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Series Editor’s Preface

Education is sometimes presented as an essentially practical activity. It is, it seems, about teaching and learning, curriculum and what goes on in schools. It is about achieving certain ends, using certain methods, and these ends and methods are often prescribed for teachers, whose duty it is to deliver them with vigor and fidelity. With such a clear purpose, what is the value of theory?

Recent years have seen politicians and policymakers in different countries explicitly denying any value or need for educational theory. A clue to why this might be is offered by a remarkable comment by a British Secretary of State for Education in the 1990s: ‘having any ideas about how children learn, or develop, or feel, should be seen as subversive activity.’ This pithy phrase captures the problem with theory: it subverts, challenges, and undermines the very assumptions on which the practice of education is based.

Educational theorists, then, are troublemakers in the realm of ideas. They pose a threat to the status quo and lead us to question the common-sense presumptions of educational practices. But this is precisely what they should do because the seemingly simple language of schools and schooling hides numerous contestable concepts that in their different usages reflect fundamental disagreements about the aims, values, and activities of education.

Implicit within the Bloomsbury Library of Educational Thought is an assertion that theories and theorizing are vitally important for education. By gathering together the ideas of some of the most influential, important, and interesting educational thinkers, from the Ancient Greeks to contemporary scholars, the series has the ambitious task of providing an accessible yet authoritative resource for a generation of students and practitioners. Volumes within the series are written by acknowledged leaders in the field, who were selected for both their scholarship and their ability to make often complex ideas accessible to a diverse audience.

It will always be possible to question the list of key thinkers that are represented in this series. Some may question the inclusion of certain thinkers; some may disagree with the exclusion of others. That is inevitably going to be the case. There is no suggestion that the list of thinkers represented within the Bloomsbury Library of Educational Thought is in any way definitive. What is incontestable is that these thinkers have fascinating ideas about education and that, taken together, the Library can act as a powerful source of information and inspiration for those committed to the study of education.

Richard Bailey

Roehampton University, London


Foreword

This volume is a very valuable contribution to the Continuum Library of Educational Thought. In what is both a scholarly and an affectionate account of the life, work, and influence of Maria Montessori, Marion O’Donnell clearly sets out the theoretical and practical insights that are the unique legacy of Montessori to current educational thinking and practice. The author portrays Montessori as one of the key pioneers of child-centered education in the first half of the twentieth century. Having distilled her own ideas from a fascinating range of philosophical and psychological sources, Montessori herself became an internationally influential figure as both a theoretician and a practitioner.

This volume not only provides an authoritative and comprehensive synopsis of Maria Montessori’s writings and the didactic materials and methods of Montessori Education, but also gives a fascinating insight into the personality of this extraordinary woman and a glimpse into her somewhat turbulent private and public life as a citizen of the world. She dedicated her life to her work on behalf of children, traveling widely and giving lectures and influential addresses in many different countries. She met or corresponded with many other influential figures of the early twentieth century – John Dewey, Jean Piaget, and Bertrand Russell, to name but three.

Throughout her lifetime, Montessori was a passionate advocate on behalf of children as active agents not only in their own education but also in society in general. In taking this stance, she was quite prepared to speak out against the prevailing orthodoxies of the time. She advocated freedom rather than control, self-discipline rather than compliance, and spontaneity rather than formality. She favored careful observation of children’s behavior in the learning environment, but opposed behaviorist views on extrinsic reinforcement. She strongly rejected ideas of fixed, measurable intelligence and showed that children rejected by the system as uneducable could achieve at a high level, if provided with a conducive environment. In all of these respects, Montessori was clearly ahead of her time and one hundred years after the opening of the first of her ‘Children’s Houses’ in 1907, her ideas have a unique freshness and relevance to current educational thinking.

While Montessori’s views on child development and her practical guidance for the education of children sit comfortably within the mainstream of current pedagogical thinking and practice, there are undoubtedly elements of her approach which might seem to a contemporary professional audience as somewhat quirky. For example, the role of ‘directress’, which is her preferred term for the teacher, is to assist the child’s natural development by unobtrusively providing a rich environment equipped with carefully prepared and meticulously ordered practical materials, with which the child should be free to engage. This view of the teacher, or directress, as a facilitator of learning may not seem too controversial, but Montessori’s recommendations regarding the conduct and demeanor of the directress might raise some contemporary eyebrows: the directress should, as stated in, To Educate the Human Potential, first published in India in 1948, be ‘attractive, preferably young and beautiful, charmingly dressed, scented with cleanliness, happy and graciously dignified’ (p. 87).

