these diaries never seems to lose her sense of wonder or her capacity to be surprised. She has the art of sharing this with her pupils, of keeping things current and edged with possibility. Jack one day torments some other children in the class. She asks him in their presence, with genuine curiosity, why he is acting that way—wanting and expecting an answer that will satisfy her genuine curiosity. And he tells her: they disturb and distract him when they sit right next to him when he is trying to figure something out. And she says to the other children that they should be mindful of this and to Jack she offers the advice that it might be better if he made his own wishes clearer to the others rather than tormenting them. The diary entries recounting such events are without defensiveness, without self-justification, almost naked in their vulnerability.

Paula Lillard believes in the classroom as a community governed by mutual aid in support of individual effort. Sometimes it fails and you are the fool or the knave, but you can recover and get back on the track. She believes in goals and that harmonious pursuit of them is not always possible, but that the effort to get children working together is worth it. She really has an almost mystical belief in the energy that is released by working and playing hard—“the revitalizing fuel that makes development possible.” And she sees it as her job to spark that fuel. “I am responsible for sparking that interest by introducing materials to which the children can respond.” But there cannot be such “internal” discipline without there also being respect for others in the group. And the diary entries are replete with her triumphs and failures and her “I get very weary with this.”

About learning itself, she has an interesting point to make.


The development of language provides a good analogy. We don’t wait to speak to babies in full sentences. We surround them with fully developed language from birth on. We are not concerned that they do not understand everything we say to them. It is enough that they appear interested and give us their full attention. Somehow, through this indirect preparation of being surrounded by fully developed language, children develop language for themselves. The same can be said about learning the concepts of space and time.… It is not necessary to wait until the children’s understanding of space is fully developed to make maps of the world, any more than it is necessary to speak to them in sentences until they themselves can speak in sentences.



And so she tempts then on, almost like a Pied Piper with the aim of bringing her children to their full powers.

Finally, here is an entry that gives some sense of the humanity, tenderness, and toughness of this extraordinary diarist.


Early in the morning, Joan had come to tell me that Jesse was “wound up like a tight spring,” lashing out at everybody. Just as I was thinking “What a civilized scene,” I saw Jesse reach over and start to scribble with a black marker on Ed’s wooden clay-board. “Is that the way you treat your school, Jesse?” I asked. He looked chagrined and shook his head, but we both knew it wouldn’t be his last impulsive moment of the morning.



This is a book of a strong, wise, and sensitive teacher. It is a joy.



Jerome Bruner               

Cambridge, Massachusetts

July 1980                      


[image: ]   Preface

This book is based on diaries kept over a period of three years. In these diaries I have attempted to take the reader inside the classroom and tell him what occurred there. Each day I took short notes on events as they happened. I made a special effort to transcribe the children’s exact words when I considered them unusually revealing. After class I developed my daily notes into journal form. My purpose was to understand the developmental needs of children through detailed observation of them.

Diary entries from the last of these three years are presented here in Chapters 2–6. As background for these diary chapters, I have included an introductory chapter that relates my ideas on education.

The diaries describe a kindergarten class in which reading and mathematics, geography, and science are introduced successfully to four- and five-year-olds. Until very recently the main focus of traditional kindergartens was a program of socialized play and reading readiness. Today most children have one to two years of preschool experience before attending kindergarten. There is a growing conviction on the part of many parents and educators that children are ready for more intellectual stimulation than the historical approach provides.

My class is part of an independent day school with a population of approximately five hundred children. The school is based on educational goals of academic excellence and concern for each child’s development. Each class within the school has set curriculum goals which the children are expected to meet before being passed on to the next grade.

The children described in the diary entries were not preselected for the classroom. The balance of applications and places available in these years enabled the school to accept all of the children who applied. For the most part the children are of average intelligence, although some are gifted and some have learning disabilities. Some of the children are from affluent homes, some are children of parents in the professions, and some are from families with minimal educational and financial background. The children are from varied cultural and religious backgrounds. Class size ranges from eighteen to twenty-one children, with the ideal size being twenty.

There was an assistant in the class described. This is not a requirement for the success of the program. However, it is particularly helpful to have another adult in the class in the beginning weeks of the school when the routines of class life are being established. In other years of teaching I have asked parent volunteers to serve in this capacity, and have found this to be a satisfactory solution.



