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Abstract 

The system of education developed by Maria Montessori, noted Italian feminist, 

anthropologist and physician, is the single largest pedagogy in the world with over 22,000 public, 

private, parochial, and charter schools on six continents, enduring even as other teaching 

methods have waxed and waned. Despite its international diffusion and longevity, research into 

the pedagogy is glaringly absent from mainstream educational literature. 

The purpose of this study is, first, to explore Dr. Montessori!s involvement in international 

conferences and examine how the exchange of ideas by participants may have influenced her 

pedagogy. Second, this study investigates the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in two 

countries, the United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation, focusing on the interplay 

of teacher training, classroom practice, and culture. 

This comparative multiple case study was designed to differentiate what is universal in 

the Montessori pedagogy and what is country specific or culture bound. Observations in 

classrooms guided by a checklist of ten essential elements, interviews with teachers, trainers and 

leaders of Montessori associations, and historical and contemporary documents are the primary 

sources of data.  

The results of the data indicate that limited economic resources, the quality of training, 

government regulations and availability of Montessori books translated into the Kiswahili and 

Russian languages influence the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in the United Republic 

of Tanzania and the Russian Federation to a greater extent than culture. Montessori pedagogy as 

implemented in Tanzania is thriving and is providing much needed quality education for young 

children. Several factors influence its implementation, but poverty permeates through all the 

classrooms and is the most significant. Montessori pedagogy as implemented in Russia also is 

thriving, in spite of the challenge of consistent training. Impressive efforts such as the work of the 

Belgorod Montessori Study Center to develop the theoretical understanding and practical 

applications of cosmic education and Michailova Montessori School!s experiment in integrating 

into a self-managed government school may determine whether Montessori remains on the 

periphery of pedagogy or moves to the center, influencing future policy. 
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If survival depended on the triumph of the strong, then the species would perish. 
So the real reason for survival, the principle factor in the "struggle for existence,! 
is the love of adults for their young. 

Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, 1967/1949, p. 32 

Chapter One: Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 

 One hundred years since the opening of a school in the poverty-stricken San Lorenzo 

housing project in the city of Rome on January 6, 1907, the pedagogy of Dr. Maria Montessori 

has become the most consistently recognizable example of progressive education in thousands 

of schools internationally. “Rarely have attempts been made to establish a set of educational 

precepts, which would have such universal validity as hers, and very few others had such a 

powerful influence on developments in the world as a whole” (Röhrs, 1995a, p. 169). Montessori 

is the single largest pedagogy in the world with over 22,000 public, private, parochial, and charter 

schools (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2007) on six continents, enduring even as other teaching 

methods have waxed and waned. Working with children and adults in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s in 

places as diverse as Spain, Rome, India, Argentina, the Netherlands, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and 

India the method became increasingly international. International congresses and national and 

international organizations have been significant factors in the movement for 100 years, and 

international conferences continue to draw participants from every corner of the globe, but 

research providing qualitative data to enhance understanding of the implementation of the 

method in diverse international settings is rare. 

 Comparative studies originating in academia have acknowledged that “for centuries there 

has been a lively international traffic in educational ideas and practices” (Alexander, 2001, p. 

508), citing educators such as Dewey, Froebel, Tagore, and Pestolozzi. Despite the international 

diffusion and longevity of the pedagogy, mention of Montessori is glaringly absent (Adelman, 

2000; Biesta, 2000; Mchitarjan, 2000; Prawat, 2000; Valkanova & Brehony, 2006). The purpose 

of this study is to understand the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in two countries, the 

United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation, focusing on the interplay of teacher 

training, classroom practice, and culture. 

The diffusion of the method internationally has not followed the same trajectory as in the 

United States although it has been stated that the resurgence of interest in the United States after 

the 1950s became the impetus for the revival of the method in other countries (Whitescarver & 

Cossentino, 2008). Training centers accredited by the American Montessori Society (AMS) train 

more teachers each year than all other organizations combined. Not counting the seventeen 
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teacher training centers affiliated with AMS in other countries, there are seventy-three centers in 

the United States alone offering certificates in early childhood training, the age level with the 

greatest number of centers for all accrediting institutions, compared to thirty-seven centers 

worldwide accredited by the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI). One-third of these 

centers are in the United States (AMS, 2008; AMI, 2008). There are examples of very successful 

partnerships between both AMS and AMI training centers and groups seeking to implement the 

pedagogy in their native country. For example, the Princeton Center Teacher Education, an AMS 

training center in New Jersey, has formed an active, sixteen-year partnership with the Main 

Education Board of Ukraine's capital city, Kiev (Cusack, 2008). AMI is currently undertaking a 

massive training initiative in China; the majority of the trainers are from the United States. 

There are also examples of strong partnerships between centers in other countries 

accredited by local organizations or universities other than AMS or AMI. The pedagogy as 

implemented in the United States for children and students from infancy through high school 

owes a legacy to families, teachers, and schools from many countries, especially during the years 

after 1920 when Dr. Montessori did not return to the United States, for their involvement in the 

development of the curriculum and methodology for children of all ages. In addition, statements 

privileging the pedagogy as implemented in the United States essentially marginalize innovation 

and reform in countries such as the Netherlands where 40,000 elementary students attend 

Montessori schools and India where a large-scale adaptation of Montessori pedagogy is being 

used in the schools for the poorest children of the state of Tamil Nadu (MOE, 2009).  

In the Netherlands a number of schools have operated continuously from the time 

parents of children in the first Children!s Houses had begun to prepare for the accommodation of 

their children in Montessori elementary and secondary schools even before Montessori herself 

had fully developed her philosophy or methodology for older children (Montessori, 1969). First 

they created an elementary school, which received government endorsement in 1922, and in 

1930 opened the first high school in Amsterdam, the Montessori Lyceum of Amsterdam. Dr. 

Montessori!s granddaughter attended this school. 

In the 1990s the Dutch government implemented educational reform requiring more 

student independence in all high schools. Independence is key to a Montessori program at all 

levels of development, and the existing Montessori high schools in the Netherlands became 

leaders in the conversion of the entire system. Within ten years there were twenty-three Dutch 

Montessori high schools enrolling over 11,000 students (van Gessal, 2003). Upon receiving a 

start-up grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to develop the first Montessori charter 

high school in the United States, a group of teachers from Minnesota traveled to the Netherlands 
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to confer with and receive guidance from their Dutch colleagues (Schnepf, 2004). A small group 

of Russian Montessori teachers at the beginning stages of adapting a state secondary school to 

Montessori also traveled to Amsterdam to observe the upper level programs. The international 

collaboration key to the expansion of the upper elementary and adolescent programs within the 

Montessori pedagogy is the most recent evidence that the Montessori pedagogy is not merely “a 

predominantly American export” (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2008). 

 Not long after the renaissance of the method in the United States, the author of one of the 

first studies of the method by a practitioner alluded to the need for comparative study by 

suggesting the Montessori movement in the United States was a “distinct phenomena from the 

Montessori movement in Italy” (Appelbaum, 1971, p. 2). The resulting study, while thorough and 

significant, began a recurring pattern of paying particular attention to the two periods of growth of 

the Montessori movement in the United States that several subsequent studies have followed 

(Appelbaum, 1971; Doust, 2004; Sempeck, 1977; Curran, 1985, van Aken, 2007), but few have 

directed the comparative lens toward schools in an international setting (Cheng, 1993; Bunnag, 

2002).  

 The body of Montessori literature, both primary and secondary amassed globally in the 

hundred years since the 1907 opening of the first Montessori school in Rome, reflects the diverse 

temporal, spatial and theoretical traditions and perspectives of the authors. It also “presents a 

range of limitations and challenges, not least of all because the literature has emerged alongside 

a protective tradition surrounding the transmission of Montessori practice” (Feez, 2007, p. 35). 

Submissions to the journals published by Montessori organizations tend to be written by 

practitioners--teachers in the field--leading one critic in academia to question the scientific basis 

of descriptions of the methodology stating they should “hardly be taken seriously” (Cohen, 1969, 

p. 315). Close examination of selected articles reveals a deep theoretical analysis of key 

elements of the methodology. Readership is often limited to other practitioners, leading to the 

perception of those external to the method that the literature is exclusionary and wrought with 

theoretical weakness. In recent years an academic literature comprised of quantitative and 

qualitative studies published in peer-reviewed, non-Montessori journals has emerged 

(Cosstentino, 2005; Lillard, 2005). Many studies were also conducted in the 1970!s and 1980!s as 

schools established in the United States during the revival of the Montessori method in the 1960!s 

increased their student populations (Chattin-McNichols, 1992). Academics in departments of child 

development, psychology, anthropology, comparative education in respected universities are 

basing their work on the Montessori method and publishing in the journals of their respective 

fields but also in the international Montessori journals. 
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Contributions to the English language body of literature also include dissertations, which 

are comparisons of the efficacy of the Montessori methodology to mainstream models (Cheng, 

1993; Manner, 1999; McCladdie, 2006), comprehensive historical documentation (Trudeau, 1984; 

Van Aken, 2007; Wills, 1966), ethnographic case studies (Moreno Mendez, 2003; Schonleber, 

2007), innovation (Sampeck, 1977; Curran, 1985; Daoust, 2002), best practice (Roemer, 1999; 

Zanlowsky, 2007) hermeneutical study of teachers! lives (Malm, 2003), peace studies (Pate-

Smith, 2006), school choice (Parker, 2007), essential elements (Beaton, 1991) and semiotic 

analysis of the pedagogical materials (Feez, 2007). It remains to be seen whether or not the 

newly emerging group of scholars having chosen the Montessori method to initiate their academic 

careers will continue to publish or will marginalize the methodology in favor of more mainstream 

topics within their respective disciplines. 

Montessori and Internationalism 

Dr. Montessori was a global citizen; traveling the world to conduct training courses, 

lecture to international congresses, and to consult with parents and teachers in the schools that 

bore her name until only months before her death at age eighty-one. From the very beginning, 

Montessori!s thinking was international, grounded in a social movement based on the belief that 

children of all classes, cultures and countries progress through developmental stages conditioned 

but not determined by their individual temporal or geographic contexts. In The Absorbent Mind, 

one of her last and what many believe to be her seminal work, Dr. Montessori stated,  

There is no sense talking about differences of procedure for Indian babies, 
Chinese babies, or European babies; nor for those belonging to different social 
classes. We speak of one method; that which follows the natural unfolding of 
man. All babies have the same psychological needs, and follow the same 
sequence of events, in attaining to human stature. Every one of us has to pass 
through the same phases of growth (Montessori, 1948, p. 75). 
 

Dr. Montessori believed that providing a method of education based on the identification 

of these stages through the scientific observation of children!s natural tendencies would allow 

them to make a positive contribution to the betterment of society that would ultimately lead to 

world peace (Kramer, 1976). In an address given before the European Congress for Peace in 

Brussels on September 3, 1936, Dr. Montessori stated, 

Our principle concern must be to educate humanity-the human beings of all 
nations-in order to guide it toward seeking common goals. We must turn back 
and make the child our principle concern. The efforts of science must be 
concentrated on him, because he is the source of and the key to the riddles of 
humanity (Montessori, 1972/1949, p. 31). 
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Montessori and Feminism 

Maria Montessori-feminist, physician, anthropologist, educator, mother and grandmother- 

surmounted personal, political and social obstacles to attain global acclaim as one of the world!s 

greatest of both scientific and progressive educators (Bowen, 1981; Gutek, 2004). Her 

professional and personal choices challenged the conventional role of women of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. She continued to teach and refine her method for the 

duration of her life, which spanned “the complexities of our times” (Rawson, 1932). Throughout 

two world wars, the Great Depression, the militarism of fascism in Italy and Germany and 

totalitarianism in Spain and the Soviet Union, as a single woman she supported first herself and 

then her son, her daughter-in-law, and five grandchildren by lecturing, training teachers, and 

publishing. She has been portrayed as a heroic figure (Schaefer, 2007), but Dr. Montessori 

requested that attention given to her be directed to the children she spent her life studying and 

observing (Montessori, 1948). In Raison D!Etre [Rationale] of Educateurs sans Frontières, a 

division of the Association Montessori Internationale that provides training to experienced AMI 

Montessori teachers enabling them to teach in remote areas of the world, Renilde Montessori 

wrote the following about her grandmother: 

Dr. Montessori was a scientist of a competence akin to genius. It was not her 
desire that her pedagogy be followed blindly as dogma. Having assiduously and 
consistently studied children during many years, observing the universal 
characteristics of their development, she acquired the absolute faith that within 
the child lies the power which will allow humanity to fulfill a potential as yet 
unattained (Montessori, 1999). 

Montessori Pedagogy in Brief 

Prepared environment. 

 The key feature of the Montessori pedagogy is that of providing children with a 

developmentally appropriate physical and psychic environment in which to live and learn (Röhrs, 

1994). This "prepared environment! is one of the central ideas of the Montessori pedagogy and is 

discernible in the orderly, multi-age classrooms carefully equipped with very well constructed, 

practical, purposeful, and generally self-correcting learning materials to meet the physical, 

intellectual, emotional and social needs of students who are grouped according to major periods 

of growth through which all children pass. Within the prepared environment, children and students 

move freely about the room, selecting learning activities, receiving lessons from peers as well as 

from the teacher and giving lessons to others in return, and immersing themselves in 

concentrated attention to tasks that contemporary psychologists have called "flow! (Rathmunde, 

2007). “These environments allow children to take responsibility for their own education, giving 

them the opportunity to become human beings able to function independently and hence 
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interdependently” (AMI, 2008). 

Sensitive periods. 

Dr. Montessori represented these major periods of growth through which all children 

pass, or periods of human development, as a "rhythm! of six-year stages, which she termed the 

Four Planes of Development. These Four Planes are from birth to age six, 6 to 12, 12 to 18 and 

18 to 24. Dr. Montessori represented the stages--infancy, childhood, adolescence, and maturity—

in a chart of four inverted, adjacent, equilateral triangles. Each stage is characterized by an 

opening and closing phase of three years, represented visually by the falling and rising legs of 

each triangle. Acquisition of particular skills and experiences is heightened during the first phase 

of each stage, but during the second half those achievements gained in the first phase are 

consolidated in preparation for the next stage. Montessori teachers who have worked in 

classrooms at several levels will agree with this statement made by an Italian elementary teacher-

trainer. “Infancy and adolescence are described as more turbulent creative periods, in contrast to 

childhood and maturity, which are calm phases of uniform growth” (Grazzini, 1996, p. 213. 

Quoted in Feez, 2007, p. 244). 

Planes of development. 

 Dr. Montessori also aligned periods of special interest or receptivity guiding the activity of 

children and students to each of the three-year groupings of the Four Planes of Development. 

She was inspired by the Dutch biologist, Hugo de Vries, to call these times when learning may 

seem effortless, "sensitive periods!. Dr. Montessori believed that just as the special sensitivity 

toward light in newly hatched caterpillars of the Porthersia butterfly guides them toward the end of 

branches to find the most tender leaves they need for growth, “the child is endowed with a special 

sensibility which urges him to focus his attention certain aspects of his environment to the 

exclusion of others” (Standing, 1957, p. 120). For example, a child of age three experiences a 

sensitive period for order. At this age the child has a particular passion for established routines. 

Disorder is deeply disturbing to the child at this stage. The passion of older children becomes 

justice and moral judgment. They are absorbed with their friends, forming cliques or tight 

friendships with their own codes of conduct and pecking orders.  