It is a pleasure and a privilege to have been asked to provide this foreword, writing from Scotland at a time when the school curriculum for children aged 3 to 18 is being radically reviewed under the aegis of the Scottish Executive’s program, ‘A Curriculum for Excellence,’ which challenges long-standing assumptions about the content of the curriculum and adopts an approach which places the child as learner at the center and sets expectations that the main purpose of education should be to create ‘successful learners,’ ‘confident individuals,’ ‘effective contributors,’ and ‘responsible citizens’. These aims would have been close to the heart of Maria Montessori and it is interesting to speculate how her ideas, given due consideration, might influence the educational community of practitioners who have the responsibility to develop and implement the revised curriculum framework. In Scotland, as in countries throughout the world, many of the currently espoused features of teacher professionalism bear traces of the ideas of Montessori, for example, respecting children’s voice, focusing on the needs of individual learners, fostering independence and interdependence, and seeing the teacher as researcher and clinical practitioner engaging in action research in the classroom. All of these were heralded by Montessori more than one hundred years ago in her scientific approach to pedagogy.

Marion O’Donnell argues convincingly that while the evidence of the influence of Montessori on twenty-first-century education is abundant, the degree to which her legacy has been properly acknowledged falls far short. This splendid book makes a significant contribution toward rectifying the injustice this represents.

Donald Christie

Professor of Childhood and Primary Studies

University of Strathclyde

Scotland 


Part 1

Intellectual Biography

1 Montessori and the Origins of Montessori Education

Before the appearance of child psychology as an empirical science toward the end of the nineteenth century, perceptions of childhood in Western societies were radically different from those of today. From the sixteenth century, the treatment of children was often cruel and inhumane, both at home and at school. Many children were abandoned at birth and left to die, while many died in infancy from illness and disease. Unwanted children in foundling homes faced near-certain death (Piers, 1978). Those who did survive infancy were expected to behave like adults and were frequently beaten for any infraction. As soon as possible, children were sent to work, some as young as six, and many were, like animals, expected to obey instant orders and, like fractious colts in need of breaking in, have their wills broken. No consideration or provision was made for childhood itself and documentary evidence of children’s lives until the twentieth century reveals a grim picture (Clarke-Stewart et al., 1985). It is arguable that the roots of Montessori education date back to the sixteenth century when the beginnings of modern science began to appear. According to Butts (1955), the beliefs and assumptions of modern scientific pedagogy included three particular elements. First, there was a certainty that the secrets of nature could be revealed. Second, it was increasingly accepted that ‘science’ was what could be learned from nature itself rather than a body of knowledge from the past. Third, new knowledge was from the actual observation of nature, and after objective, clinical verification, the data were formally collated. It was a rationale that appears to mirror Montessori’s own scientific methodology. For Maria Montessori, childhood was a special period of life and the education we associate with her name began with practice rather than theory. A century after her work first attracted the attention of the world, her novel ideas of child development, the learning process, the role of the teacher, and curriculum content, all continue to excite a lively interest.

Maria Montessori was born on 31 August 1870 at Chiaraville, Ancona, Italy, the only child of Renilde Stoppani and Alessandro Montessori. She died at Noordwijk ann Zee, Holland, on 6 May 1952. Valuable insights into her life and work, which spanned the most horrific wars ever waged by mankind, have been documented by Montessori herself but there are also important biographies, notably by E. M. Standing (1957) and Rita Kramer (1976), that have helped to bring attention to her experiments in education. As a child she was educated at home where she showed a keen interest in mathematics and then was enrolled in a boys’ technical school to further her studies in mathematics and science. When her interest turned to medicine, there were many obstacles to overcome before she was allowed to enrol at the University of Rome as the very first Italian female to study medicine. Her first practical ventures in medicine were in nervous disorders and by 1895, while still a student, she was working in the
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