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To every baby,
may you be guided to develop your unique potential.
You are a gift.
—Simone

For Solu, Metu, and Biendu, my Montessori babies:
Thank you for teaching and inspiring me daily.
You are my greatest blessings.
—Junnifa
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Introduction
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What babies are really telling us





It’S Time To Change The Way We See Babies

For a long time, people believed that babies were unable to understand what was going on around them. They thought babies couldn’t “do much.” “They just eat and sleep and cry a lot,” people would say. Babies were treated as fragile. We were told we needed to wrap them up to protect them.

Then we discovered that babies are in fact learning so much in the early months, and we began to overparent them. We pushed them to learn faster and earlier. We compared our new baby to other babies, afraid that our baby wasn’t developing fast enough.

We were told that we needed to buy the best gadgets for our baby: the best educational toys, the best clothing to cover every part of their body, a support for while they sleep, a device to help them sit up sooner, a bed that rocks them to sleep, monitors of every kind, and apps to track everything.

Let’s stop.

Let’s bring into focus this new life we have brought into the world. Let’s look to our baby to see what their unique needs are; what they want to learn; and how we can support them in a more mindful, slower way.


What if we handled babies with respect and learned to ask their permission before handling them?

What if we observed our baby first, rather than rushing to fix things?

What if we saw babies as strong and capable, discovering the world around them like explorers, seeing everything for the first time?

What if we realized that babies are already taking in everything from birth (even from in utero) with all their senses?

What if changing diapers, feeding, and bedtime became moments of connection instead of chores to be rushed through?

What if we slowed down to make time for language and for conversation, even with a newborn baby?

What if we made time for babies to lie on a simple mat to stretch and learn about their bodies?

What if we didn’t prop them up into positions that they are not yet ready for, like putting them up to sit or holding their hands to allow them to walk before their muscles are ready?

What if we recognized that a baby has points of reference—their hands, our voices, the places we feed them, and the rhythm of our days—that help orient them?

What if we let go of everything we are told we need to buy, and instead provide a simple, beautiful space for our baby?

What if we learned to see that every baby is a unique soul, and that we are here to be their guide on this planet, to support them to grow into the best version of themselves, without pressure from us, and without feeling abandoned?

What if we lie in the woods, on the beach, in the park, and in the mountains, and exposed them to the awe and wonder of nature?



Our Montessori Stories

When Simone’s first baby was born, she remembers feeling deeply moved by the ability to create new life. She did the best she could with the information she had, but all became a lot clearer when she found the Montessori approach when her son was around 18 months old. And, like many parents, she wished she had learned these principles earlier.

With her second baby, Simone applied everything she had learned about Montessori as best she could. Since then she completed her Montessori training (over 15 years ago); her little babies are now young adults, and she’s been helping families apply the Montessori principles with their own babies through her parent–baby Montessori classes at Jacaranda Tree Montessori in Amsterdam.

Junnifa was working as a strategy manager for an automotive company in Kentucky, when she serendipitously discovered Montessori. She had accompanied her mother, a teacher, on a visit to a Montessori school and was so moved by what she observed that she decided to take a 6-week introduction to Montessori course to learn more.

Junnifa completed the AMI 0–3 diploma training one week before the birth of her first child. She implemented what she learned and was amazed by the positive effects it had on her parenting and on her child. She started her blog, nduoma.com, to share her experiences. Hungry for more, she continued to expand her knowledge of child development. She completed the AMI diploma courses for the 3–6 and 6–12 age groups as well as the Resources for Infant Educarers (RIE) training.

Junnifa now runs her own Montessori school called Fruitful Orchard Montessori School in Abuja, Nigeria, where she lives with her husband and three young children. Junnifa sits on the executive board for the Association Montessori International (AMI), the organization founded by Dr. Montessori to preserve and propagate her work.

The birth of this book came about effortlessly. Junnifa was visiting Amsterdam from Nigeria for some AMI board meetings and came over to Simone’s for some home-cooked food. We were just planning to catch up but within an hour we realized we both wanted to write a book about Montessori for babies. By the time Junnifa departed just a few hours later, we had eaten some tasty food and drafted the outline for the book you are holding today.