 Children and students remain with the same teacher in classrooms organized according to 

the three-year and occasionally six-year age groupings, developing powerful peer bonds, self 

esteem, and leadership skills as they progress from youngest to oldest. Multi-age groupings 

better reflect natural human communities and facilitate social development of the children and 

students. Cooperation and collaboration rather than competition guide the relationships of 
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individuals in the classroom. The range of differences is much greater than in a single age or 

grade classroom, and individual differences become the norm rather than anomalies because 

everyone is different. A classroom begins the school year with a core group of older children who 

return for a second or third year knowing the rituals and routines established during the previous 

school year. The youngest students entering the classroom have older peers who are able to 

mentor them as they make the transition to a new classroom. The teacher is able to follow the 

development of students over three years, allowing late bloomers to acquire skills at their own 

pace, knowing they have three years, rather than one, to do so. Younger students observe 

lessons given to older students, learning the concepts independently or making the process 

easier for themselves at a later time. Older students attend lessons with younger students to hear 

old favorites or to review concepts they did not fully understand the first time they received the 

lesson. All students are able to accomplish high quality work unencumbered by the anxiety that 

often results from comparisons with peers or standardized benchmarks that do not take into 

account the often irregular patterns of development and skill acquisition. 

Curriculum. 

 The curriculum presented in Montessori classrooms addresses the developmental and 

intellectual needs of infants, toddlers, children and young adults from birth to age twenty-four. 

Lessons are presented to individual students or small groups by teachers specially trained to 

observe the emotional, physical, intellectual and social needs of the individuals and the social and 

work groups they are a part of and to adapt instruction to move from the concrete to the abstract. 

The methodology allows freedom for children and students to purposefully move about the 

classroom and make work choices independently, to participate in peer teaching, and to develop 

concentration through uninterrupted, self-chosen work periods. Assessment is authentic, ongoing, 

and void of most forms of reward or punishment. Montessori teachers are trained to assist each 

child to grow as a unique individual intellectually, physically, socially and emotionally to a mature 

person with a sense of social responsibility (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2007).  

Freedom and responsibility. 

 The sense of responsibility develops in partnership with freedom that is introduced 

gradually to the very youngest children entering a classroom for the first time or to older students 

entering a Montessori environment after attending a school where guidance for behavior is 

provided external to the individual. Freedom in Montessori classroom does not mean children are 

allowed to do what they want or when they want to do it with total disregard for other individuals in 

the environment. Freedom is frequently misunderstood by educators, parents, and even by 
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teachers trained in the methodology. The concept can be misinterpreted as mindless 

permissiveness. In a true Montessori school the concept of freedom is bounded by limits. 

Students learn to not only to make choices that are beneficial to his or her own development but 

also to consider and respect the ground rules of the community and the choices of others. 

According to a German biographer of Dr. Montessori, this balance of freedom and responsibility is 

one of Dr. Montessori!s “truly original contributions: she not only gave consideration to the 

inclinations and interests of the children, as was done by many New Educators who based their 

work solely on this principle, but also sought to encourage responsibility and self-discipline on the 

part of the children” (Röhrs, 1994, p. 4). A British contemporary of Dr. Montessori asserts that the 

manner in which freedom was developed in children in Montessori classrooms has significant 

implications for society as a whole. He stated, 

Her method proceeds along the lines which political development of society 
inevitably dictates. Long ago Herbert Spencer pointed out that the type of 
education always follows the type of society-in a monarchical state, for instance, 
arbitrary authority will be a far more important factor in school discipline than in a 
republic. Hence the Montessori method, being founded on the idea of liberty, 
fulfils an essential condition of democratic education--and the future of all 
civilized states will be democratic (Culverwell, 1915, p. 1). 

 
 An article in The World Book: Organized knowledge in story and picture, published in 1917, 

describes what a visitor to a Montessori classroom for children age 3-6 on the east coast of the 

United States would see: 

A visitor entering the room will be struck by the harmonious and ordered activity 
of the children. Here a child is wrestling with an obstinate button on one of the 
frames for buttoning, another is composing words with the movable alphabet 
upon a prettily-tinted carpet upon the floor. Another is building the "tower!, while 
others are writing upon large slates or upon the blackboards hung on the walls. 
Children pass lightly to and fro, fetching from the cupboards what material they 
need, or returning it after use; exchanging remarks with their companions or 
stopping to admire another!s work. The whole atmosphere, in fact, is one of busy 
and essential activity, each child happily concentrated on the work in hand. Little 
notice is taken of the teacher, who moves softly from one child to another, giving 
here a simple demonstration, there a lesson or word of encouragement, or joining 
enthusiastically in the joy of a child who has made a discovery or succeeded in 
performing some new feat by himself. The children!s activity does not emanate 
from the teacher, but is the spontaneous self-activity of the children themselves, 
having origin in the sources of the life. Before this, the teacher is a humble and 
retiring observer, seeking to help and serve, rather than shape or evoke, the 
phenomena of life which unfold (O!Shea, 1917, p. 3925). 

 
Ninety years later and in over ninety countries would the scene be significantly different? 

Open shelves of a height determined by the age and size of the children and students needing to 

access the materials arranged upon them in a precise way to facilitate the child!s passage from 
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concrete to abstract in the learning process now take the place of the cupboards found in the first 

classrooms in Rome. The materials and activities displayed on shelves, also reflect the age of the 

children and students. The wooden materials in the area of sensorial in an early childhood 

classroom would not be appropriate in an elementary classroom. Timelines, collections of cultural 

artifacts, scientific models, and many more books fill the shelves in classrooms of older students. 

What does not change is the freedom to self-select material from the shelves, taking it to a mat, 

rug or table, working with it alone, with a partner or in a small group for a period of time that is, in 

ideal circumstances, determined by the participants before returning it to the shelf and going on to 

another activity.  

Many of the materials were designed by Dr. Montessori in Italy over a century ago and 

are standardized by the various commercial manufacturers worldwide. “Today, at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century, these objects continue to be used daily in thousands of Montessori 

classrooms across the world” (Feez, 2005, p. 45). Differences reflecting the local geography, 

history, and culture of the classroom may be apparent in the teacher-made materials. A wooden 

puzzle of an oak tree in Minnesota is a papaya tree in Tanzania. History timelines in an upper 

elementary classroom may reflect a more general history of early humans common to many 

countries, but also the particular history of the country, state, province, canton, or oblast in which 

the students of that particular classroom reside. 

Montessori and Mainstream Education 

 Educational policy researchers who study Montessori have identified a profound 

coherence that has existed within the system across time and space but is noticeably at odds 

with the perpetual pendulum swing of education reform (Robinson, 1998; Slavin, 1989). One 

hundred years after the opening of the first Montessori school, the innovative method retains 

characteristics that are “qualitatively different from existing forms” (Barnett, 1953). The method is 

described as arising from the inspiration of genius (Lillard, 2005), but framing the method within 

the four-step process of innovation described by Usher (1954), Dr. Montessori!s initial perception 

of a problem concerning the children in the asylums of Rome, the coming together of a series of 

events including the offer presented by the Good Building Association, her act of insight in 

providing both method and materials to approach the problem, and decades of critical revision 

within an international community of progressive education, gives greater depth to understanding 

the method as an innovation achieved through systematic and scientific study. Unfortunately, like 

the elephant in John Godfrey Saxe's poetic version of the famous Indian legend, “The Blind Men 

and the Elephant”, the method has been subject to myriad misinterpretations resulting from the 

failure of critics and supporters to fully understand the complexities of its totality (Haines, 2005). 
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Fundamental differences between the Montessori and mainstream methods of education 

are complex and difficult to summarize. Seventy years ago Dr. Montessori lectured that, 

“education today has fallen far behind contemporary needs” (Montessori, 1985/1949, p. 32), and 

while many critics today would agree that her statement remains true, the Montessori pedagogy 

has existed on the periphery of mainstream education in all but a few countries across the globe. 

Even so, many of its essential elements—child-sized furniture, hands-on learning activities, multi-

age classrooms, sensitive periods for learning, the absorbent mind, the importance of movement 

in brain development (Lillard, 2005)—have had both an indirect and direct influence on modern 

educational methods at the center. Many of these ideas, considered revolutionary one hundred 

years ago, have become woven into what is considered to be best practice in mainstream 

education further complicating succinct comparison. My own experience teaching in Montessori 

private and public schools in the United States and the conversations I have had with my 

colleagues over the years and with the Montessori teachers in several countries I met during the 

research process, lead me to believe that the tensions between adult-centered, empirical, data-

driven paradigms preferred by departments and ministries of education and other stakeholders 

with power to influence the formation and/or funding of educational policy and holistic, 

developmental approaches that have framed educational discourse since the first school opened 

in 1907 have, nonetheless, increased. Upon entering almost any classroom in the United States 

not only would you see that “the basic tools of learning have not changes in decades” (Broadfoot, 

2000, p. 357), the structure and relationships within have become even more rigid and resistant 

to pervasive systemic change. 

Montessori pedagogy stresses the importance of the relationship between the teacher 

and the child, the child and the environment, and the environment and the teacher often placing 

each at the vertex of an equilateral triangle to illustrate the dynamic interactions that occur in a 

classroom. Extending this idea to a comparative model of two triangles highlights the power 

relationships inherent to the tension between various stakeholders within the worldviews of 

mainstream versus Montessori pedagogy. The first triangle represents the hierarchical system of 

mainstream education. Children and teachers are at the apex of the triangle, which is then 

inverted, placing children and teachers at the bottom, in the least authoritative position, rather 

than at the top. According to Levin (2000), “Right at the bottom of the education status list, of 

course, are students. They are subject to direction from everyone above. Even though all the 

participants in education will say that schools exist for students, students are still treated almost 

entirely as the objects of reform” (p. 155). The requirements of state and local standards, 

institutions of teacher training, and reform initiatives occupy the middle portion. Textbook 
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publishers and testing companies hold a position of considerable influence, followed by national 

standards, ministries of education and federally mandated reform. Each level believes it knows 

best what the lower levels need to do and forces them to comply with directives, mandates and 

reforms that may or may not be in their best interests. Teachers and students are often lost in a 

shifting maze of mandates and methodologies. An insatiable appetite in the United States for fine-

tuning individual components of educational provision has resulted in the implementation of 

successive reforms, each attempting to stabilize the back and forth motion of the top-heavy 

inverted triangle by introducing "new! programs, "revised! standards, and "updated! tests. In an 

address given in Copenhagen in 1937, Dr. Montessori described the educational situation as she 

saw it seventy years ago. 

The world!s peoples are disorganized and each individual thinks only of his own 
immediate well-being…. Education as it is commonly regarded, encourages 
individuals to go their own way and pursue their own personal interests. School 
children are taught not to help one another, not to prompt their classmates who 
don!t know the answers, but to concern themselves only with getting promoted at 
the end of the year and to win prizes in competition with fellow pupils 
(Montessori, 1985/1949, p. 34). 

 
Patricia Broadfoot (2000) describes the current educational environment as one where 

little seems to have changed. 

Students who are dominated by concerns about grades and marks; teachers who 
are preoccupied with measuring up to externally-derived criteria of quality; 
institutions whose very existence may depend on the configuration of their 
performance indicators, and systems whose quality is measured by quantifiable 
results, are the educational manifestations of 'The Assessment Society' (p. 365). 

 
In Montessori pedagogy, the child is again at the apex, but this second triangle is not 

inverted. It sits upright, firmly grounded like the pyramids of ancient Egypt. At the base of the 

triangle are pedagogical principles identified through the scientific observation of children. At the 

next level are institutes of teacher training, national and international organizations, schools and 

classrooms. The prepared environment and the teacher are located together in the level below 

the apex to symbolically illustrate how the environment is prepared by the teacher, but once 

prepared, supports the teacher to embrace Dr. Montessori!s directive to “follow the child” 

(Montessori, 1964/1912). No model is able to perfectly represent the range of differences 

possible within as well as between mainstream and Montessori pedagogy. This model also does 

not acknowledge the fact that power, wealth and influence are shared unequally, and those 

wishing to implement a child-centered pedagogy such as Montessori, cannot escape entirely the 

regulatory power of the societal institutions within which it must function. 
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According to Nancy Curran (1985), who conducted a study of institutional resistance to 

Montessori method, a restructured view of education privileging child-centered methodologies 

similar to the model above creates a perception held by many stakeholders, including teachers, 

that it leads to a loss of power, prestige and economic position (Curran, 1985). Montessori 

teacher training develops not only high methodological and philosophical expertise but also an 

acknowledgement of the limits of power of teachers. “The environment, rather than the child, is 

the locus of control. In order to follow the child, the teacher must sublimate her urge to control the 

child, and seek, instead, to cultivate with meticulous care the physical and emotional space in 

which children develop” (Whitescarver & Cossentino, 2007, n. p.). 

Comparative Education, Theory, and Alternative Pedagogy 

Local models for ensuring children acquire the salient skills, attitudes, and beliefs that 

once prevailed in indigenous and traditional society have, in most cases, succumbed to “modern 

Western education systems that have become so globally embedded that alternative forms of 

educational provision—and goals—have become almost inconceivable” (Broadfoot, 2000, p. 

357). Moreover, Broadfoot (2000) states, “The activities of contemporary international agencies 

such as the World Bank are serving further to reinforce both this commonality of goals and 

equally, common assumptions about how these may best be achieved” (p. 360). Further 

polarizing the preoccupation with a limited repertoire, comparative research, “has yet to challenge 

the discourse that defines educational issues in terms of a delivery model of education” 

(Broadfoot, 2000, p. 363). Taking an even more radical stance, Portuguese comparativist, 

Antonio Novoa (2003), argues, “Comparative educational studies are used as a political tool 

creating educational policy, rather than a research method or an intellectual inquiry” (p. 425). One 

of the barriers to a comparative perspective that is more open to alternative models is that the 

models themselves and other “alternative conceptions, values and forms of argument that may 

conflict with western liberal conceptions, forms of argument and values in significant ways” 

(McLaughlin, 2004, p. 479). 

Theoretical Framework 

That said, the question of what theoretical map should a novice who needs to tread the 

middle ground between the abstract theoretical analysis necessary to gain academic credibility 

and the desire to make a positive impact on practice peruse? Some in the field suggest the 

answer is to “drop the fruitless efforts to emulate producing cumulative and predictive theory that 

is of no interest and consequence to others, and then take up problems that matter to the local, 

national, and global communities in which we live” (Hawkins, 2001, p. 505), to take the point of 
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view of a culturalist who asserts, “Theoretical models distort the intricate and complex cultural 

context in which the conflict he narrates emerges” (Martin, 2003, p. 115), or to strengthen existing 

models by building “on that strand that has always taken context as its starting point” (Broadfoot, 

2001, p. 363). In my opinion, the most relevant question to be answered when making the choice 

of theoretical framework is: Does the theory help in understanding reality or does it impose an 

explanation on reality? (Martin, 2003). 

I grappled with the fit of various theories: globalization, post-colonialism, innovation, post-

modernism, feminism, but none seemed sufficient in explaining fully the complexities of the rich 

tapestry of cultural, historical, economic and personal contexts of the two diverse countries onto 

which the educational phenomena of Montessori pedagogy is embroidered and those who wield 

the needle. Robin Alexander (2000) states that one must “bite the methodological bullet” to 

“progress beyond structure and policy to avoid the trap of neglecting the question of how “practice 

relates to the context of culture, structure, and policy in which it is embedded” (p. 3). Empowered 

by the argument that practitioner-researchers are in a unique position to break down boundaries 

through the “re-conceptualization of research that acknowledges the relationship between theory 

and practice as a more iterative process” (Alexander, 2000, p. 167), I began to acknowledge the 

strengths I could bring to the research process and to revisit the potential within the Montessori 

pedagogy itself to inform theory building. The Montessori pedagogy is infused with a powerful 

theory of how children develop and learn. The German comparativist Hermann Röhrs (1995a) 

states, “[Dr. Montessori] sought to influence the world in a controlled way through the harmonious 

combination of theory and practice; she looked for the confirmation of her theories in practice and 

shaped her practice according to scientific principles” (p. 10). 