Paula Polk Lillard
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“Childhood is unknown. Starting from the false idea one has of it, the farther one goes, the more one loses one’s way. The wisest men concentrate on what it is important for men to know without considering what children are in a condition to learn. They are always seeking the man in the child without thinking of what he is before being a man.… Begin, then, by studying your pupils better. For most assuredly you do not know them at all.”

Rousseau, Emile




ONE   [image: ]   On Education

What impresses me most about five-year-olds is their drive for development. The intensity of this drive continues to amaze me, no matter how often I observe it. It seems to come from nowhere, and gives even to four- and five-year-old children an incredible curiosity, energy, and ability to concentrate. This drive is most apparent in the children’s curiosity about the world around them. They want to know all about everything. No matter what topic of the world I introduce in the classroom, the children show an initial interest in it. They take the new information and spontaneously make discoveries and connections with previous knowledge. This has tremendous implications for the teacher. The questions that five-year-olds ask in their quest for knowledge of the world can be traced to the age-old questions of mankind: Who am I? Where am I? Where am I going? The young child is a natural philosopher.

The children whom I have taught express their feelings about their internal world with the same intensity with which they explore their external world. This expression is not as easy to discern, however, for in the literal sense that I am using it, self-expression means expression for the self. The children do not necessarily seek to share their self-expression with others.

Self-expression seems to complete the circle of the children’s contact with the world. No knowledge or experience of the world appears to be their own until they internalize it and reexpress it in their own way. This phenomenon is most apparent in the classroom in the pictures, stories, and reproductions in clay that the children spontaneously make. The young child is a natural artist.

It is apparent to me that independence is a necessity if the child’s drive to develop is to be realized. It is equally apparent that children are striving for this independence. In the classroom, it is not unusual for a child to spend hours practicing with a Bow Frame in order to learn to tie his own shoes, or a Zipper Frame so that he can zip his own coat. However, in many of my five-year-olds the desire for independence has already been driven underground by discouraging adults or an alien environment. So far, I have taught no five-year-olds in whom it could not be reawakened, although in one instance (recounted in Chapter 2) it took as long as three months. Clearly, independence is the child’s most fundamental need. His whole future development, and therefore his ability to contribute to his society as an adult, depends upon its fulfillment. Unfortunately, it is the need which our present culture gives the young child the least help in meeting.

Equally important are the children’s desire and opportunity to exercise their wills in the classroom through choice of activity. Children want to choose their activities for themselves. It is through exercising their wills in the classroom that they gradually develop self-discipline and the ability to concentrate there. When they have developed discipline and concentration through giving their attention to things of their own choice, they are ready and able to concentrate on materials that I choose for them.

The most amazing phenomenon of all in the classroom is the children’s response to work. The word “work” brings connotations to the adult mind that have no place in the lives of children. For the child, work and play are two sides of one coin. They flow one through the other, and coexist in every process of his activities. The energy that the child releases in work-play is the revitalizing fuel that makes development possible.

When I speak of work, then, I mean the child’s work: the work of his self-development. It is an ongoing process and includes what adults mean when they use the word “play.” It is important to remember that from the child’s point of view, work involves no end product, as the adult’s work does—unless we consider the child’s own development an end product.

The children’s response to work in the classroom is startling. First of all, they obviously enjoy work. They seek it out, do it for hours on end, sometimes repeating the same work over and over. These spontaneous repetitions are startling. When an exact connection is made between the child’s outer work and his inner development, the child may repeat the use of one material for an entire morning. It is the best evidence I know of that the child’s interest in work lies in his own self-construction, not in transforming the environment. Children pace themselves in their work and alternate their choices of work. The benefit of their work is obvious to the children. When they are finished, they appear to have been in touch with their innermost selves. They are calmer, more relaxed, and more contented than before.

An inner source seems to guide each child’s development. It is watching this inner response to the environment on the part of each individual child that makes teaching such an interesting experience for me. For all of their similarities in the drive for development—the pursuit of independence, the desire to choose, the response to work—each one of my children responds to the environment in a unique way. It appears that each child’s inner guide is the source of this uniqueness. I can best observe the inner guide working in gifted children. They take to the environment like ducks to water. Except for creating the environment and introducing materials into it, I often feel extraneous to these children’s development. Although this is less true with children of average intelligence, I can still see the inner guide operating in their response to the classroom. I feel that I am a secondary partner in the task of their development. The child’s primary partner is his inner guide.