Every parent and child can benefit from the Montessori approach from the first weeks, the first days, the first hours—and even while our baby is in utero.

Babies are natural learners from birth, not empty vessels to be filled. They are observing everything. They communicate with gurgles and different cries. They never stop moving.

As Dr. Maria Montessori wrote in her book The Absorbent Mind:


“[A baby] is by no means passive. While undoubtedly receiving impressions, he is an active seeker in his world. He himself is looking for impressions.”



May we all learn from this book how to apply Montessori in our homes from birth, how to respond to our babies’ cries, how to know which activities they are looking for, how to set up our homes—and how to do the work we need to do as parents to raise secure babies who are ready to explore the world around them with confidence and respect for themselves, others, and the Earth.

Why We Love Babies

It’s true that babies demand a lot of time, they wake us during the night, they leave us exhausted, and sometimes they cry inconsolably for hours. So why do we love babies?

Babies remind us of how innocent we are when we come into this world. When we see a newborn baby, we can’t help but see how every person started life in this way, without any judgment, without any fears, without any baggage. Just as themselves.

Babies give us hope for the future. The birth of a new child and our hope for their new life lead us to hope for a better world for them. That they will love learning, that they will learn to care for humanity and the Earth, and that there will be no violence or war.

Babies are seeing the world for the first time. We love observing a baby take in the world around them. The way they look and explore everything for the first time. Our faces, a leaf, the sun peeking through a branch. It reminds us to look again with fresh eyes at the world around us with wonder.

Babies don’t give up easily. We can sit and watch a baby stretch for their toes and try to bring them to their mouth again and again until they finally reach them. A baby will bat at a ball on a string until they master accurate movements. Babies learn to persevere if we give them the chance.

Babies say what they need. A baby doesn’t think, “Is this a good time to ask?” They use their cries to tell us that they have a dirty diaper, that they are hungry or tired, or that they are all done with whatever they are playing with. We might be able to distract them for some time, but they will keep insisting until their needs are met. This directness is a handy skill to have.

Babies smell so good. Ha! But it’s so true. Why do babies smell so good? There is nothing better than the smell of a freshly bathed baby.

Babies are new human life. It is a powerful experience to create another human life, and research shows that we are wired to look after babies. And we ask ourselves, “How can something so small be so perfectly created?”

What We Need To Know About Babies

In past generations, most people grew up with a lot of babies around. We shared homes with parents and grandparents, and cousins, nieces, and nephews would be in and out of each other’s homes, with older children looking after the babies of the extended family.

Simone was the youngest child in her family. The first baby she spent a lot of time with, other than while babysitting, was her son.

She read some books, attended some birth and prenatal yoga classes, but she felt largely unprepared for looking after her son. It was trial and error. Getting him to sleep was not easy (a complicated sequence of rocking him and singing), but luckily feeding went well. Simone prided herself on taking him wherever she went, even in the very early days. She cooked food while he napped and played with him nonstop when he was awake. She didn’t want him to cry, so if nothing else would work, she would feed him again.

Looking back she understands that she made a lot of extra work for herself. She hadn’t yet learned to observe her son’s natural rhythm, let him explore on his own, and trust that he didn’t need an adult to entertain him full-time.

Here’s what she wished she had known.

Babies are absorbing everything. Babies are exhibiting what Dr. Montessori identified as the absorbent mind. Babies may not be able to focus more than 12 inches (30 cm) in front of their face, but they are already taking in as much visual information as they can. They also absorb the smells, the space around them (for example, if it is light/dark, cluttered/calm, warm/cold), and the feeling of touch on their bodies. They hear the sounds of our daily life, our voices, music, and moments of silence. They taste their fingers, the milk, and anything that goes into their mouths.

We can have conversations with babies. Here we don’t mean just speaking to a baby. We mean speaking with a baby and waiting for their response—even with newborns. The conversation needn’t be verbal. We can lay our baby on our forearms with their head cradled in our hands, face-to-face. We can poke out our tongue. Wait. Watch. They try to open their mouth. Their tongue comes out. We respond by poking out our tongue. And so it continues.