In the field of comparative, harmony between theory and practice is attainable, not only 

through the complexities of meta-theory, but also through research projects that are “small, local, 

and practical, producing both a personal theory and information about practice” (Crossley, 1984, 

p. 201). Comparative theory and Dr. Montessori!s theory of child development are examples that 

are small, local and practical. Rather than confront the meta-theories that were forcing me away 

from what I know to be true and attempting to own what would be a poor fit, I returned to my 

roots. While the use of theory that is basic and uncomplicated will not result in the brilliant 

brocades or sleek silks of meta-theory, the threads of comparative theory and Dr. Montessori!s 

theory of child development dyed with the rich hues of geographic and historical context and 

culture will weave a strong homespun on which to stitch the story of the implementation of the 

pedagogy in the United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation. 
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Objectives of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to assess the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in two 

diverse global environments through a descriptive and comparative analysis designed to answer 

the following questions: 

 

• What essential elements of Montessori pedagogy are manifested in teacher training 

and classroom practice in the United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian 

Federation? 

• What factors influence the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in the United 

Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation? 

 
The objectives of the study and the accompanying literature review are first, to examine Dr. 

Montessori!s involvement in international conferences and provoke insights into the international 

influences on the development of her pedagogy, especially those that are salient to successful 

implementation in an era of increasing globalization, and second, to describe the implementation 

of Montessori pedagogy in the United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation, 

attempting to differentiate what is universal in the Montessori pedagogy and what is country 

specific or culture bound. 

To accomplish these goals more fully and to deepen my own understanding of the 

pedagogy it is necessary to examine the intellectual and international environment that nurtured 

the development of the pedagogy. In its century of development, Montessori education has 

experienced an ebb and flow of interest among mainstream educators. A brief, but explosive 

period of interest occurring in many countries, including the United States, in the first decade of 

the movement reflected a more general interest globally in education reform. A second period of 

interest began in the late 1950s in the United States after Dr. Montessori!s death. Several studies 

(Appelbaum, 1971; Daoust, 2004; Rambusch, 1977; Sampeck, 1977) have analyzed these two 

periods of interest in the United States using models based on the diffusion of innovation. None of 

these studies, nor do others, fully acknowledge the time between the two periods of interest in the 

United States when Dr. Montessori continued to experiment with and perfect her method, 

extending what was initially a method for preschool children ages three to six to the even younger 

children—infants and toddlers—and to fully develop the idea of cosmic education for elementary 

and the Erdkinder for adolescent students.  

I entered this project wanting to know everything about Montessori pedagogy in every 

country in the world, but like the age 9-12 students who I frequently must counsel into reducing 

grandiose research plans into something manageable, I too needed to have a more narrow 
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research focus. So what is it that I really wanted to know and would attempt to learn? The stated 

purpose of this project is to understand the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in two 

countries. Having reduced the potential research sites from over ninety, to two, I next had to 

determine what it would be that I would attempt to understand. Throughout the required graduate 

school preparation for the dissertation process—the coursework, the seminars, the exams—I 

continued to work fulltime as a Montessori classroom teacher. University and classroom 

responsibilities each provided welcome balance of the intellectual and practical, but I always felt 

more competent in a classroom of children simultaneously supervising frog dissection, square 

root extraction and brownie baking than I ever did in a classroom of adults discussing education 

policy. A research focus on the micro level--teacher training and classroom practice—only 

referring to the macro level of national policy to provide the necessary context, seemed to be the 

best fit for me. 

Limitations of the Study 

 In the introduction to his voluminous comparative study of culture and pedagogy in five 

countries, Robin Alexander admits that, “I have no illusions about the intellectual risks of going 

where few have ventured” (Alexander, 2000, p, 3). He further warns anyone embarking upon a 

task similar to the one I have chosen should not do so “without being acutely aware of how little, 

despite their best intentions, they end up knowing” (p. 3). I am fully aware of the limitations of this 

endeavor. Lacking fluency in both the Kiswahili and Russian languages means that for a good 

portion of data collection I must work with interpreters. When I was fortunate to be able to 

converse in English with an individual, I was rarely confident that responses in a second language 

were expressed to me with the same depth of conviction or analysis had I been able to 

understand his or her first language. The cost of conducting research in two countries and my 

own teaching responsibilities put limitations on the length of time I was able to conduct research 

in each country.  

On the other hand, my limitations can be viewed as advantages. As a Montessori teacher 

from the United States with many years of experience in both public and private Montessori 

schools, I easily received access to teachers, training centers and classrooms. I was warmly 

welcomed and cared for in ways that even though I am an experienced traveler, I had not 

expected. I had previously visited the classroom of one of the Russian Montessori teachers as a 

member of a group of American teachers on a Fulbright-Hays seminar studying daily life in 

Russia. I commented to her that my second visit was very different from the first. Profusely 

expressed passion for her work had been in sharp contrast to the reserve she had shown on the 

first visit. She smiled and said, “But this time you came as one of us!” I became accustomed to 
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my shifting role as I passed from emic to etic, from insider to outsider, from teacher to student, 

from Minnesotan to international Montessorian. 

Although the two research sites are diverse in many ways, the fact that I would be 

observing classrooms in two countries utilizing the same pedagogy adds another dimension to 

the project. Many comparative studies of two or more countries are able to provide in-depth 

analysis based upon observed similarities and differences, in part, because they limit data 

collection at the research sites to classrooms where the same subject or the same grade level is 

taught. During the project that resulted in the book Culture and Pedagogy, Robin Alexander 

(2000) limited research sites in all five countries to classrooms of ages seven to eight and nine to 

ten and to the subjects of language and literacy. I encountered difficulty in following the path of 

controlled variables because of the choice of research sites. Multiple schools with functioning 

Montessori programs at two of the most frequently implemented levels of the methodology, early 

childhood and lower elementary, much less the six levels possible, were rare in Russia and 

nonexistent in Tanzania where only classrooms designed for children age 3-6 could be evaluated. 

This essentially eliminated the possibility of comparing similar levels or similar subjects. Not only 

are many subjects integrated into others in a Montessori classroom, comparing the same subject 

at different levels would be difficult because as the needs of each age change, so do the 

materials and the relationship of the adult to the child. Consequently, at times rather than 

attempting to compare what is observed in one country to something that may or may not be 

comparable in the second, I will use the ideal of what is possible to ground the data. 

Research Sites 

 The United Republic of Tanzania and The Russia Federation offer compelling possibilities 

for contrast and comparison. The geographic and economic disparities are readily apparent, but 

the change agents responsible for implementing the pedagogy over time range from titled nobility 

and revolutionaries to theologians and secular stakeholders including parents and educators. 

Documents indicate both countries have had at least two periods of interest in Montessori 

pedagogy; Russia has had three. 

The Montessori method has had two periods of implementation in Tanzania. The first, in 

the 1920s is evident from photos held by the archive at Opera Montessori in Rome. The 

provenance of the photos has been difficult to ascertain, but the children appear to be working 

with the full complement of Montessori materials. The second period began in 1967 when Muriel 

Dwyer, a British Montessori teacher, was invited by the Aga Khan community in Dar es Salaam to 

help change their traditional nursery school into a Montessori school. She was able to run four 

international training courses before the political situation changed. Dwyer did not leave the 
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country as did many others and continued the work she had begun in Dar es Salaam with the 

Swiss Sisters of Divine Providence (Kahn, 2004). There are currently four accredited Montessori 

training centers and several other non-accredited centers in Tanzania. 

The first period of interest in Russia dates to the time of the first school in Rome, not long 

after the Russian Revolution of 1905. Countess Tatiana Tolstoi, daughter of the famous author, 

presented a paper on the Montessori method in 1912 at an educational congress in Moscow. The 

paper caused a sensation. She began a school at Vilna, the family compound near St. 

Petersburg, with materials obtained from the United States (Kramer 1976). Dr. Montessori!s first 

book, Il metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all!educazione infantile nelle Case dei 

Bambini, was translated into Russian in 1913, and by 1917 several adult education institutions 

were experimenting with the Montessori methodology (Basil, 1968). The physcisist Lermontov 

also set up a school in St. Petersburg (Kramer, 1976). E. I. Teheeva, who had visited 

Montessori!s schools in Italy, was part of a trio of female educators responsible for initiating one 

of the first organized instructional institutions for preschool children in 1919 (Valkanova & 

Brehony, 2006). The second period of interest overlapped with the first and began after the 

Russian Revolution of 1917 (also called the October or Bolshevik Revolution) when those in 

positions of power determining the direction of national policy on education—Nadezhda 

Konstantinovna Krupskaya, wife of Lenin, in particular—continued to be influenced by the 

Montessori method throughout the 1920s (Kreusler, 1970). Krupskaya sent Julia Fousek to visit 

schools and meet with Dr. Montessori. A large group of Russian educators attended the 

conference of the New Education Fellowship, a group of international educators interested in the 

methodologies of Dr. Montessori, John Dewey, Ovid Decroly and others, at Montreaux, 

Switzerland in 1923 (Brehony, 2004).  

The Montessori methodology returned to Russia in the early 1990s, through the efforts of 

individuals looking for alternatives to the former Soviet educational system. Most Montessori 

schools tend to be located in densely populated areas of Moscow and St. Petersburg, but at least 

one school can be found in each of the Russian oblasts. For example, in 1991 a group of 

interested Russian educators from the town of Yakutsk in eastern Siberia approached Montessori 

educators in Juneau, Alaska, to head workshops on Montessori methodology for teachers in their 

city (Corbett, 1995). 

Significance of the Study 

The Montessori pedagogy has powerful implications for education reform in both 

Tanzania and Russia. The importance of early childhood education has become the focus 

internationally, in developed and developing countries. Teacher training emphasizing approaches 
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that are child-centered and effective in classrooms with more than one grade is also applicable. 

Multi-grade teaching in developing countries is a strategy to manage growing populations of 

students or to provide access to education in remote areas with sparse or widely-scattered 

populations (Little, 2000). Multi-grade teaching is often associated with small schools having less 

than 100 students or are located in remote, sparsely populated areas. In such schools, there may 

not be enough students to employ a teacher for each grade level, or qualified teachers also may 

not be available to hire for each grade. Combining groups of students under the guidance of one 

teacher creates the opportunity for a small school to offer a complete cycle of primary education. 

Multi-grade teaching has the potential to increase access to a more complete sequence of 

primary education in areas where all grades may not be available. Dr. Montessori recognized the 

potential of a multi-grade methodology to make “instruction in rural schools easier” (Montessori, 

1912, p. 373). She stated that a multi-grade methodology would be a “great advantage in the 

schools where there are few children, yet where all the grades are represented (Montessori, 

1912, p. 374). 

In the article “Globalisation and educational research: Whose context counts?” Angela 

Little (1995) questioned whether support of classrooms using alternative methodologies, 

assumed to be the responsibility of national agencies, could be more effective coming from the 

teachers themselves. “Is there an opportunity here (in developing countries) for external support 

for multi-grade teachers worldwide in the areas of curriculum materials, syllabi and textbooks?” 

(p. 437). Teachers in Montessori schools internationally are supporting each other in precisely the 

way Little envisions. Perhaps it is the intimacy of the interactions, occurring organically without 

Ministries of Education or international aid agencies, without consultants or academics such as 

Little herself, that give them legitimacy.  

This study also has several implications for the field of comparative education. First, it 

has been noted that during a twenty-year period in a major journal in the field of comparative 

education over one-half of the published articles refer to studies of one country. In addition, 58% 

of the one-country studies were based in the industrialized countries of North America, Europe, or 

Asia as were an even greater percentage of the multi-country studies (Little, 2000). Russia and 

Tanzania are the primary foci of this study. Reference to Switzerland, India and the United States 

broadens the geographic scope of comparison. Although my preference is to avoid labels such as 

"developing! or "developed! that do unnecessary harm through the perpetuation of the stereotypes 

the labels invoke, Tanzania would be considered by many to be a member of the developing 

group of countries. Although it is industrialized, Russia!s education system continues to be in a 
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state of transition after the fall of the Soviet Union and the economic quagmire that resulted soon 

after. 

A second implication for the field of comparative education arises from the position held 

by Montessori as a pedagogy firmly entrenched on the periphery of practice but at the center of 

alternative educational models with proven records of success that are being selected by 

pedagogues internationally. An informed awareness of alternative pedagogy may expand 

research options for international comparativists as they move to break out of a pattern of 

“intellectual conservatism” and defy “the unquestioned use of familiar educational ideas, frames of 

reference, purposes and terminology” (Broadfoot, 2003, p. 276) that are essentially Anglo-

American constructs and “are turning schools all over the world into poor copies of a romanticized 

view of private firms” (Stromquist, 2000, p. 262) “in which countless thousands of children and 

young people throughout the world are more or less successfully processed through centrally-

determined curriculum packages, and taught to compete with each other in the business of 

regurgitating their knowledge in specific ways” (Broadfoot, 2000, p. 363). 

Finally, British comparativist Michael Crossley notes, “Too often we have evidence of 

unsuccessful efforts to transfer fashionable Western theory, policy and practice through the work 

of international development agencies and consultancies” (Crossley, 2000, p. 324). The success 

of the Montessori pedagogy across time and space lends support to the assertion that: “Like it or 

not, the educational world today faces what may ultimately prove to be a revolution in what is to 

be taught, to whom and how” (Broadfoot, 2000, p. 358). 

Centenary Declaration 

Among the many worldwide celebrations commemorating the Montessori Centenary in 

2007 was an online declaration signed by over 10,000 people who committed to the following 

principles: 

To participate in a universal social movement that places children at the centre of 
society, recognizing them as citizens of the world; to promote knowledge and 
understanding of the conditions necessary for the full development of the human 
being from conception to maturity both at home and in society; to create a climate 
of opinion and opportunities for the full development of the potential of all young 
people so that humanity may work in harmony for a higher and more peaceful 
civilization, and to reform education as a reciprocal, lifelong process in which 
every member of the human race is profoundly engaged (Centenary 2007). 
 

The signers of the declaration have come from over one hundred countries from every 

continent. The United States, United Kingdom and India are among the five countries with the 

greatest number of signatures, not surprising considering the ten years Dr. Montessori spent in 

India and the growth of the method in public and charter schools in the last three decades in the 
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United States. The two countries that fill the remaining two positions are not what would be 

expected, especially considering they actually hold positions three and four—ahead of India. 

Tanzania and Russia had more signers of the declaration than Germany, France, Canada, and 

Australia. Although this is only a very informal count influenced by any number of factors, it does 

point to the probability that there is a strong Montessori presence in both countries that warrants 

in-depth comparative study. The wide range of countries from which the signatures of the 

declaration originate also indicate that innovations within the Montessori pedagogy bring 

educational change that is truly teleogenic and free from the hegemonic influence of any one 

group. It is not bounded by designations of developed or developing, industrial or agricultural, 

Western or non-Western. 

Acknowledgement of Researcher Bias 

 Authors of several studies exploring different facets of the Montessori method have 

aligned themselves with either one or the other of the two largest Montessori organizations 

accrediting schools and training teachers, the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) and 

the American Montessori Society (AMS). Rationales include the perceived differences in the rigor 

of training courses (Feez, 2007), claims of authenticity (Lillard, 2005), and author-preferred 

adaptations (Sampeck, 1977). As a Montessorian with significant experience in schools 

accredited by both organizations I bring a unique perspective to the research process. My own 

training for children ages 3-6 began soon after graduation from college and included a year-long 

internship in an AMS-accredited school in Boulder, Colorado, mentored by an early pioneer in the 

organization. The following year I co-taught with an AMI-trained elementary teacher in an AMI-

accredited elementary school. I returned to Minnesota to work in a public school Montessori 

program in Minneapolis, but returned to Boulder for several summers to assist with the preschool 

program. I began elementary training in Washington, D. C.; the head trainer of the program had 

been one of Dr. Claude Claremont!s first students when he and his wife, Francesca, came to the 

United States from London in 1961 at the invitation of several Hollywood actors to train teachers 

in California. Returning to Minnesota for the second time, I was asked to co-teach in an upper 

elementary classroom in an AMI-accredited, private school in Minneapolis. My co-teacher was an 

AMI-trained elementary teacher and co-founder of the school. She is also one of the few 

Montessorians to hold the joint AMI/AMS age 3-6 certificate awarded for only one year to trainees 

before the split of the two organizations. My Montessori roots run deep. 