The children’s inner guides are positive forces in their development. Children in my classroom spontaneously help each other in cleaning up after accidents, give sympathy when others are unhappy, choose to work with others and to help others with their work, enjoy serving others and sharing in conversation and ideas. They readily adopt the routines of community life, taking only the first weeks of school to establish them: putting materials back where they were found and in the condition in which they were found, not disturbing the work of others, quietly pushing in their chairs, closing the door gently, keeping their voice levels moderate, and so on.

If the children’s inner guides automatically guided them at all times, my role in their lives would be much simpler. They do not. There are times when the children are aggressive, competitive, and teasing with each other. Their drive for social development deteriorates into socializing for socializing’s sake. They seek to depend on a charismatic leader among their peers, instead of developing genuine friendships that demand more of them than hero worship. They regress to dependence on adults and attempted manipulation of them. Their vast energies are displayed in keyed-up behavior, overexcitement, and hyperactivity.

This negative behavior becomes less and less prevalent as the year goes on. Indeed, visitors invariably remark on the children’s independence, calmness, and energy as well as their kindness to each other. The negative behavior does not disappear entirely, however. It recurs most frequently on the playground. The playground is an unstructured environment where my influence is at a minimum. This gives a clue to my role as an adult in the children’s lives. Clearly I am needed to structure an environment and maintain my influence over the children within it. In spite of their growing self-discipline, they are at a stage where external discipline is necessary. Because there is so much confusion about the question of discipline in education today, I want to share my ideas concerning it before going on to a discussion of the structured environment.

As a teacher I am responsible for developing two kinds of discipline in my classroom. The first is internal discipline. This discipline is developed through repeated work based on interest. I am responsible for sparking that interest by introducing materials to which the children can respond. An individual child can respond to a certain material because it meets his developmental needs. There are three stages in the path to a fully developed self-discipline. In the first, the child has no idea of selecting and limiting his actions. In the second, he knows what he would like to do, but he cannot always do it. In the third, he knows and is able to follow his chosen path. As a teacher, I must be aware of which stage my children are operating in at any given moment.

The second kind of discipline I must establish in my classroom is external discipline. When a child’s disorderly action springs from a good motive, I do not always feel that I have to interfere. When it does not spring from a good motive, I must always intervene. The keyword is “always.” The children positively must know that I will stop any such behavior immediately and consistently. Sometimes I get very weary with this, as the diary entries indicate, but I persevere nonetheless. Just as important, I always try to anticipate disorder and avoid situations in which it is likely to develop. I must be organized and remain undistracted in order to accomplish this. It is one reason why I prefer a classroom atmosphere of reflection and observation, and why I ask the children not to interrupt me but to wait quietly next to me until I can give them my attention.

Our present culture is somewhat timid and unsure in its approach to the discipline of young children. For my own part, I consider the limits I establish in my classroom to be rules, not prohibitions. Like traffic lights, they are necessary regulators in community life. By viewing them as safeguards against chaos, I gain the confidence and energy I need to be persistent about them.

In considering the structured environment that I seek to develop for the children, it is helpful to remember the purpose of the child’s development. Man is a social being. I believe that the child’s drive for development is fueled not by narcissistic or self-centered energies, but by his unconscious desire to fulfill his destiny in society. The dependence of man upon man, and in turn the interdependence between man and his universe, are the framework within which I want my classroom to come to life.

The goal of my kindergarten classroom is the capitalization on and extension of the child’s natural interest in the world about him. I want to build this interest into a permanent response to life. If a child ends his education with his formal schooling, he will never reach full development. The purpose of formal education is to produce not temporary students, but lifelong learners.

To fulfill this goal, the structured environment has to reflect the outside world. In so far as possible, I present all of life in miniature to the children within the classroom. This means the environment is rich, varied, and beautiful. Civilization’s most important advances are presented there: the arts, history, geography, science and the natural world, reading and writing, and the mathematical concepts of the decimal system and the four mathematical operations. The continuum of human life through birth and death is reflected on.

This is much more information than is usually presented in a kindergarten classroom. However, children are more ready for these experiences than might be supposed. Children today are more sophisticated than anyone would have believed possible just twenty-five years ago. Television has indeed transformed the world into a global village. I was shocked by the details my children knew of the Guyana tragedy (discussed in Chapter 2), for example. My children are taking in information I want them to have, as well as information that I
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