Babies need time to move and explore. A baby needs time to lie on a mat on the ground and stretch their whole body. Even newborns can lie on a mat, a mirror beside them, as they start to see what it’s like to move their limbs and interact with the world around them, and notice how things respond to their efforts. We can support them by giving them as little help as possible and as much as necessary.

Babies need to be treated gently, but they are not fragile. We need to be sensitive to their transition from the womb to the outside world (a period of symbiosis) and handle them gently with a respectful touch. And at the same time, we don’t need to wrap them up and over-coddle them. They can have their hands, feet, and head uncovered (if the home is warm enough), so they can have free movement. Their neck and head will get stronger in the first weeks and won’t need extra support after too long.

Babies are building trust in their environment, their caregivers, and themselves. During the first 9 months—sometimes referred to as extero-gestation or the external pregnancy—the baby is still adjusting to being in their new environment. They are working on building trust in their environment and in themselves and learning to rely on their parents (and any other caregivers).

In the first year, babies move from dependence, to collaboration, to independence. At birth a baby relies on the adults for their food, shelter, clothing, diapering, and to transport them from place to place (dependence). As they grow, we invite the baby to take part in the process—asking them to raise their arms while dressing, explaining what we are doing as we prepare meals, giving them time to touch and explore the things around them (collaboration). Before the end of the first year, a baby is taking steps toward independence—sometimes actual physical steps, as well as voluntarily choosing a toy and making it work, calling out or making a sign to express themselves, bringing food to their own mouth to eat, confident of their place in the world (independence).

Babies thrive from a secure attachment. When we lay the foundation of a strong and secure attachment, the baby feels safe to explore, to move toward independence over time. They learn to rely on us, to trust us, that we will respond to them and give any help or support (if needed). “Secure attachment” in attachment theory is where one’s needs for closeness and food are usually consistently met as a baby. Attachment creates the deep emotional connection between baby and primary caregiver(s), a bond that endures over time.

Babies will cry to communicate their needs. Some people are able to tell why their baby is crying. Sometimes the cries will all sound the same. We can become a detective. We ask them, “What are you telling me?” as we observe them. We respond, rather than react. We don’t simply pick them up and start bouncing them to stop them crying. Because first we need to see what they are telling us.

Babies don’t need so much stuff. The principle of less is more applies to babies. Some loving arms, a place to stretch, a place to sleep, adequate nutrition for their belly, and a warm and cozy home to explore. These are the things a baby needs. We do suggest some Montessori activities in this book, but we could buy nothing at all and still practice Montessori at home. Montessori is less about the stuff and more about looking at our baby, accepting them for who they are, seeing how we can meet their needs, and supporting them to independence, which will continue throughout toddlerhood, childhood, and adolescence.

Babies gain security from points of reference. As they discover the world around them, they will come to look to points of reference. These are things in their daily life that help them to orient themselves. These can be their hands, our voices, the space where they lie to sleep, where they feed, and the daily rhythm (doing things in the same way each and every day). Such predictability provides reassurance to the baby.

Babies know a lot that we don’t know. When we look into a baby’s eyes, there is a lot of mystery waiting to be discovered. They are saying to us, “If you want to learn about me, watch me.” Observation becomes a form of respect—we observe our baby before responding and learn to understand them better.

How To Read This Book

This book has answers to the questions we get asked every day about raising babies in a Montessori way. It can be read from cover to cover. Or picked up and opened to any page for some inspiration.

The book covers what we need to know about babies, how we can set up our homes for them to feel secure and welcome (we don’t need much), how to observe our baby to see what they are practicing in the moment, and how we can support their development. It addresses all the practical questions about eating and sleeping (and the Montessori floor bed) and explores all the ways to build a respectful bond with our baby.

Don’t overlook the chapters on the work we adults can do to prepare ourselves for parenting in a Montessori way (like letting go of our own desires for who our children will become) and how we will work with others in our baby’s lives (from grandparents to caregivers to partners) who are so important in parenting our babies. And we won’t leave you hanging—we’ll also cover what is coming next as our babies become young toddlers, and a little about what to expect from Dr. Montessori’s observation of children from right at birth through 24 years old.