The following year I assumed leadership of the classroom and remained there for thirteen 

years. The school is a leader in the AMI community nationally and internationally. It is rare for an 

AMS-trained teacher to be lead classroom teacher in an AMI school. To be fully accredited by 
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AMI, schools are required to staff classrooms with only AMI-trained teachers. AMS requires 

teachers to be trained by reputable organizations but does not stipulate that they hold exclusively 

AMS certificates. I moved to the St. Paul Public Schools and taught in one of the oldest public 

Montessori programs in the country for eleven years. My current position as a sixth-grade science 

teacher in a gifted and talented magnet school in the same district gives me the opportunity to 

reflect on the value of a Montessori education, the transformative power of my own training, and 

the essential elements of the methodology. 

Plan of Document 

 Chapter 2 of this document reviews the Montessori literature, both primary and secondary, 

and delineates some of the challenges and limitations, which set it apart from other scholarly 

literature. The chapter also attempts to deconstruct the intellectual life of Dr. Montessori and to 

place her method within the intellectual traditions of international progressive educators of the 

early twentieth century. Chapter 3 describes the research methodology used to conduct the 

study. Chapters 4 and 5 present the individual cases of the implementation Montessori pedagogy 

in Tanzania and Russian. Finally, chapter 6 synthesizes and compares the evidence presented 

separately in the preceding two chapters, discusses the implications of the study, and suggests 

areas of further study.  

 In this document I have attempted to avoid the use of vocabulary unique to the Montessori 

community as much as possible, but the inclusion of several concepts demanded the label 

currently in use. The definition of Montessori terms has been embedded into the text of the 

document rather than in a separate glossary. One term, though, needs special attention—Casa 

dei bambini or Children!s House, the term commonly used by the Montessori community in the 

United States when referring to the age three to six grouping of children. In neither Tanzania nor 

Russia was the term "Children!s House! used. A variety of labels are used for programs in 

Tanzania for children younger than age six--preschool, early childhood education, early childhood 

care and development, early childhood development. Programs for children ages five or six are 

also called preprimary or kindergarten (Mtahabwa, 2009). "Kindergarten! is the only term used in 

Russia and is inclusive of children from age three to age seven. Kindergartens are structures 

separate from the secondary schools students attend from age seven to sixteen. For consistency 

I have chosen to use "kindergarten! to describe the programs in Tanzania and Russia for children 

younger than age seven. 
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[Maria Montessori!s] life and the development of her ideas were dependent on 
encounters, inspirations and rebirths; encounters with others of like mind were 
often much more important than involvement with established theories. The great 
productivity of her work was in the last analysis due to the effects of the hormic 
principle in her life and thought. She sought to influence the world in a controlled 
way through the harmonious combination of theory and practice. 

Hermann Röhrs, 1994 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Maria Montessori: World Citizen 

 Introduction. 

Maria Montessori, feminist, physician, educator, world citizen, was born in 1870 in the 

small town of Chiaravalle on the central Adriatic coast of the newly united Italy, and died in 1952 

in Nordwijk, Netherlands. Details of her life are known primarily from two biographies. Her close 

friend and collaborator, E. Mortimer Standing, wrote the first. Published five years after her death, 

Maria Montessori: Her Life and Work is considered to be an official biography. Montessori had 

agreed to write the introduction but was only able to read a large portion of the manuscript, editing 

items of historical detail and giving her approval before her death. Although Standing 

acknowledges that his tome is incomplete (Standing, 1957), the biography has been criticized as 

being a devotee!s glowing endorsement of Montessori!s work (Feez, 2007). The introduction to 

the 1962 American edition warns the reader to "beware of Standing!s own infectious attitude! 

(McDermott, 1962: xiv-xv). Portions written after Montessori!s death are based on the memoirs of 

one of Montessori!s earliest and closest confidantes, Anna Maccheroni. Objectively composing 

the complexities of Montessori!s life separate from the legend she and her pupils created, would 

pose a challenge for any biographer (Babini, 2000). 

A second and more often-cited biography was written twenty years after the first by 

American author, Rita Kramer. Rich in historical context, details of her nomadic life and the 

progression of her ideas, it has been both criticized for being outdated, inaccurate (Babini, 2000) 

and praised for detailing the historical context impacting Montessori!s life and work as well as 

providing “useful detail on the genesis and history of works published under Montessori!s name, 

and a distillation of the key elements of Montessori!s life and her contribution to pedagogy in 

general terms” (Feez, 2007, p. 106). Feminist scholars have criticized Kramer!s work because it 

has “unwittingly reduced Montessori's stature and masked both the phenomenal success she 

achieved in her lifetime and the significance of her psychological insights into individual cognitive 

and emotional development” (Burstyn, 1978, p. 143). An Italian biography has been published 

only recently (Giovetti, 2009). According to a contemporary Italian scholar, “the reasons for this 
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are numerous and contradictory: on the one hand the Montessori method has never enjoyed 

much popularity in Italy; on the other hand, there is a reluctance to investigate the background to 

such a prestigious figure, and one already consigned to the Pantheon of pedagogy” (Babini, 

2000, p. 49). 

Documents pertinent to the life and work of Dr. Montessori are scattered throughout the 

world. Opera Nationale Montessori in Italy and Association Montessori International in 

Amsterdam, the two professional organizations founded by Dr. Montessori in 1924 and 1929, are 

the major repositories of documents. Columbia Teachers! College in New York held 

documentation pertaining to the American Montessori Society until 2006 when it was transferred 

to the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center at the University of Connecticut. The Bell Collection at 

the National Geographic Society and the Lilly Library, Indiana University, store documents and 

letters pertinent to the early years of the movement (Appelbaum, 1971). Seattle University houses 

the E. M. Standing collection. E. Mortimer Standing was a close associate of Dr. Montessori for 

over thirty years, assisting her in training courses and coordinating others throughout the world as 

head trainer. Standing wrote two books on Dr. Montessori!s ideas and theories, in addition to a 

biography, Maria Montessori: Her Life and Work. The E. M. Standing collection includes 

manuscripts, correspondence, lectures, pamphlets, photos and some curriculum materials. Other 

repositories include the archives of the Montessori Association of London, which are not open to 

the public. It is not known whether or not many of the documents still survive (Brehony, 1999). 

Individuals, former students and colleagues, and training centers hold lecture notes, journals not 

easily accessible to the public (Trudeau, 1984).  

The pedagogy that bears her name arose during a period of time in history fraught with 

complex intersections of international conflict and collaboration, crisis and change (Foschi, 2008). 

Her first book has become a classic text in the history of educational ideas, and many of the 

details of her life are well documented. Much is also known of the historical chronology and 

current status of schools around the world that have implemented her pedagogy. The limited 

scholarly investigation into the international applicability of the pedagogy in these schools often 

defines the elements of Montessori pedagogy as imported from the west. Most are certain cultural 

conflict results from the implementation (Bunnag, 2002) even though there may be little 

documented evidence of it or if there is, it results from other factors. Thorough inquiry into the 

international context that framed the origins of the pedagogy is beyond the scope of this project, 

but to more objectively assess the implementation of the pedagogy in Tanzania and Russia, an 

investigation into its development within an environment of international ideas is necessary. 
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 Maria Montessori: The student. 

The Italy at the time of Montessori!s birth had only a decade earlier emerged from a 

collection of independent kingdoms and city states into a political climate of optimism and belief in 

the potential of science to confront and eliminate myriad social problems (Trudeau, 1984). 

Unfortunately reform arising out of this ideological atmosphere (Babini, 2000) was hindered by a 

backward educational system poorly funded, overly politicized, and acutely lacking competent 

teachers at all levels (Kramer, 1976). For most, education and employment were predetermined 

by family status and societal expectations (Gutek, 2004). Efforts to move Italy forward as an 

industrialized nation included government legislation enacted seven years after unity making 

education compulsory in an attempt to reduce rampant illiteracy in areas that were among the 

poorest in Europe (Bowen, 1981). 

When Maria was five, the Montessori family moved to Rome, the cultural and newly 

designated political capital of Italy. Renilde Stoppani Montessori, descended from an academic 

family of Milan and portrayed as liberal-minded and supportive of her daughter!s controversial 

and revolutionary choices and Alessandro Montessori, governmental accountant, more 

conservative in social matters but sharing his wife!s liberal political views (Cunningham, 2004; 

Kramer, 1976) raised their only daughter to value self-discipline, education, and service to those 

who were less fortunate (Standing, 1957). The drill, dictation, memorization and recitation typical 

of instruction in elementary school (Gutek, 2004) did not dampen young Maria!s fondness and 

flair for mathematics, and she resisted the traditional role of the Italian girl of the middle classes 

who studied at home, dabbled in needlework and gardening before being introduced to society 

and marriage (Bailey, 1915). In 1883 technical institutes first allowed the entrance of women, and 

the precocious, persistent Maria enrolled at the 'Reale Scuola Tecnica Michelangelo Buonarroti' 

(Babini, 2000). Outrageous as this choice for a middle-class girl may have seemed at the time, 

Maria earned high scores at the final exam and a place at Regio nIstituto Technico Leonardo da 

Vinci, the technical institute where she would remain for the next four years (Cunningham, 2004). 

Maria enrolled in the University of Rome in 1890, attending courses in mathematics, 

physics and natural sciences, planning for a degree in medicine. Superior scores from the two-

year preliminary course in natural sciences made her eligible to continue with the courses leading 

to a degree in medicine. Admission of women was rare, and it is unknown how Montessori was 

able to ensure an outcome in her favor; accounts of family connections (Bowen, 1981) and papal 

intervention (Kramer, 1976) have become part of the lore of the movement. It is not difficult to 

imagine a young woman, who decades later would fly in a mail delivery plane across the Indian 

subcontinent, finding a way to achieve her goal (Hardinge, 1993). What is known is that “having 
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passed the exams and having requested and obtained the diploma certificate in the natural 

sciences, she went on to take the degree course in medicine” (Babini, 2000, p. 47). 

 As a young medical student Montessori became close to two of her professors, Angelo 

Celli and Jacob Moleschott, who through their active endorsement of women!s suffrage and a 

new, emancipated role for women in Italian society may have encouraged Maria to specialize in 

fields not usually pursued by women, experimental hygiene and health policy, clinical psychiatry 

and clinical pediatrics (Babini, 2000) and to join an association of women in Rome, serving as 

vice-secretary and offering her expertise as a physician and scientist. It is possible that the 

discriminatory practices against women Montessori encountered as a medical student made her 

more determined to not only overcome them but to distinguish herself in surgery, pathology and 

medicine (Gutek, 2004).  

Dr. Montessori had a reputation as a dedicated student with a gift for research. When she 

was still in medical school, Dr. Montessori published her first article on original research on 

asthma in a scientific journal. She became known in the scientific world for her publications 

(Babini, 2000). During the decade following her graduation in 1896, Montessori published papers 

and articles written for academic audiences in the fields of medicine, psychiatry and 

anthropology, that further established her reputation in academia (Feez, 2007; Kramer, 1976).  

 Maria Montessori: The physician. 

At age 26 Maria graduated from medical school, not the first woman in Italy or even in 

Rome to do so as commonly believed (Povell, 2007, Foschi, 2008), but even so startled the 

Italian public with her decision (Bailey, 1915) to specialize in psychiatry rather than pediatrics or 

gynecology, specialties considered acceptable for the five women who preceded her and the two 

who graduated in the same year (Povell, 2007). She was invited to stay on at the teaching 

hospital of the University of Rome, San Giovanni, to work in public medicine (Schonleber, 2006). 

She also pursued scientific research in mental and nervous disorders (Bowen, 1981). 

 Within a month of graduation Dr. Montessori was invited to join a delegation from Italy 

attending an international women!s conference in Berlin. Women from her hometown of 

Chiaravalle contributed a small donation toward her travel expenses to recognize the honor her 

position on the delegation brought to the town (Kramer, 1976). Successfully mitigating a conflict 

between two contesting groups and receiving an enthusiastic ovation to her official presentation, 

“Dr. Montessori attracted the attention of the press both through the impact of her paper on the 

subject of female emancipation and her fascination as a personality. Her gifts in oratory in 

addition to her personal charm secured the attention of the press” (Babini, 2000, p. 45). 

In 1897 Dr. Montessori became a voluntary assistant at the Psychiatric Clinic of the 
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University of Rome. For the two years she worked at the clinic, she was responsible for the care 

of mentally handicapped children (Röhrs, 1994). One of her duties was to visit the asylums to 

identify patients for the clinic. It was common procedure to institutionalize mentally deficient 

people of all ages in rooms void of stimulation of any sort. The actions of young patients grasping 

at crumbs of food thrown to them were interpreted by Dr. Montessori as starvation for sensory 

stimulation, not merely for sustenance. The time spent with these children, observing their 

desperate desire to play, led her to explore the possibility that an approach other than medicine 

might benefit the children (Röhrs, 1994). She looked for ways to educate them and immersed 

herself in works of Locke, Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel. She was deeply influenced by 

Jean-Marc Itard who had developed simple sorting and matching activities designed to educate 

an abandoned young boy found living wild in the woods surrounding the French village of 

Aveyron. Dr. Montessori was inspired by Itard!s student, Eduard Seguin, who expanded the work 

his mentor had begun, and developed materials and activities to train the senses of the mentally 

deficient (Lillard, 2005).  

Dr. Montessori believed Seguin!s method of educating special needs children provided a 

pedagogical answer to a problem that medicine had inadequately addressed. Dr. Montessori 

developed materials and exercises for sharpening the sensory functions and obtained “most 

surprising results” (Montessori, 1972/1949, p. 37) when used with the children of the asylum. She 

also came to a personal realization that the materials developed by Seguin were not simply 

mechanistic assemblages of apparatus, but were to be used by teachers with unique personal 

qualities who had been prepared in an almost spiritual way to approach students with respect and 

love. Acting upon the spirit of the child, not merely the intellect, is described by Dr. Montessori as 

the “Secret Key” to the success she experienced with her own adaptation of Seguin!s materials 

(Montessori, 1972/1949). 

Serving alongside Dr. Montessori at the clinic was another young doctor, Giuseppe 

Ferruccio Montesano, who shared her interest in underprivileged children. As colleagues they 

worked together closely, jointly publishing their research. At the time a woman employed in a 

university clinic was so atypical, an official document twice refers to her as Dr. Mario Montessori 

(Babini, 2000). In a profound way this minor administrative error foreshadows a life-altering event, 

the birth of her son, Mario, on March 31, 1898. The child was officially presented to authorities as 

born of unknown parents. He was given the name, Mario Pillipi, and was raised in the countryside 

by a wet nurse. Government documents show Montesano officially acknowledged Mario as his 

son three years later, a week before his marriage to another woman (Babini, 2000). 

Anecdotes abound in the lore of the movement regarding the event. What has not been 
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addressed is the intense personal significance the events proceeding and immediately following 

the birth must have had on a young, single Italian woman at the turn of the century or what 

influence her decision may have had on the later development of the methods for which she is 

best known. Called brave, unusual (Babini, 2000) and tragic (Schaefer, 2007), her choice remains 

an enigma for scholars and practitioners of the methodology alike. 

 Dr. Montessori continued to gain national exposure as she advocated for the 

establishment of an institute specializing in the pedagogical and medical needs of special needs 

children. She published several articles and nurtured the support of influential politicians, 

academics, and educators. In September of 1898 she spoke on the subject at a pedagogical 

congress in Turin, again winning over the crowd with her oratorical skill. Years later in 

Pedagogical Anthropology, a collection of lectures in anthropology given over a period of four 

years, Dr. Montessori writes that a new "passion! had spurred her toward a future mission, “the 

transformation of a chosen social class, the class of educators” (Montessori, 1913). 

 Maria Montessori: The teacher educator 

After the success of the Turin conference, the Italian Minister of Education, Guido 

Baccelli, asked Dr. Montessori to give a series of lectures for teachers in cities throughout Italy on 

the subject of the education of special needs children. Baccelli had implemented extensive 

educational reform while head of the medical faculty at the University of Rome. At the time reform 

did not extend to gender equity, and he had firmly refused to allow Dr. Montessori to enroll as a 

medical student (Kramer, 1976). Dr. Montessori alternated lectures on the education of special 

needs children and the "new woman!, offering herself as an example of the economic and social 

empowerment possible for women through science (Babini, 2000). Her appearances received a 

great deal of attention and large crowds began attending her lectures. Whether on account of her 

gender, her youth and charm, or her ideas expressed through powerful oratory featured in press 

reports (Cunningham, 2004) admirers were known to lavish flowers upon her departure from 

cities where she had lectured (Kramer, 1976). 

Dr. Montessori was elected to serve, along with Bacelli and her former colleague 

Montesano, on the board of trustees of the league moving forward with plans for an institute, 

Scuola Magistrale Ortofrenica, which would be responsible for the training of teachers to work in 

schools for children with special physical and mental needs. Dr. Montessori directed Scuola 

Magistrale Ortofrenica for two years (Montessori, 1976; Röhrs, 1994) teaching, observing, and 

experimenting with the educational materials she designed (Cunningham, 2004). It was at this 

time that she decided to devote herself to education. “I gave myself over completely to the 

teaching of children, directing at the same time the work of the other teachers in our institution” 
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(Montessori, 1912/1964, p. 32). This transition from physician to teacher is frequently presented 

as “a revelation that resulted from her work at the institute, but may have had roots in the strong 

links between feminism, public health, and medicine established early in her professional career” 

(Babini, 2000, p. 47). Her devotion to education did not exclude continued involvement in 

women!s issues.  

Baccelli appointed Dr. Montessori to represent the Italian government at the International 

Council of Women in London in 1899. Dr. Montessori spoke against child labor in the mines of 

Sicily (Montessori, 1947) and the poor working conditions of teachers, most were women (Babini, 

2000). The convention in London was international in scope, and Dr. Montessori again attracted a 

great deal of public attention, including a public audience with Queen Victoria (Cunningham, 

2004). Attendance at international conferences helped to locate Dr. Montessori in the 

international circles of powerful women—philanthropists, activists, and wives of politicians—who 

would later be significant stakeholders in the spread of her method (Babini, 2000). 

Not long after her return from London, Dr. Montessori received an American edition of 

Seguin!s second book, which had been found in the discarded library of a New York physician. 

Seguin!s writing confirmed what Dr. Montessori herself had come to believe—that the materials 

developed for special needs children should be used with normal children. “I became convinced 

that similar methods applied to normal children would develop or set free their personality in a 

marvelous and surprising way” (Montessori, 1962, p. 33).  

Dr. Montessori left the institute and enrolled at the University as a student of philosophy, 

experimental psychology, and anthropology (Cunningham, 2004). She studied closely with the 

well-known Italian anthropologist, Giuseppe Sergi, who she had met years earlier through her 

position on the board of the league advocating for the Scuola Magistrale Ortofrenica. Although 

Sergi!s assertion that the women!s movement would eventually destroy the family stood in stark 

contrast to the feminist views publicly expressed by Dr. Montessori, his views on the application 

of anthropology profoundly influenced her method of observation, which she would later term 

"scientific pedagogy! (Kramer, 1976). Dr. Montessori also joined the teaching faculty of the 

Magistero Femminile in Rome, one of two universities for women in Italy, after the wife of the 

former Minister of Education approached Guido Baccelli on Dr. Montessori!s behalf (Babini, 

2000). She would occupy the Chair of Hygiene for the next eleven years, influencing hundreds of 

young women who would go on to prestigious positions in training colleges for teachers all over 

Italy (Montessori, 1947). 

It is not known precisely why Dr. Montessori left the institute, whether for personal or 

economic reasons. Dr. Montessori states that she “had long wished to experiment with the 
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methods for deficients in a first elementary class of normal children” (Montessori, 1962, p. 42). 

Her opportunity to do so would come later, but her duties as a student of anthropology, included 

visits to traditional elementary schools observe students and teachers. Noting that children were 

forced by means of punishment and prizes to remain immobile and silent for long hours in desks 

she graphically describes as “instruments of slavery”, Dr. Montessori became more resolute in 

her belief that a comprehensive reform of the schools was necessary (Montessori, 1964/1912). 

She approached the city authorities hoping to gain permission to introduce the materials she had 

developed while working with the special needs children to the children in the elementary schools, 

but her request was denied (Lillard, 2005).  

 Maria Montessori: The anthropologist and feminist. 

 Dr. Montessori continued to conduct anthropological research in schools between 1901 

and 1906 and lectured in biology and anthropology at the Pedagogic School of the University of 

Rome from 1904 to 1908 (Kramer, 1976). An innovative teacher, Dr. Montessori used a variety of 

visual aids to illustrate her lectures, often filled to capacity with enthusiastic students. In her 

lectures Dr. Montessori advocated for a complete course in Pedagogic Anthropology that would 

create the foundation for further reform in the schools (Montessori, 1913). She took her university 

students into the elementary schools to practice skills of observation and data collection because 

“the school constitutes an immense field for research; it is a pedagogic clinic” (Montessori, 1913, 

p. 37).  

Although her own research on the relationship between intelligence and skull size would 

be considered outdated and obsolete today, several conclusions were remarkably ahead of her 

time and point to a feminist perspective on anthropological science (Babini, 2000). First, she 

concluded that the widespread belief that diminished cranial capacity of women indicated a 

corresponding reduction in intelligence is false based on a mathematical computation of the ratio 

of body mass to cranial capacity. Second, she analyzed the criteria by which teachers judged the 

intelligence of their students and found most of the students considered most intelligent and 

promoted without an exam belonged to families with higher socio-economic status than those 

students not admitted to the exam at all. “In the case of children promoted without examination 

there is an absolute prevalence of the most favorable social and biological-moral conditions, while 

the opposite holds true of the children excluded from examination” (Montessori, 1913, p. 417).  

Dr. Montessori continued to participate in the debates over women!s rights. She 

published several “militant articles arguing for women!s voting rights” (Foschi, 2008, p. 243) in the 

"radical! journal La Vita. She became one of the founders of an organization promoting women!s 

suffrage in 1905 and petitioned the Italian government to qualify men and women as voters based 
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on equal criteria. The organization, Pensiero e Azione (Thought and Action), also supported 

Francisco Ferrer, an anarchist and leader of an international pedagogical movement advocating 

liberal educational practices separate from church intervention or influence. The conservative 

Spanish government executed Ferrer in 1909, a mere seven years before the Montessori family 

would make Spain their home for almost twenty years (Foschi, 2008).  

The First Casa dei Bambini 

Dr. Montessori would soon be given the opportunity to test her educational ideas in the 

kind of experimental laboratory she alluded to in lectures. In the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries the lower socio-economic classes lived in deplorable ghettoes in the larger 

cities of Italy, in spite of massive emigration to countries of the New World. Dr. Montessori was 

invited by a group of wealthy bankers renovating an abandoned building project into low cost 

housing in one of the worst of the Roman ghettoes in the district of San Lorenzo, to take charge 

of a program to occupy the attention of unsupervised children too young to go to school but old 

enough to wreck havoc on the new construction while their parents were away at work. A 

program for young children was one of many amenities promoted by the managers of the 

development to make it profitable for the shareholders of the bank backing the project. The 

general manager of the project, Eduardo Talamo, was a close friend of the organizers of the 

journal La Vita, Olga and Luigi Lodi, who were friends of Dr. Montessori (Foschi, 2008). 

Dr. Montessori was given little more than a room, funding for one assistant, and 

provisions for over fifty children from approximately ages two to six (Kramer, 1976). The school 

opened on January 6, 1907. In a 1942 speech commemorating the anniversary of the event, Dr. 

Montessori reminisced, “Earlier that day, remembering that it was the feast of the Epiphany, I had 

read the lesson in my mass book. When I made my speech I read it as an omen for the work to 

follow. I don!t know what came over me but I had a vision and inspired by it, I was enflamed and 

said that this work we were undertaking would prove to be very important and that some day 

people would come from all parts to see it” (AMI, 2008). 

Legally the space could not be called a school (Lillard, 2005) so the “name "Casa dei 

bambini! was suggested to Dr. Montessori by Olga Lodi, her companion “in many feminist battles” 

(Babini, 2000, p. 63). It had become fashionable among women of the upper classes to take on 

projects involving social reform, and Dr. Montessori made use of her expanding network of social 

contacts to secure volunteers, to fundraise, and to make donations, because, as she stated, “We 

were confronted with the strange problem that while the bankers had agreed to invest money to 

improve the housing situation, they were not at all interested in education. One could not expect 

any returns from money, put into anything with an educational purpose” (AMI, 2008). 
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Because the program developed for the housing project was not considered a school in 

the traditional sense, Dr. Montessori did not have access to what would be considered typical 

furniture for an Italian elementary school (Lillard, 2005). Only expenditures for office furniture and 

equipment would have been covered in the general expenses of the building (Standing, 1957). 

New furniture was designed to reflect not only the smaller size of the children but also what would 

be commonly found in a house. In place of heavy wooden desks rigidly affixed to the floor and 

other furnishings of the traditional schools were child-sized armchairs, lightweight tables and 

matching chairs; light, bright, and adaptable so each piece could be easily lifted and moved by 

even the smallest child to a place of their choosing (Muller, 2002). 

Tasks were to reflect real life activities that were necessary for the children to master in 

order to function independently of adults. Serving a simple meal, learning to care for their clothes 

and dress themselves, and caring for plants are among the tasks taught along with reading and 

writing. Coming to the school as an open-minded scientist and physician, Dr. Montessori had no 

preconceived ideas as to typical behavior for a teacher. She trained a 40-year-old woman hired to 

supervise the students, Candida Nuccitelli, according to her own standards and vision and slowly 

adapted and added to the materials she had developed earlier in her work with special needs 

children. Nuccitelli lived in the same area as the families of her young charges. Dr. Montessori 

envisioned that by doing so, she would become an example of the "new woman!, utilizing her 

knowledge and experience to serve as a role model for others. Dr. Montessori herself maintained 

her academic positions and research and her medical practice (Kramer, 1976), visiting the school 

to observe the children!s progress and to make additions to the materials.  

Annual reports to shareholders indicate the plans were a financial success. Profits 

increased 375% during the three years before and after the opening of the first classroom 

(Foschi, 2008). The developer included plans to open a room for children in each of the fifty-eight 

buildings designated for renovation in the San Lorenzo district. It is known that within months two 

additional schools opened to serve children of poverty, one in a municipal school and one run by 

the Franciscan nuns in the Via Giusti area. A third school opened in an upper class neighborhood 

on Pincian Hill, providing evidence that the method could be successful for children of different 

socio-economic groups. In her own home in the neighborhood of the Piazza del Popolo, Dr. 

Montessori conducted a class for children beyond the age of six, testing plans to extend her 

methods to older children (Ward, 1913), but it was the work of the very young children that soon 

began to attract the attention of the media and the public at large.  

A good rail network made European travel increasingly easy, and the Casa dei Bambini 

in Rome became a destination for educators in ways reminiscent of the Grand Tour of the 
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previous century (Cunningham, 2004). A professor from Iowa described the scene as she entered 

one of the classrooms to observe; “It was visiting day at the school. Tourists, teachers, students 

lined the room to the number of forty or fifty, leaving the children scant space to work, and as the 

little boy!s numerical adventure began, they crowded closer to watch him” (Bailey, 1915, p. 102). 

In the fall of 1908 schools opened in the socialist tenements in the city of Milan and in the British 

embassy in Rome. Two years after the opening of the first Casa dei Bambini, the method spread 

beyond national borders to the orphanages and kindergartens of Ticino, the Italian-speaking 

canton in southern Switzerland.  

Dr. Montessori continued to conduct research into extending the method to older children. 

She was given permission to conduct a preliminary experiment in a public school first grade in the 

fall and winter of 1910-1911. The class consisted of twenty six-year-olds who had not received 

any previous reading instruction, one developmentally delayed nine-year-old, and two five-year-

olds from private kindergartens, invited to join the group for the sake of experiment (Smith, 1915, 

p. 52). Despite the lack of tables or stationary desks and late arrival of material, when the school 

closed in mid-June, eighteen of the children, including the two five-year-olds, passed the 

examination for the second grade. Several of them had surpassed the standards for the level, 

“being able to not only read and write readily, but also to read and write numbers beyond 100,000 

and to perform addition and subtraction with four, five and six figures” (Smith, 1915, p. 52). 

Publications 

Dr. Montessori wrote the first description of her pedagogy during the summer of 1909 

while on holiday in the hills of northern Umbria at the villa of the Italian Baron Leopold Franchetti 

and his American-born wife, Alice Hallgarten (Kramer, 1976) after giving her first training course 

for one hundred students. The Franchettis, influential stakeholders in the reform of Italian 

education—the Baron through his work in the Italian parliament and the Baroness through her 

membership in the social reform association Unione per il bene—had opened two schools to 

better serve economically disadvantaged children in rural areas. Alice Hallgarten Franchetti was 

only one of several expatriate upper class women, committed to a belief in the power of education 

to bring about social reform and empowered by confidence in their own ability to initiate that 

change, with whom Montessori would associate throughout her life (Burstyn, 1979).  

The publication, Il metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all!educazione infantile 

nelle Case dei Bambini, “according to tradition, was never edited, and was handed directly to a 

printer, with the order to print it sentence for sentence, without altering a single comma” (Reez, 

2007, p. 193). Further editions were published respectively in 1913, 1926, 1935, and 1950. Dr. 

Montessori made numerous changes to the text, adding or deleting paragraphs and full chapters. 
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She also added new illustrations and charts to each subsequent edition of the book. A 

comprehensive analysis of the changes made in the editions published after 1909 has been 

compiled by Opera Nationale, the Italian organization founded by Montessori in 1924 (Opera, 

1995). 

In 1912 Il metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all!educazione infantile nelle 

Case dei Bambini was translated into English at the urging of the Harvard professor, Henry W. 

Holmes, who also wrote the introduction. The name was shortened to The Montessori Method for 

the English edition. Additional material for the English edition was written by Dr. Montessori and 

translated by Dorothy Canfield Fisher. Anne E. George, an American elementary teacher from the 

prestigious private Latin School in Chicago, translated the majority of the book. George had 

traveled to Rome in 1909 at the suggestion of a friend, to meet Dr. Montessori and to observe her 

classrooms. When she arrived in Italy, George spoke no Italian, but via limited phrase book 

French and unlimited enthusiasm she was able to convince a skeptical Dr. Montessori that her 

interest in the methods was genuine (Feez, 2007, Kramer, 1976). 

Anne George returned to the United States with a copy of Il Metodo and a complete set of 

materials, revisiting Italy the following summer to perfect her Italian. She enrolled in the ten-month 

training course in Rome that winter. As the only teacher in the United States trained by Dr. 

Montessori herself, George was asked to translate Il Metodo. This translation is the one still in 

use today in the English-speaking world, although the introduction written by Henry Holmes for 

the first edition was replaced by one written by Martin Mayer in the 1964 edition and by John 

McVicker Hunt in 1972. 

Historians and scholars have questioned the viability of the translation by a novice 

speaker of the language. Feez (2007) speculated, “It may be that Anne George had enough 

knowledge of Latin to make learning Italian comparatively easy and Harvard University, which 

published the translation, may have supplied technical support. Nevertheless it seems unlikely 

that Anne George had the chance, in such a short time, to fine tune her translation skills or to 

temper her zeal” (p. 67). 

A French translation of Il Metodo was also published in 1912. The following year the first 

Russian translation was published; German and Polish in 1914 and Japanese, Romanian, Irish, 

Spanish and Dutch versions in 1915. (Babini, 2000). The Montessori Method was followed, in 

1914, by an English publication of Dr. Montessori!s Own Handbook, which was prepared 

specifically for an American audience. In 1916 Montessori published The Advanced Montessori 

Method in Italian. The two volumes of this work appeared in English in 1918.  