There are handy checklists throughout the book for easy reference, observation exercises, and at the end of each chapter there are practical suggestions on how to get started. In the appendices, there is also a comprehensive list of activities by age and a month-by-month guide to refer back to often. (We’ve also provided some DIY instructions for some Montessori mobiles and activities, which can be found online at workman.com/montessori.) And in chapter 9 (page 236), there is one of our favorite pages in the book—a note from our baby to visiting grandparents, friends, and caregivers, which can be copied and hung somewhere visible.

The principles in this book are based on our Montessori training with the Association Montessori Internationale and on our experience working with families and raising our own children. All of this is derived from what Dr. Montessori has written about infancy, as well as her collaborations with her students Adele Costa Gnocchi and Grazia Honegger Fresco, who have been largely responsible for developing Montessori’s vision of the youngest children—this includes creating the Assistants to Infancy training (by Costa Gnocchi) and the Montessori Birth Center in Rome (where Honegger Fresco is still honorary president). Dr. Silvana Montanaro was also a contributor to this work, and we draw on many supportive principles from the RIE approach and the principles of respectful parenting.

We wrote this book to speak for the babies in utero, those just born, or rolling, or sitting, or crawling, or taking their first steps. They want us to know that they are all unique souls, born into our homes for us to care for them in a way that they will feel secure, respected, and loved. That we will help them grow from a baby dependent on us for all their needs, to a baby who is able to collaborate and communicate with us, and by the end of the first year, moving toward increasing independence as a curious child ready to explore the world even more.

We can give our baby the message: “You are capable and respected. We want to be present for you, we seek to understand you and your needs, and we will do our best to be patient.” We can learn how to handle our babies with love and respect and to support them to build their trust in themselves and their surroundings (including us).

Every baby is unique. No baby has walked or talked in the same way, fallen asleep in exactly the same way, or fed at the same time as every other baby.

May this book allow you to observe the joy of your growing baby. Observe the smallest ways in which they are developing and changing every day, hour, and minute. May they never lose that joy and wonder.

Here’s to learning more about our Montessori babies.


what babies are really telling us




Instead of thinking they don’t understand

They want us to tell them what is going on and treat them with respect




Instead of nonsense baby talk

They want real connection and conversation where we take turns




Instead of being picked up quickly from behind to have a diaper changed (or hearing that it stinks)

They want to be able to see us, be asked if they are ready to be picked up, and have time to respond




Instead of the latest gadgets

They want a simple, beautiful, inviting space to explore




Instead of distracting them when they are crying

They want us to pause, observe, ask what they need, then respond




Instead of allowing anyone to touch or kiss them

They want us to ask them first




Instead of being overstimulated

They want to have one or two things to interact with




Instead of interrupting them when they are playing

They want us to wait until they are finished concentrating




Instead of putting them into a sitting or standing position before they are ready

They want us to follow their unique development and let them master this for themselves




Instead of rushing through eating, bathing, and changing diapers

They want to use these activities as moments for connection with us




Instead of sitting in front of a screen

They want to interact with the real world




Instead of rushing through our busy days

They want us to handle them gently, mindfully, and slowly
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What?
Montessori Education For Babies?

You may be encountering Montessori for the first time, you may know of Montessori but perhaps did not know it could be applied at home or specifically to babies, or you may already know about Montessori and babies. This section can be an introduction for beginners or a refresher for those already familiar, as it will provide an overview of Montessori education and how it applies specifically to babies.

This education that we speak about in Montessori does not just happen in a classroom and is not limited to the traditional notion of an instructor teaching a child. Instead, it involves everything that we do with children and everything that they experience from the very beginning.

Montessori is a philosophy that looks to support the natural development of each child to their maximum potential. It views education as a tool to aid this process and believes such learning can start from birth. This means that it can be applied to babies, too.


“The first hour of education is the hour after birth. From the moment the senses of the newborn child begin to receive impressions from nature, nature educates them. It takes great strength to be able to wait patiently for them to mature.”

—Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi



[image: Image]

A Brief History Of Montessori

Dr. Maria Montessori was an Italian medical doctor and scientist with a background in anthropology. Montessori education grew out of her work with children with learning differences. Dr. Montessori believed that the children needed to nourish their minds in addition to their bodies. She recognized that they needed more stimulation, so she incorporated materials and techniques developed by French physicians Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard and Edouard Seguin. After working with the children for a while, she registered them for a statewide exam. The results were inspiring. The children did very well, exceeding expectations, and she began to wonder if her newfound method could work for other children.

An opportunity came for her to try out her ideas on children without learning differences, when the developers of a housing project in San Lorenzo invited Dr. Montessori to build classrooms for the children who would be living there. She called these classrooms Casa dei Bambini, meaning “children’s house.”

Dr. Montessori observed the children in the children’s house much like a scientist conducting an experiment. She made modifications based on her observations and was astonished by her findings. She discovered that there were many misconceptions about children and that, given the right environment, they flourished in ways that had not been previously thought possible. They were capable, careful, kind, unselfish, and able to teach themselves if there was a rich learning environment to explore. People visited the San Lorenzo children’s house from around the world to study her program and take her training. They then went home to start their own schools and programs.

Her trainings were often taken by young mothers who would come with their babies. Dr. Montessori observed these babies and noticed that they were more conscious and capable than most people believed them to be. This piqued her interest. She continued to observe these babies and wrote about her ideas. She later collaborated with prenatal clinic workers and went on to start a birth center, an infant school, and training programs for “Assistants to Infancy” in Rome.

Dr. Montessori came to believe that education should begin from the moment of birth.

What Is Montessori?

Montessori is different from the top-down learning of traditional education, where the teacher stands at the front of the classroom and tells children what they need to learn. Instead, Montessori sees every child (and baby) as unique, with their unique way of learning, unique interests, and unique timeline.

The Montessori educator sets up the classroom as a rich learning environment. The child has the freedom to choose an activity they wish to work on (either by themselves or with another child or in groups), and the teacher will observe to see who needs help or who needs a new lesson. With mixed ages, the older children will be modeling for the younger children and are able to help them. In doing so, the older children reinforce their own learning. And the younger children naturally learn so much by observing the older children.

[image: Image]

Observing a Montessori classroom for the first time, it’s hard to believe that no one is telling the children what to do and that they are self-motivated to master new skills and acquire new knowledge.

Similarly, in our homes and with our babies, we can set up beautiful spaces with inviting objects and activities for our babies to explore, we can observe when they need help, and we can allow them to make discoveries for themselves.

Some Important Montessori Principles

The Montessori philosophy is based on some foundational principles, which include an understanding of our child’s nature, characteristics, and needs. Understanding these principles is key in applying Montessori to our babies.

1. Absorbent mind

The absorbent mind is a special state of mind that children possess from birth until around the age of 6. It allows them to learn easily and pick up the characteristics and cultural elements of their immediate environment. They do this unconsciously and without effort. They see and hear things around them, they take them in, and then one day, without having made any effort, they replicate what they have taken in. It is the absorbent mind that makes it easy for children to learn language spoken in their environment. It is why children pick up the same gestures as the people they spend time with, or easily learn to dance when surrounded by dancers. Every aspect of the environment—tangible (like language) or intangible (like our attitudes)—is absorbed by our youngest children.

There is a common experiment in elementary school where children place a plant or celery stalk in a cup of water with some food coloring in it. The children observe the leaves and petals as they change color. This is exactly how the absorbent mind of the child works—it absorbs the characteristics of the environment, and these characteristics then become an inseparable part of the child.

The absorbent mind is a great tool, but like most great tools, its benefits depend on its use. It is an enormous opportunity, as well as an enormous responsibility.


“He absorbs the life going on about him and becomes one with it.”

—Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind



Knowing this is a great gift to us as parents. We can model the behaviors and attitudes we want our child to adopt, surround our child with beauty and nature, speak to them using rich language, and give them rich experiences, knowing that even from birth, they are absorbing all of these things, which become an indelible part of them.

2. Human tendencies

Humans are born with natural instincts or inclinations. These human tendencies guide our behaviors, perceptions, and reactions to our experiences.

When we understand what might be driving our babies’ behavior—their standard human tendencies—we are better able to perceive and interpret their needs and respond appropriately.