Translation is considered to be at the root of inconsistencies in Montessori!s post-1920 
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publications. Montessori lectured at international congresses and training courses until months 

before her death at age eighty-one, but rarely spoke from manuscripts written in advance or 

prepared notes. The Montessori Method, The Advanced Montessori Method and Montessori!s 

Own Handbook, are the only publications written by Montessori herself specifically for publication. 

Subsequent publications are compilations of lecture notes transcribed and translated by students 

and colleagues who were not necessarily trained as translators or editors. Several of the 

published texts were second-hand or even third-hand renditions of lecture notes in languages 

other than Italian (Kramer, 1976). While it has been said the authenticity of this format enables 

the reader to “picture Dr. Montessori on a stage in front of hundreds, gesturing with her hands 

and using facial features and simple analogies to get her points across” (Hardinge, 1992, n. p.), 

others have referred to Montessori!s style of writing as romantic, mystical, and old-fashioned 

(Kramer, 1976), florid (Feez, 2007), charming in its description but also fresh (Plank, 1966), 

literate and always intelligible (Kramer, 1976). 

Several key collections of Montessori!s talks and lectures were originally delivered in 

India. The style in these publications may be an imitation of the conventions of written English 

dialect in India at the time (Kramer, 1976). An example is The Absorbent Mind published in 1949. 

It was first published as a summary of her training lectures given in Adyar, India. The colloquial 

English of the initial draft was then translated into Italian. Finally, Claude A. Claremont, engineer 

and mathematician, translated the second draft into English (Kramer, 1976). The Absorbent Mind 

is frequently on the required reading list for new trainees to the present day, perpetuating the 

need for “trainers unpack this terminology, not so much from a historical perspective, but more in 

terms of phenomena observed in the classroom. Montessori insiders recognize the phenomena 

these terms refer to but for those outside the tradition the language of the Montessori subculture 

can seem arcane and cultish” (Feez, 2007, p. 78). 

The volumes From Childhood to Adolescence, Education for a New World, To Educate 

the Human Potential, and Education and Peace are also compilations of lectures. The lectures 

included in current editions of these books may or may not have been included in previous 

editions. Education and Peace is an example. In 1932 as the threat of war weighed heavily on 

those in Europe, Dr. Montessori spoke on the problem of peace at the International Office of 

Education in Geneva, affiliated with the League of Nations as the center for the European peace 

movement. Her speeches were collected and published in Italian as Educazione e Pace in the 

same year. Further speeches on peace were given in 1936 in Brussels and London. In August of 

1937 the Danish government sponsored a ten-day international congress on the theme of peace. 

International leaders from twenty-one nations including Czechoslovakia!s Thomas Garrigue 
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Masaryk were in the audience when Dr. Montessori proclaimed, “The adult must realize that the 

child will be the creator of the new world peace” (New York Times, 1937). Four months later Dr. 

Montessori addressed the Utrecht Scientific Society. In 1938 she addressed the Sorbonne and 

only months before traveling to India in 1939, Dr. Montessori delivered a lecture on education and 

peace to the World Fellowship of Faiths. In 1941, the later speeches on peace were added to the 

original volume and were published by the Theosophical Society in India under the title Education 

and Peace (Muller, 2002). A new translation was published in 1949. The many universities, 

organizations, and associations before which Dr. Montessori had spoken united in nominating her 

for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1949, 1950 and 1951 (Standing, 1957). 

Expansion of the Pedagogy 

In the fall of 1909, Dr. Montessori returned to Rome to give a training course for teachers 

and another for parents and others not employed in education. The decision to include parents as 

stakeholders began a pattern of parental involvement ranging from spreading endorsements of 

the method by word of mouth to other parents to the establishment of schools to educate their 

own children, a pattern that would cross international borders and expand throughout the history 

of the movement. The effectiveness of parental empowerment in the early years of the movement 

was evident in the history of the first school to open in Barcelona in 1915. Without any formal 

publicity a small class of five children grew to over hundred in less than a year when the first 

parents began talking to others who then sought to enroll their children (Kramer, 1976). 

 International fame and recognition continued to grow as the method became increasingly 

popularized by the press as well as by enthusiastic followers of the movement. Schools, 

associations, and societies were founded in Eastern and Western Europe, North and South 

America, Asia, and Australia. The method seemed to appeal to a broad cross-section of religious, 

cultural and political beliefs. “Aristocrats saw in it a means of obtaining perfect behavior, socialists 

saw a practical realization of the principle of freedom, Catholics found an astounding parallel 

between the Montessori Methods and the methods of the Catholic church; so did Theosophists, 

Bolshevists, etc. find most strangely their ideas reflected and carried out in these schools” 

(Montessori, 1947).  

Dr. Montessori resigned from her professorship at Magistero Femminile and gave up her 

private medical practice to devote her time to publication, public speaking, and teacher training. 

The need for teachers trained in the method became acute. Students from all over the world 

converged on Rome in January of 1913 to attend the first international training course, which had 

been organized by the Montessori American Committee (Kramer, 1976). Several members of this 

first group of trainees became life-long associates of Dr. Montessori. Among the sixty-seven 
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Americans was Helen Parkhurst, who later would develop the Dalton Plan, her own internationally 

acclaimed system of education. Others were principals of schools, school board members, and 

teachers of students from early childhood through university (London Times, 1913). Nancy Curran 

(1985) compiled a list of home residence and sponsoring schools of thirty-eight of the trainees. 

Most were from the New England states or California, but two were from Minnesota, a Mrs. Belle 

F. Stein of St. Paul and Louise O. Unger of Minneapolis. Stein was employed at a school in New 

Jersey, but whether or not Unger returned to Minnesota and began a school is unknown. An early 

public school is known to have existed in Minneapolis, but Unger!s role is unknown. In 1912, the 

assistant superintendent for the Minneapolis Public Schools, Elizabeth Hall, wrote that the 

pedagogy should be implemented in all the public schools. Hall was part of a group who traveled 

to Chicago to meet with Dr. Montessori during her first visit to the United States in 1913. One of 

the three current public Montessori programs in Minneapolis is housed at Elizabeth Hall School. 

The remaining twenty students comprising the first international training course were from 

all over the world. Representing Great Britain was the young engineer and economist, Claude 

Claremont. Claremont!s association with the method began with the formation of a London study 

circle which later led to the New Education Fellowship, an international group of progressive 

educators, administrators and parents advocating for comprehensive school reform and world 

peace. He also lectured all over Europe as a member of the Fellowship and wrote many 

pamphlets and books on the Montessori method. Claremont assisted Dr. Montessori and 

translated her training courses, administered training colleges in the United Kingdom, translated 

Dr. Montessori!s later publications, and finally, became instrumental in the revival of the method 

in California fifty years after he trained as a young man (Brehony, 1999: Hallenburg, 1999). 

A second international course was announced in newspapers around the country, 

including the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune (1914), in early February of the following year. The 

course was scheduled to take place in Rome from February 23 to June 30 and would consist of 

30 lectures of one hour each given by Dr. Montessori, 30 hours of practice work guided by either 

Dr. Montessori or one of the assistants under her direct supervision, and 50 hours of observation 

in one of the four model classrooms. The tuition for the complete course was listed at $225.  

The Early Trainees 

Most of the students attending training courses were women. With a certificate in hand 

the majority of these women returned home to not only set up schools and to teach, but also to 

take on leadership roles in administration which had previously been held by men. “Sometimes 

Montessori misjudged people's abilities, but what she did superbly was to place her trust in young 

women and expect from them mature organizational skills” (Burstyn, 1979). The assumption that 
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most of the students would be women merely because elementary teaching in the early twentieth 

century, as it remains today, was highly feminized is to deny the impact training would have on 

their individual “aspirations and achievements as women” (Burstyn, 1979). Dr. Montessori!s own 

decision not to spread her ideas through academia illustrates that she expected no less of 

herself. She was determined to maintain control of the educational innovations in her method, the 

training of teachers, and the production and distribution of the materials to be used in the 

classroom.  

In The Montessori Method, Dr. Montessori makes many references not only to the 

freedom and emancipation of the child, but also to the emancipation of women. She stated, “The 

new woman, like the butterfly come forth from the chrysalis, shall be liberated from all those 

attributes which once made her desirable to man only as the source of the material blessings of 

existence. She shall be, like man, an individual, a free human being, a social worker” (Montessori, 

1964/1912, p. 69). Dr. Montessori herself believed and acted as if she was equal to men.  

While little is known about the attitude of the young women as a group, many of whom 

traveled long distances to attend the training courses, a snapshot of the political engagement of a 

few indicate they were not merely passive "disciples! (Cohen, 1974; Gutek, 2004) "worshipful 

enthusiasts! (Kramer, 1976), or among the “well-born, well-educated, troubled young women 

which the Western world threw up in such large numbers at the turn of the century” (Cohen 1969, 

p. 324). Although later in her life Dr. Montessori herself believed in a more practical feminism 

which was to “support the claim to equality through the pursuit of philanthropic work, focusing on 

concrete projects rather than simply on propaganda and agitation” (Babini, 2000, p. 54), many of 

her followers were active in the suffrage movement as Dr. Montessori had been as a young 

woman. The story of Muriel Matters, who trained in Barcelona and was contacted by the well-

known suffragist Sylvia Pankhurst to set up a Montessori school in London, while sensational in 

the telling, is recounted by Brehony (1999): 

A balloonist, she distributed leaflets over the Mall in the heart of London from a 
dirigible in January 1908 on the occasion of the opening of Parliament. In 
October 1908 she, along with two other women, had chained herself to the brass 
grille in the Ladies' Gallery of the House of Commons, behind which, women 
were discreetly hidden from the Members of Parliament. Shouting 'Votes for 
Women' she and her fellow fighters for women's' suffrage, was carried out 
attached to the grille which had to be removed. In 1909 she again dropped 
leaflets over London from a balloon painted 'Votes for Women' arguing that a 
proposed petition to the Prime Minister on women's' suffrage was constitutional 
(p. 27). 

 

 Emmeline Pankhurst, sister of Sylvia, announced in 1915, plans to adopt girl 

babies orphaned by the war and “apply modernist ideas to their bringing up and to their 
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education” (Forrest, 1915). Two properties, one in London and one in the countryside, 

had been procured for the purpose of demonstrating their model would result in “super-

women”. Pankhurst chose Montessori as the method for educating the young children. 

The New York Times (Feminine Free Lance, 1935) reviewed the memoir of another 

activist, Mary Heaton Vorse, who began a personal crusade to improve working conditions for 

women after covering the Lawrence textile mill strike as a journalist in 1912. She founded a 

Montessori school in Provincetown, and wrote a series of articles beginning in September of 1913 

for the periodical Women!s Home Companion after visiting schools in Rome. In the articles, Vorse 

discusses the Montessori principles and the American mother at home. She went back to Europe 

to report on the 1915 International Congress of Women in Amsterdam, and traveled through war-

torn areas of Germany and France reporting on the conditions of women and children in the areas 

hardest hit before returning home. Upon becoming a widow for the second time she traveled back 

and forth between the United States and Europe reporting on conflicts and strikes, organizing 

unions and riding on a propaganda train in Russia with Lenin and Trotsky. She visited her school 

when she was able to spend her summers in Providence.  

Moe Ashe, founder of Folkways Music, had the following recollections of his aunt who 

also trained with Dr. Montessori: 

The war broke out August 1, 1914. We came to New York from Paris with my 
Aunt Bashe (Barbara Spiro). My Aunt Bashe, Mother!s sister, took care of us 
later. She was an organizer, a staunch Communist who later became an 
important advisor to Lenin. She was always in trouble with the authorities, who 
tried to send her to Siberia, but she always managed to escape. Of course 
anyone who went to Siberia never came back. She became Lenin!s advisor on 
early childhood education. She was one of the first pupils of Montessori and set 
up childcare centers for Lenin. I remember very well the day the Russian 
Revolution was declared. My aunt was a registered nurse and she was working 
at Montefiore Hospital in New York and she called me in that day and said. “I 
have to go back, the revolution is on.” She stayed and married, and her daughter 
is an engineer there. (Bluestein, 1987, p. 293)  

 

Stories of the early pioneers in the movement abound; some narratives are well-

documented—Lili Roubiczek in Vienna, Anne E. George and Helen Parkhurst in the United 

States, Lily Hutchinson in the United Kingdom, Tatiana Tolstoi in Russia; others are not as well-

known—Maria Isabel Carajal in Costa Rica, Clara Grunwald in Germany. It is perhaps the story of 

Clara Grunwald that is most poignant. As a secondary school teacher in Germany Grunwald had 

become acquainted with the Montessori method through an American professor. Dr. Montessori!s 

writings had not been translated into German, but a colleague of Grunwald spoke Italian, which 

enabled her to access them directly. After attending the training course in London in 1921, 
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Grunwald founded the German Montessori Committee and was instrumental in arranging Dr. 

Montessori!s lecture at Berlin University in 1922. Grunwald also ran two training courses, the first 

with Dr. Montessori!s approval and the second without. She worked tirelessly to find creative 

ways to raise money to fund schools; movies, social evenings and the exhibit at the Wertheim 

Department Store in Berlin were products of her inspiration. When all Montessori schools were 

closed by the third Reich in 1933, Grunwald remained in Berlin but was banned from teaching on 

the grounds that she was Jewish and a socialist. In 1943, after two years in captivity, Grunwald 

and the children in her care were sent to Auschwitz. She did not survive (Muller, 2002; NAMTA, 

2007).  

The Pedagogy in the United States 

 Media attention. 

During the five-year period following the Italian publication of Dr. Montessori!s first book in 

1909 there was a flurry of publications, in part, due to the proliferation of popular media 

competing to fill their pages with new and intriguing material to spark the interest of the reading 

public and to sell more copies (Rambusch, 1962). The first set of five articles written by Dr. Jenny 

Merrill in 1909 was based on interviews with the Baroness Alice Hallegarten Franchetti. Samuel 

McClure, one of America!s foremost editors and publishers, known for publishing the works of 

famous authors and social reformers, capitalized on information gathered from a magazine 

representative in London. He commissioned a series of articles for McClure!s Magazine not long 

after Anne E. George had returned to the United States at the conclusion of the first training 

course in Rome to set up a school in Tarrytown, New York. The first article, published in 1911, 

included many photographs of children reading and writing as well as text explaining the 

methodology (Kramer, 1976). Dr. Montessori herself wrote the third article in the series. The 

remaining articles were written by Josephine Tozier, Anne E. George, and Ellen Yale Stevens, an 

elementary school principal who had studied with Dewey and Thorndike at Teachers College and 

who also wrote a column answering readers! questions (Kramer, 1976). McClure!s Magazine, 

along with the Times Educational Supplement, an insert of the London Times newspaper, are the 

most cited periodicals in historical studies of the methodology. 

 Professional interest. 

Interest in early childhood education in general had been building over several decades 

as women trained in the methods of Froebel immigrated to the United States and established 

kindergartens. The explosion of interest in the schools using the Montessori method was similar 

to that of Froebel but on a much larger scale (Kramer, 1976; Röhrs, 1995b). Before the arrival of 
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Dr. Montessori in the United States several female academics organized study groups to study 

the method or traveled to Rome to gather data of their own. Dr. Theodate Smith, professor of 

pedagogy and psychology at Clark University wrote The Montessori System in Theory and 

Practice in 1912, a small book intended for a general audience in which she systematically and 

objectively describes elements of the method. Smith disparages the applicability of a writing and 

reading system developed for a phonetic language to one that is not, but overall her impressions 

foreshadow the favorable conclusions other female academics. Smith (1912) stated, 

In her method Dr. Montessori offers at least two great practical gifts to education. 
The two gifts are the relief of the eye by continuing and developing the sense of 
touch, and the technical assistance in teaching children to write. These are the 
advantages of the method, which no other method has. They are the reasons 
why we shall continue to use the system, hoping to accomplish more with it as 
our own skill in applying it becomes greater (p. 99).  

 

Dr. Florence Elizabeth Ward, Professor of kindergarten education at Iowa State Teachers 

College, had been asked by the institution to lead discussions but only knew of the method from 

the magazine articles she had read. She traveled to Rome with a colleague to see for herself if 

the method was worthy of the accolades bestowed upon it. Ward stopped in Tarrytown to observe 

Anne E. George!s school and in Boston to speak with Dr. Henry Holmes at Harvard. Ward 

received one of the first copies of The Montessori Method on board ship. Arriving in Rome she 

waited several days for an interview but “remembered with pleasure my first conference with Dr. 

Montessori” (Ward, 1913, p. xii). Later, in her book The Montessori Method and the American 

School, she wrote, 

Like many others I went to Rome with some question as to whether the particular 
personal development of educational theories might have been unduly exploited 
by seekers of magazine sensation. I came away with the conviction that certain 
influences of the Casa dei Bambini will be distinct and permanent contributions to 
the enrichment of child life (p. xii). 

 

 Ward gave the following positive assessment: “A careful consideration of the Montessori 

Method will convince all those who seek to be fair and candid that it contains principles of vital 

worth and that the schools offer object lessons which we cannot afford to ignore” (Ward, 1913, p. 

230). Ward also noted what many others had not, the universal applicability of the method to 

teachers and children. She wrote, 

That Dr. Montessori!s method has merit is demonstrated by the fact that with 
these various types of children, despite their differences in heredity, home 
environment and early training, it gains a measure of success; and this when the 
teachers, from the scholarly, scientific Montessori to the cloistered white-robed 
sisters, show almost an equal range of characteristics and personality (p. 11). 
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Carolyn Sherwin Bailey (1915) assessed the international applicability of the pedagogy 

after observing the Trionfale, Fua Famagosta and the Franciscan Convent Schools, the first 

Montessori schools in Rome to open after the initial success of the internationally acclaimed 

school in the San Lorenzo district, and the first international training course in 1913. She wrote, 

Children the world over, from sun to sun, from pole to pole, are the same in these 
plastic first years of mind growth. They have the same insatiable desire to do, to 
touch, to be free in activity (Bailey, 1915, p. 21). 

 

Dr. Martha MacClear, an assistant professor of elementary education and director of 

kindergarten education at Howard University in Washington, D. C., also wrote and published The 

Kindergarten and the Montessori Method: An Attempt at Synthesis (1915), based on her 

impressions of the Montessori method. The following statement indicates her impressions were 

also favorable: 

What we should give up would be the excessive dominance of the teacher, the 
set program of work, the morning talk, and the gift lesson. What we would gain, 
would be freedom to study the children, in a natural environment, an opportunity 
to know each child better through personal conversation with him  and a release 
from the trammels of tradition. In other words, in freeing the children, the teacher 
herself would become free to develop her own powers and personality, to grow 
as she should grow, to look forward and not back for her sanctions, and to 
depend upon herself to work out her own changing problems (p. 41). 
 

 The preface to MacClear!s book is a letter from G. Stanley Hall, a leader in the child study 

movement, in reply to MacClear!s request that he review her book. In the letter Hall states that, 

“the conception of bringing together the ideas of Froebel, Montessori and genetic psychology and 

experimental psychology struck me as a desideratum I had long been waiting to see.” He tells her 

that what she has written is too long to be submitted to his publication but suggested, 

The only practical suggestion I cam make is that if you could induce Professor 
Patty Hill of Teachers College, Columbia University, to pass upon your 
manuscript, I think you would have the best authority in the United States, as she 
is in my estimation the first thinker on the subject we have. She is progressive 
and I fell sure would be in hearty sympathy with the trend of your book. Why not 
write her, using my name if you wish for I know her well, and ask her if she will 
look it over and advise? It is a very good treatise and ought to be accessible to all 
the kindergartners of the country. (Hall [In MacClear], 1915).  
 

 Hill, a highly respected member of the faculty at Columbia University had been involved in 

a heated academic dispute for several years with more conservative colleagues who believed the 

American kindergarten should follow a strict Froebelian model (Appelbaum, 1971). Hill, on the 

other hand, advocated for the incorporation of more progressive methods (Rambusch, 1962) and 

along with John Dewey, would be among the honored guests on the podium when Dr. Montessori 
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lectured at Carnegie Hall in 1913 (Kramer, 1976). 

 Interest in Dr. Montessori!s new system of education was not limited to academia or to 

large cities. In 1912 an article in the Minneapolis Morning Tribune reviewed a lecture given by a 

Mr. Browne of Chicago to the Women!s Club. The lecture hall was “packed to the doors with 

mothers and teachers and kindergarteners, and not a few men who were anxious to learn some 

of the secrets of the new education” (Tribune, 1912). The Women!s Club continued to sponsor 

lectures on Montessori education over the next few years. The College Women!s Club, also in 

Minneapolis, viewed the study of the Montessori system as benefiting their own status as 

mothers. The president of the club stated, 

If this club is going to stand for interest in all questions of education we must 
have a committee on child study, not a study of slum children or millionaire!s 
children, but of our own. College women have three accusations made against 
them: that they don!t marry; they don!t have children, and when they do, that they 
don!t bring them up right. We know these accusations are not true, but to prove it 
we must study the problem of bringing up children and help to solve it. We will 
first study the system of Mme. Montessori (Minneapolis Morning Tribune, 1913). 
 

 The first visit. 

 Efforts to bring Dr. Montessori to the United States intensified. Motion pictures had 

become popular in the highly popular Chautauqua adult education movement of the early 

twentieth century (Scott, 1999), and having lost his magazine due to financial difficulties, Samuel 

McClure had joined the lecture circuit. Dr. Montessori had used various innovative visual aids to 

enhance her lectures in academia and continued to experiment with film in the Casa dei Bambini. 

The New York Times reported that the United States Ambassador had been among a select 

group interested in the method, to screen films taken of children using the materials developed by 

Dr. Montessori. The films were described as “magnificent” and were “about to be sent out over 

the civilized world” (New York Times, 1913). Dr. Montessori was reputed to be an inspirational 

orator, and the existence of films to augment her lectures inspired McClure to travel to Rome to 

encourage her to come to the United States. His enthusiasm won her over, but from the 

beginning the professional relationship was fraught with conflict and misunderstanding (Kramer, 

1976) over control of the lectures and films. “Talented publicist that he was, he assumed the role 

of agent and impresario, organizing Maria Montessori!s tours and public appearances in North 

America on a thoroughly commercial basis” (Cunningham, 2004, p. 210). McClure!s vision went 

far beyond a lecture tour; he planned a center to train teachers for the many schools yet to be 

established and a manufacturing company to equip schools with the didactic materials. 

 Dr. Montessori arrived in New York on December 3, 1913, and for the next three weeks 



 

 43 

embarked on a highly successful tour of Washington, D. C., New York, Boston, Philadelphia and 

Chicago (Gutek, 2004). Her visit as a whole was managed by the Montessori Educational 

Association of America. Mabel Hubbard Bell, wife of Alexander Graham Bell, was president of the 

association. Dr. P. P. Claxton, United States Commissioner of Education, was first Vice-

President, and President Woodrow Wilson's daughter, Margaret, was a member of the 

Association's Board of Trustees. Wilson helped arrange a gala Washington reception attended by 

members of the Cabinet and diplomats from over a dozen countries. Tickets to Dr. Montessori!s 

first lecture at New York!s Carnegie Hall sold out within an hour, and people were again turned 

away from the second lecture at the end of the tour. Dr. Henry Holmes, who had initiated 

negotiations to translate Il Metedo into English and wrote the introduction to the English edition, 

arranged lectures and a reception to introduce Dr. Montessori to the faculty of Harvard University. 

She met with the governor in Rhode Island, Thomas Edison in New Jersey, Helen Keller in 

Philadelphia, and Jane Addams in Chicago. Across the country, as her tour progressed, daily 

newspapers in every major city visited ran whole pages of interviews (Beck, 1964), and even 

advertisements for products as varied as children!s clothing and health beverages capitalized on 

the name "Montessori! to increase sales (New York Times, 1913). Her itinerary had included a 

visit to Minneapolis, but Dr. Montessori!s manager telegrammed to organizers (Minneapolis 

Morning Tribune, Dec. 17, 1913) that she had chosen to spend a final weekend of rest and retreat 

at the estate of the breakfast cereal millionaire J. H. Kellogg (Kramer, 1976) before sailing back to 

Europe. Miss Elizabeth Hall, assistant superintendent of the Minneapolis Public Schools, had 

traveled to Chicago to meet with Dr. Montessori, hoping to accompany her to Minnesota 

(Minneapolis Morning Tribune, Dec. 21, 1913). 

McClure continued to lecture and show Dr. Montessori!s films, expecting to “make a 

considerable profit from his promotion of Montessori schools and materials” (Gutek, 2004, p. 27). 

The number of states where at least one school had been established grew to twenty-two, the 

states of New York and California having twenty-nine and twenty-three respectively (Wills, 1964). 

Two American teachers were working in Canada, three in China, and one in Japan. There were 

133 teachers with certificates from training courses directed by Dr. Montessori (Wills, 1964). 

 The second and third visits. 

One year after Dr. Montessori legally severed her association with McClure, the National 

Educational Association sponsored a return visit to the United States in April of 1915 to speak at 

the congress of the NEA and the International Kindergarten Union, to give the third international 

training course in San Francisco (Kramer, 1976) and to set up and direct a glass-walled 

classroom in the Palace of Education and Social Economy, which became one of the major 
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attractions at the 1915 San Francisco Panama-Pacific International Exposition (Sobe, 2004). For 

four months Helen Parkhurst taught the class of twenty-one preschoolers chosen from over two 

thousand applicants (Kramer, 1976). The classroom walls were designed to give spectators as 

clear a view as possible of the children as they worked. Many visited multiple times and often 

arrived early to obtain one of the choice seats (Sobe, 2004). Although the idea of such a public 

display of very young children may seem offensive decades later, educational exhibits at World!s 

Fairs and international congresses had been a popular way in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries for many countries to highlight educational innovations in teaching instruction 

and educational methods and to promote national systems of education (Fuchs, 2004). Twelve 

years after the San Francisco exhibition an exhibition of Montessori teaching materials was 

installed in the Wertheim Department store in Berlin. Parents could drop off their children to work 

in the classroom supervised by trained teachers while they shopped. The teachers also were 

available to answer questions and explain the materials and the work of the children to other 

interested shoppers (Muller, 2002). 

 Dr. Montessori returned to Italy in November, leaving behind professional organizations in 

turmoil and her son Mario, who started a classroom in Hollywood for the children of several film 

stars. She returned for an unpublicized visit in 1917 to lecture in New York and to attend Mario!s 

wedding to Helen Christie, an American teacher, but did not return to the United States again to 

lecture or teach. The finality of the event and its influence on the growth of the movement 

frequently has been hyperbolized. For example, it has been said that the movement went into 

hibernation until 1958 and became nonexistent in the United States for over 40 years (Van Aken, 

2007); the impact it made on American education was negligible and interest faded (Wills, 1966), 

and it all but vanished (Massey, 2006). While there is evidence the expansion of the method in 

the United States was reduced to a mere shadow of the expectation the explosion of interest 

brought in the years before her first visit, and schools bearing her name perhaps folded or 

evolved into something not immediately recognizable as Montessori, there continued to be 

schools with Montessori classrooms prepared and taught by teachers using the training they had 

received in California or abroad years earlier (Chicago Daily Tribune, Aug. 30, 1942). For 

example, the Chicago Daily Tribune published a human-interest story in 1946 on a teacher, Miss 

Hiatt, who had been teaching for thirty-five years. In the article Miss Hiatt stated, “I have always 

used the Montessori method more or less. It stressed free physical activity, informal and 

individual instruction and early development of writing and reading” (Chicago Daily Tribune, June 

30, 1946). Newspapers and magazines also continued to print news of Dr. Montessori!s activities. 
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Time Magazine published a lengthy article on her life and her method in 1930 and featured her 

picture on the cover. Extensive coverage appeared again in 1937 and 1947. 

 The failure of the pedagogy to expand. 

 There are multiple factors that may have had a negative impact on the movement in the 

United States. Dr. Montessori!s status as an unmarried professional woman accompanied by her 

son Mario, a young man of questionable parentage, may have offended those opposed to 

women!s suffrage and their participation in occupations outside the home. The fact that she was 

Italian and a practicing Catholic may have brought resistance, especially in California where 

followers of eugenics claimed southern Europeans, including Italians, were intellectually inferior to 

northern Europeans. Ironically, “among her first sponsors in this country was Alexander Graham 

Bell who became Honorary President of the second International Eugenics Conference” (Burstyn, 

1984, p. 147). World War I created travel restrictions that cut off the movement in the United 

States from the European base of leadership. The training courses offered by the Montessori 

Education Association during the decade of highest interest in the method did not attract as many 

applicants as the supporters of the movement had hoped (Wills, 1966). Without an established 

and experienced leadership core, the few trained teachers fell back on familiar patterns and 

routines, teaching as they themselves had been taught. At the same time teacher colleges were 

graduating kindergarten teachers who entered the profession supported by a cadre of 

experienced practitioners and theorists. 

 Although the educational environment in the United States was receptive to international 

ideas and practices (Cunningham, 2004), one scholar wrote, “There is little doubt but Montessori 

greatly underestimated the quality of kindergarten experiences available to children in the United 

States in the second decade of the twentieth century. She apparently thought because of the 

interest shown her method by parents and educators and the fanfare accorded her work by 

popular periodicals that America would readily adopt her practices” (Wills, 1966, p. 51). In a 

footnote to his book Montessori Practices and Principles, Professor Edward P. Culverwell (1913) 

of Dublin University stated,  

It is somewhat unfortunate that Dr. Montessori does not seem to have any 
experiences of typical modern schools in which good methods are employed, 
while she has certainly seen some extraordinarily poor ones, and she often writes 
of these as if she thought they were typical of modern education. This feature of 
her book is apt to irritate good teachers, making them not only unsympathetic, 
but hostile and suspicious. A generous recognition of the good work done by 
other teachers of today, such as we find in her acknowledgements of her 
obligation to Seguin and Itard, would have gone far towards ensuring a more 
sympathetic attitude on the part of teachers generally (p. 3). 
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In addition, there was a disparity in how kindergarteners and Dr. Montessori described 

the activities of the children in the classroom and the artifacts that would best support the actions 

fundamental to those activities. Play was central to the pedagogy of Froebel and the kindergarten 

(Brehony, 2000), whereas Dr. Montessori described the activity in her Casa dei Bambini as work. 

The dichotomy in terminology created heightened tension and opposition between the 

kindergarteners and the supporters of Montessori (Brehony, 2000). Play in early twentieth century 

America symbolized redefining childhood distinct from adulthood through legal privileges. Dr. 

Montessori claimed that young children could be held responsible for the care of their 

environment and would do so with joy (Burstyn, 2000). Work and play came to symbolize vastly 

opposing worldviews (Cossentino, 2006). 

 In the introduction to the edition of The Montessori Method published after the revival of the 

method in the United States, Hunt (1964) questions the sustainability of the initial support given to 

the movement. Hunt stated, “Most of Montessori!s support came from the elite of the political and 

educational progressives and through popular magazines; it did not come from those formulating 

the new psychological theories nor from those formulating the philosophy of education” (Hunt, 

1964, p. xiii). The ultimate demise of the method may have been due to a power disparity 

between educational practitioners and teacher trainers, mostly women, who supported the 

method and thought it had great potential in reforming kindergarten education, and the 

educational theorists, mostly men, who did not. Many of the supporters of the Montessori method 

did not have the audience or the influence to bring reform to the firmly established Froebelian 

kindergarten (Wills, 1966).  