Some human tendencies that are evident in infancy are:

Orientation

This is the desire to know where we are, to familiarize ourselves with our surroundings, and to have an idea of what is happening around us. As adults, when we go to a new place, we often try to orient ourselves with familiar landmarks. We might also find a person familiar with the place who can guide or direct us. This need is also present in babies. They too have a need to be familiar with their surroundings and what is happening around them. We can help them by providing familiar markers or connections.

When the baby is first born, the earth is a brand-new environment without “points of reference.” But the mother’s voice and heartbeat—both of which the baby would have heard in the womb—are familiar landmarks, or points of reference, that can help them orient to their new surroundings. The baby’s hands are another familiar landmark. They have touched their face and moved their limbs while in utero, so they can find comfort in these familiar friends. We often unknowingly take away these references when we put gloves on the baby’s hands or dress or wrap our baby in a way that restricts access to their hands or to free movement.

Soon, a hanging mobile, a picture in the baby’s room, furniture, or designated places for different activities can all serve as points of reference for the baby. The baby will continue to add new ones as they grow, but a caregiver’s presence and voice will continue to serve as landmarks for the baby through infancy.

Order

As human beings, we desire consistency. It is the same for babies. Order and consistency are what help them to orient themselves and to feel secure. In our baby’s surroundings, there needs to be a place for everything, and things needs to be in their place. The baby’s days and activities need to be predictable. We can help them by creating orderly environments and developing routines and cues that will help them anticipate where they are or what comes next. We can make a place for everything—starting with a place for feeding, a place for sleeping, a place for physical care, and a place for movement and playing. We can go further and have a fixed place for objects in the environment.

Communication

Communication is how we share our feelings, experiences, thoughts, and needs. Humans are able to communicate from birth. Babies communicate with their gestures, body language, cries (yes, they are letting us know they need something), babbles, and, eventually, with their words. In the same way, they pay attention to, absorb, and gradually begin to understand our communication with them. From the very beginning, we are programmed for two-way communication.

Therefore, we can communicate with our baby by talking to them, smiling, gesturing appropriately, and also being conscious of our body language. Even the way we touch the baby is a form of communication and a message to them. We can also pay attention, listen, and look to understand the baby’s communication to us, and in so doing we can meet their needs.

Exploration and Activity

Humans are explorers. We interact with our surroundings to understand and master them. Babies look at things, taste them, smell them, touch them, move them around, bang them, throw them, and generally explore. This is how they come to understand how things work. We need to allow opportunities for this exploration. We can provide the baby with things to explore, give them time to explore, and make the environment safe for exploration.

Solving Problems

We humans are problem solvers who need to use our mathematical mind. We often unknowingly rob babies of the opportunities to meet this need. You might wonder how a baby could solve problems. It can be as simple as reaching out for a toy rather than having it placed in their hand. Or using their senses of smell and sight to find the nipple of their mother or bottle instead of having it put in their mouth for them. Or crawling the distance to get a ball versus having the ball brought to them. Or figuring out how to free their hand when it is stuck under them. These little opportunities allow the baby to figure out distance, consider options, and solve problems, thus meeting the human tendency of a mathematical mind. We can support this tendency in the baby by allowing opportunities for free play and exploration.

Repetition

Watch a baby who is learning to sit, stand, or walk. Often, the baby pulls up to a stand, sits or kneels, and then stands right back up. They do this repeatedly if they are not interrupted. Repetition is a human tendency that allows us to master skills. When we observe babies repeating an action, instead of assuming they are struggling, need help, or might be bored, we can allow the opportunity and time for repetition.

Abstract Images and Imagination

Abstraction is the ability to see beyond the concrete, to interpret and generalize. It means envisioning ideas, concepts, or things that are not physically present. From a very early age, we are able to see things that are not right in front of us and imagine solutions to our needs. The baby learns they have a mother or father even when that parent is absent. They look for things that are not present.

This need and ability to imagine also helps us solve our problems and meet our own needs. To imagine and abstract requires a knowledge and understanding of reality. The baby is able to understand what a cup is and what it is used for because they have seen one, used one, or seen another person use one. A baby of 7 months who has used a cup before will try to drink from another object shaped like a cup. From very early on, we will observe babies using remote controls as phones.

While this tendency becomes stronger and more apparent as the baby becomes older, it is present from birth. So babies too need many hands-on experiences, because their ability to imagine and abstract is built on this.

3. Sensitive periods

A sensitive period is a moment of time when the baby develops an irresistible attraction or interest in something. It could be an action/skill or a particular aspect of the environment. We can usually tell when the baby is in a sensitive period because they show intense repeated interest in that area. Sensitive periods are like spotlights that focus the baby’s absorbent mind on certain aspects of their surroundings.

There is a sensitive period for movement, from rolling over to crawling and walking. There are also sensitive periods for language, introduction of solids, and small objects. Each of these sensitive periods allows the baby to gain new skills and grow more independent.

Some of the sensitive periods in infancy are:

Order: Babies are in a sensitive period for order. They seem to crave order in tangible and intangible ways. A baby who is always placed on the left side of their bed might notice and react negatively when placed on the right side. We can help the baby by preparing an orderly environment where everything has a place. We can also be as consistent as possible in our processes and routines when caring for the baby. Just as with helping them get oriented (see page 16), we provide landmarks or points of reference to help the child absorb the order. These points of reference could be auditory (a sound or a song) or even olfactory (a scent that tells the child it is time for bed or another that signals time for food).

Movement: From birth, children are in a sensitive period for movement. In the first year of life, they pass through and master many stages of movement. They learn to reach, grasp, roll, crawl, sit, stand, and walk, along with many stages in between these ones. There is a lot of practice that is required to progress through each stage of movement. We can help the baby maximize this period by preparing a safe environment where they can move and also allow time and opportunity to move.

Language: This is another sensitive period present from birth. It is associated with the human tendency for communication. Because of our need to communicate, from birth the spotlight is on language so that the baby can acquire the skills needed for communication. If we observe a baby of even 3 months when an adult is talking to them, we will see how they focus on the sound and watch the movement of the adult’s lips. They work hard to make their own sounds and create language. Most of this work is not seen in the beginning, but it is happening.

We can help by talking to the baby from the very beginning and using rich, beautiful language. We don’t need to dumb down sentences or use imaginary words. Instead, we use the most beautiful words we can, name objects that the baby encounters, talk to them about what is happening around them, and also listen and acknowledge when they communicate using sound and babbles.

From the beginning of the baby’s life, we can get into the habit of conversing with our baby. When we pick them up in the morning we can say, “Good morning, sunshine! Did you sleep well?” Wait for a response. It might be a smile or a slight movement, and you can respond accordingly: “Yes you did. Today we are going to take a walk to the park, but first, let’s change your diaper. May I pick you up?”

Eating solids: This includes the introduction of solids and learning about their bodies. There is a time when the baby starts to show interest in food, reaching for our food and literally drooling. This is also usually around the time when the baby’s teeth are coming in. This is the ideal time to gently begin the process of introducing solids.

Assimilation of images and small objects: During the period from birth to age 3, children seem to be very interested in details and small objects. They enjoy looking at images and will stare intently for extended periods. We can provide images for the babies at their level and give them time to enjoy them. When we notice our baby staring at something, if we are carrying them and moving, stop and give them time to take it in. We will notice when they lose interest. Take slow walks and just allow them to look. As they get older, they may also enjoy looking at book illustrations that have rich details.

4. Observation

Now that we know the nature of the baby’s mind, their needs and tendencies, and how the sensitive periods work, we can only put this knowledge into use in our parenting by observing.

When we observe the baby, we will start to see these characteristics at work and catch glimpses of what might be going on inside the baby. Observation is really the key to implementing Montessori with our baby. It is what helps us get to know our individual baby and respond appropriately.

Observation allows us to:

• Understand and follow the baby’s development: When we observe the baby, we can notice subtle changes in their abilities and provide an environment and activities that offer the right challenge. It is through observation that we can tell if the baby’s human tendencies are being served. Are they able to explore freely? Are they getting opportunities for repetition?

• Notice the baby’s efforts and abilities: See how the baby interacts with the environment: How are they using their senses to interact with the environment? Observing with their eyes? Tasting? Touching? Testing? Trying to modify? Are their actions intentional? What might be their intention?

• Identify sensitive periods: Where is the baby’s interest and activity focused right now? What are they constantly returning to, repeating, or concentrating on?

• Recognize and remove obstacles to the baby’s development: What are the obstacles to their movement, communication, and activity? What might be interfering with their independence?

• Know when to help and what kind of help to offer: For example, if the baby is trying to crawl, but their clothing is restricting their movement, we can choose alternate clothing or gently help them remove a foot from the hem of their clothing.

Junnifa discovered the power of observation with her first baby.

During her son’s first 3 months, he would nap on her bed. He usually slept for about 2 to 2.5 hours. Around 3 months, she decided to move him to his floor bed in his room (we explain the floor bed in detail later on page 59). She would hold him in her arms until he fell asleep and then lay him down. She thought naps would be a good way to transition him to his room, and then they would gradually move to night sleeping in his bed. However, when she would put him down for his nap, he would wake up around 40 minutes later. This was much shorter than his usual 2 hours, so she immediately thought the floor bed was not working. She talked to one of her Montessori mentors, Pilar Bewley, who asked Junnifa what she had noticed when observing her son. Junnifa realized that she hadn’t been observing him at all.

So when she put him down for a nap in her room the next day, she stayed and observed. She noticed he slept around 40 minutes and then he woke up, lifted his head, looked around, and then went right back to sleep and slept for a little more than 2 hours in total. The next day, she did the same but in his room. She put him down, and right around 40 minutes, he woke up just like the day before, lifted his head, and looked around, and she noticed a change on his face. He did not recognize where he was. He was disoriented! He started to cry, she picked him up. … She had figured out the problem.

Over the next couple of days, Junnifa and her son spent more time in his room when he was awake. She now knew that he woke up around the 40-minute mark during his nap, so she would stay close so that when he looked around, he would see her—his landmark—and he would go back to sleep. She also put a picture of their family on his headboard and gradually started watching from a distance. He would wake up, look around, stare at the picture for a little while, and go back to sleep. Junnifa stopped checking after a few days, and he would only make a sound when he woke up after about 2 hours. Observation helps us understand our baby’s behaviors, needs, and tendencies, and how to respond to them.


Some Things We Can Observe

Movement

• Physical response to visual or auditory stimuli

• Reflexive movements; intentional movements

Fine-Motor Skills

• How they grasp and hold objects

• Which fingers and which hand they use

• What grip they use on a rattle or spoon

• What fine-motor skills they are practicing, such as using their pincer grip or fingers against palm

Gross-Motor Skills

• How they come to stand or sit

• How they walk—distance of legs or arm movements

• Balance

• Whether they choose gross-motor activities

• Whether the environment helps or hinders their movement

[image: Image]

Communication

• Sounds they make to communicate

• Smiling

• Crying—intensity, volume, duration

• Body language

• How they express themselves

• Eye contact during conversations

• Language used

• How we respond to their communication

Cognitive Development

• What they are interested in

• What they are practicing and learning to master

• The activities they can complete

• How long they stay with an activity

• Times they repeat an activity or explore in another way

Social Development

• Interactions with others—siblings, other babies/children, and adults

• Whether they observe others

• How they ask for help

• Whether they initiate interactions

• How others respond to their attempts

• How they respond to people they don’t know

Emotional Development

• When the baby cries, smiles, and laughs

• How they are best comforted or comfort themselves

• How they respond to strangers

• How they deal with moments of separation

• How they manage when things do not go their way

Feeding

• Breast or bottle, including amount or length of time feeding

• What they eat and how much

• How is/was schedule established

• Who is feeding the baby

• How the baby detaches from feeding

• Whether they are passive or active eaters—being fed or feeding themselves

• Whether self-feeding is encouraged or taught

• If eating solids, what foods they are offered and how often

• Response of adults to feeding attempts, communication attempts, body positions

Sleeping

• Sleep/wake rhythm

• Night schedule

• How they fall asleep

• Quality of sleep

• Position during sleep

• How they
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