 Many point to the negative critiques of powerful individuals in academia such as William 

Heard Kilpatrick in the United States and William Boyd in Great Britain as the leading cause of the 

demise of the Montessori method in the United States. Kilpatrick entered the debate at Columbia 

when he enrolled as a graduate student in 1908. A student and admirer of John Dewey, Kilpatrick 

received his doctorate in 1912 just as the frenzy of interest in Montessori was peaking. Along with 

Dr. Henry Suzzallo, professor of the philosophy of education at Teacher!s College, Columbia, 

Kilpatrick became an outspoken critic of the Montessori method (Beck, 1964) concluding in his 

small book, The Montessori System Examined, that her method was fifty years behind modern 

educational methods and simply repeated the ideas of Rousseau and Pestalozzi (Kilpatrick, 

1914). There is no way of knowing if a quest for tenure and prestige motivated Kilpatrick to write 

The Montessori System Examined or how much influence the book had on the change of attitude 

in the United States toward the method. It is known that “Kilpatrick's formidable reputation was 

just building and was not to be at full-flower until after the close of World War I” (Beck, 1964, p. 
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162). Curran (1985) found little evidence that The Montessori System Examined was reviewed 

favorably by prestigious journals within eighteen months of publication. Kilpatrick became a full 

professor in 1918, the year after Dr. Montessori!s last publicized visit to the United States. 

Decades later Hermann Röhrs (1995a) responded to Kilpatrick!s critique with the following: 

Kilpatrick failed to see that here he was being confronted with a new, 
methodically conceived species of Progressive Education that could only be of 
benefit to his own efforts. Under the influence of his detailed preoccupation with 
Froebel, he castigates Montessori for a neglect of those same forms of 
imaginative creativity that he criticizes Froebel for approaching in too symbolical 
a manner (p. 212).  

 

William Boyd, Head of the School of Education at Glasgow University from 1907 to 1946 

and later one of the founders of the Scottish Council of Educational Research, published a similar 

critique of the Montessori method in 1914, From Locke to Montessori. Whereas Kilpatrick judged 

Dr. Montessori!s concept of liberty to be inferior to that of his mentor John Dewey, Boyd asserted 

that not only did Dr. Montessori misinterpret the Rousseau!s ideal of liberty, she failed to integrate 

the reality of what the child would experience in the social structure of the classroom (Boyd, 

1914). Even though the views expressed in his earlier volume were not unanimously embraced 

(Radice, 1920), and Boyd himself would later revise his initial assessment of the method after 

many professional encounters with Dr. Montessori through the New Education Fellowship, the die 

was cast. 

In the end Dr. Montessori!s decision not to return to the United States, and the failure of 

the pedagogy to expand may have been due to something as simple as language. The author of 

several articles written about Dr. Montessori and her method for an educational supplement to the 

London Times commented on the difficulties that came from the inability of translation from Italian 

to other languages, English in particular, to convey the depth of Dr. Montessori!s thinking.  

The language difficulty stands between her and the Anglo-Saxon nations in a 
way that cannot be overcome by the most faithful interpretation of her words. 
What England and America need for their own enlightenment, if they wish it, is 
someone of her own standing, bilingual, who can rethink her thoughts for her, in 
English (Radice, 1920, p. xi). 

 
Indeed, what is thought to be most influential critique of the method written by Kilpatrick 

was based on evidence gathered from his brief visit to the Casa dei Babini in Rome and an 

English translation of Il Metado (Röhrs, 1995). Kilpatrick did not speak Italian. In his critique, he 

completely misses the phenomenological, unquantifiable transformative effect of the method on 

the children, teachers and parents which could only be understood through communication in 
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Italian, focusing instead on the didatic material which he deemed “worthless” (Kilpatrick, 1914, p. 

52). 

The Internationalization of the Pedagogy 

 Barcelona, Spain. 

As the popularity of the method went into a gradual decline in the United States, in the 

rest of the world it flourished. Dr. Montessori lived the life of a cosmopolitan nomad (Muller 2002) 

traveling from country to country, training teachers, lecturing, and attending international 

conferences. She met and gained the support of such notables as Queen Margarita of Italy, Erik 

Erikson, Jean Piaget, Sigmund Freud, Anna Freud, Gandhi, and Annie Besant (Hainstock, 1978). 

Barcelona became her home from 1916 until the political coup brought General Franco to power 

in 1936, when, as the lore tells it, a British battleship brought the Montessori family to safety 

(Appelbaum, 1971; Standing, 1957).  

The invitation to come to Barcelona to hold the fourth international training course in 1916 

had come from the government of the city, but the driving force behind the request was the 

enthusiastic support of teachers who had attended the second international training course in 

Rome in 1914. They had brought to Dr. Montessori!s attention the difficulty of teaching children in 

Castilian, a language not their own. Records show that Dr. Montessori replied that although the 

benefits of exposure to a second language are to be valued, it is the right of each child to be 

educated in their native tongue. A model school, a children!s chapel, a teacher training and 

research institute were founded with the backing of the Barcelona city and the Catalan regional 

governments as part of an effort to establish a unique Catalan identity through language and an 

educational infrastructure (Gutek, 2004; Kramer 1976).  

The institute provided an ideal environment in which Dr. Montessori was able to 

experiment with extensions of her method to older children, which resulted in the publication of 

the third book on her method, The Advanced Montessori Method. Comfortably settled in a land 

that embraced Catholicism and where schools functioned without separation of church and state 

also gave Dr. Montessori an opportunity to return to her own spiritual roots, and she begin to 

develop the foundations of what would later become the Montessori atrium religious education. 

Although in the chapter on religious education in The Discovery of the Child, Dr. Montessori 

states, “The experiment in religious education was ultimately abolished in our Children!s Houses 

because it referred solely to Catholic education” (Montessori, 1948, p. 365), she believed, “The 

education of the small child must be in accordance with their need for a feeling of security through 

the protection of their elders” (Montessori, 1948, p. 363).  
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 London, England. 

Dr. Montessori did not travel to England until 1919; World War I prevented her from 

holding a training course as planned in 1914 (Kramer, 1976). Her arrival in England had been 

anticipated in much the same way as in the United States six years earlier. Her first lecture in 

September was for teachers (Radice, 1920), but later, a lavish reception was held at the Savoy 

hotel in London (Standing, 1957). Twenty-seven hundred people attended a public lecture at 

Westminster, and an abbreviated course of three lectures was held for fifteen hundred teachers 

(Kramer, 1976). At the conclusion of a lecture before the British Psychological Society, Dr. Percy 

Nunn, Director of the London Institute of Education (Cunningham, 2004), reportedly stood and 

congratulated her on “the masculine logic with which she had stated her case (Radice, 1920, p. 

8). Dr. Montessori refers to Nunn!s ideas of mneme, the constructive unconscious memory of the 

developing mind of a child, and horme, the internal life force that directs an individual toward self-

construction in The Absorbent Mind, a compilation of lectures given at the training course in 

Ahmedabad, India in 1947.  

The training course in London used a format that would subsequently be used as the 

standard for future courses; fifty hours of lectures, fifty hours of practice with the materials, and 

fifty hours of observation in functioning classrooms. Participants were allowed to open a school 

after completing the course and compiling an album of lectures. The requirement that each 

trainee creates a set of notebooks called albums, or files, during training, demonstrating his or her 

internalization of the theory and rationale supporting classroom lessons and materials and 

precise procedures for their use continues to the present and forms a critical element of the 

literature. The tradition goes back to the time Dr. Montessori translated and hand copied the first 

book of Seguin. “Writing lessons with accompanying rationale in these books of materials was 

always required by Montessori, no matter how many students were registered in the program” 

(Trudeau, 1984, p. 36).  

How rigidly current training centers uphold the tradition of each individual recreating the 

entire collection of lessons varies. Many require the procedure as it has remained unchanged 

over the decades although the use of computers has gradually been accepted as the mode of 

transcription. Other centers accept albums assembled through a combination of lessons provided 

by the trainers, lessons written by the trainee, and lessons written and shared collaboratively by 

other trainees. Entire albums are offered to trainees for an additional fee by a limited number of 

training centers or can be purchased through the Internet. Upon completion of training, the 

albums are a comprehensive compilation of best practice curriculum to be implemented in the 

classroom.  
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 The albums prepared by each trainee becomes part of the oral tradition that has passed 

on from the first group of teachers trained by Montessori herself to the second, third and fourth 

generations of teachers. Although this oral tradition has been described as a “negative and 

limiting characteristic of the Montessori movement” (Simmons, 1980, p. 15) in Feez, 2007), when 

viewed as “part of the set of cultural scripts that are known collectively as the Montessori method” 

(Cossentino, 2005, p. 213), albums become more than mere curriculum. However the albums are 

constructed, each becomes a critical part of the worldview shared by practitioners on the global 

stage. 

Upon successful completion of the albums, the London certificate from the 1919 course 

was endorsed after two years of successful teaching (Kramer, 1976; Muller, 2002). Dr. 

Montessori returned in 1921 and 1922 to give training courses. A two-year Montessori 

Preparatory Training course was established at St. Christopher Training College in 1923. 

Students took courses in method, elementary science, hygiene, psychology, and cultural 

subjects. Students also observed both Montessori elementary and advanced classes at the St. 

Christopher School. At the completion of the two-year course Dr. Montessori personally 

conducted her own four-month course. The program later moved to St. George!s School under 

the direction of Claude Claremont, and courses added to the curriculum included sports, 

handicraft, and school management (Outlook Tower, 1925). 

 Although the Montessori movement began in England in very much the same way it had 

in the United States, several factors may have made the difference in its success in the years 

proceeding and following World War I. One factor certainly may have been the balanced portrayal 

of Dr. Montessori as both an academic and a woman with a sense of humor who occasionally 

became irritated with those who blindly followed her methodology in articles for the London Times 

written by Sheila Radice (1920). A second factor may have been the fact that many of the 

supporters of her methodology were men, such as Dr. Edward P. Culverwell, in academic 

positions, but also teachers, principals, and school inspectors in the field; Rev. Bertram Hawker, 

school inspector Edmond Holmes, and Claude Claremont being perhaps the most well-known 

within the movement (Brehony, 1999; Claremont, 1962). In 1911, following his retirement, Holmes 

wrote a scathing critique of British schools in which he advocated for more child-centered 

approaches. He was sent to Rome by the educational establishment to assess the reforms being 

made there, and his positive report was published a year later (Cunningham, 2004). Hawker and 

Holmes founded the Montessori Society of the United Kingdom in 1912, and two years later, the 

first of many study circles was formed by Claude Claremont (Hallenberg, 1995).  

Within months, the first conference was organized to discuss the Montessori movement. 
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A new organization, the New Ideals in Education, evolved out of the conference proceedings 

(Brehony, 2000). The following year the Theosophical Fraternity in Education held its first meeting 

at the conference of the New Ideals in Education group. Claude Claremont, a member of both 

organizations, legitimized support of the Montessori method, although other members of the 

Theosophical Fraternity in Education such as William Boyd, were more inclined to support 

fundamental principles of the method while rejecting the dogmatic packaging of the complete 

system (Cunningham, 2004). Internationalism figured prominently in the beliefs of the 

Theosophical Fraternity in Education and sections were established in France, the USA, India, 

Australia and New Zealand (Brehony, 1999). In 1920 a journal The New Era, was begun “to 

spread the ideas and practices of "new schools,! which would be at the forefront of transformatory 

social change” (Brehony, 1999, p. 735). The journal was “internationalist in outlook and was 

intended to assist in the establishment of an international fellowship of teachers that would meet 

in annual congress” (Brehony, 1999, p. 737). 

 The New Education Fellowship. 

One hundred-fifty delegates from fourteen countries attended the first joint congress of 

the New Ideals in Education and the Theosophical Fraternity in Education in Calais in 1921 

(Diary, 1952, p. 22). Although most of the participants were primary school teachers from 

England (Brehony, 2004, p. 737), the speakers were interdisciplinary and international. The 

theme of the conference was the Creative Self-expression of the Child and the methods of Ovide 

Decroly of Belgium and Dr. Montessori were among the eclectic topics presented (New Education 

Fellowship, 1952; Lawson, 1981). Claude Claremont spoke on her behalf. 

At the close of the Calais conference the New Ideals in Education and the Theosophical 

Fraternity in Education merged into one organization, the New Education Fellowship (NEF). The 

organizers of the NEF “sought to establish a very elastic association, which can be adapted to the 

idiosyncrasies and methods of each individual country. There are therefore no rules, and no 

application for membership is necessary” (NEF, 1952). The loosely structured organization 

created a fluid learning community (White, 2001) through which a range of stakeholders in 

educational settings internationally could participate. Membership in the organization was 

automatic by subscription to one of three language versions of the journal. Seven principles and 

three aims were agreed upon to guide future work. The principles focused intensely on child-

centered educational reform which would encourage independence, individuality, cooperation, 

and self-discipline leading to greater international cooperation and understanding (Fuchs, 2004). 

The aims of the NEF were to actively introduce the principles into existing schools or newly 

established schools, to promote cooperation between educators within the teaching profession, 
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and to organize conferences and publish journals to further facilitate “sense of solidarity” (NEF, 

1952, n. p.) among all who sought to build “a society where all peoples had the will, ability and 

confidence to live and work together in peace and harmony” (Stephenson, 2006, p. 3).  

Conferences were held every two years throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The 1923 

conference in Montreaux, Education for Creative Service, doubled attendance of individuals from 

eighteen countries (Brehony, 2004). Dr. Karl Jung spoke, and the conference sent a message to 

Professor Henri Bergson, the chairman of the International Commission for Intellectual 

Cooperation of the League of Nations, urging it to establish an International Bureau of Education 

in Geneva. At the time the League did not act on the request, but by private initiative the Bureau 

International d!Education was set up in Geneva and Jean Piaget was appointed the director 

(NEF, 1952). Piaget also served as president of the Swiss Montessori Society.  

At the conference in 1925 in Heidelberg, Mme. Philippi van Reesema, director of the 

Montessori classes at the Hague, reported that the Montessori Method had been introduced into 

a large number of schools at The Hague with great success; so much so that 500 parents in two 

districts of The Hague, whose children had attended the Montessori classes, petitioned the 

education authorities that the two higher grade schools should be started to continue the same 

method for older children (Outlook Tower, 1925, p. 133). In addition to the individual members 

who attended the Heidelberg conference, many attended as members of government-backed 

official delegations, “a sign of the growing respectability of the formerly radical NEF and its 

prominence as an international body facilitating the exchange of educational ideas and practices” 

(Brehony, 2004, p. 740). 

The theme of the third NEF conference, held in Locarno in 1927, was The True Meaning 

of Freedom in Education (Brehony, 2004). Dr. Montessori was giving a training course in London; 

her method was presented by Lili Roubiczek, a young woman from Prague who had attended a 

training course in London in 1921 and returned to Vienna to open a Montessori school for the 

children of factory workers (Kramer, 1976). Roubiczek stated, “Not the education, nor the method, 

nor the system, ought to pre-occupy us, but the child. As a personality the child is almost 

forgotten under the old system of education; educational processes have usurped the place of the 

child” (NEF, 1952).  

Dr. Montessori!s first visit to Vienna had been in 1924 (Muller, 2002) to visit the school 

Roubiczek and a small collective of young women, most of whom in their late teens, had opened 

with the backing of British investors. The school became a model in much the same way as the 

first Casa dei Bambini had in Rome. The popularity of the method in Vienna spread to all levels of 

society, due in great part to the efforts of Roubiczek. Within a year, a two-year training course 
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based on the St. Christopher Training College model was scheduled, and Dr. Montessori returned 

to personally supervise the last four months. Erik Erikson, one of several Viennese pioneers in 

psychoanalysis with roots in the field of education, attended the course. By the late 1930s as the 

Nazi party strengthened, many of the intellectuals in both education and psychoanalysis fled 

Vienna, taking “a significant residue of Montessori!s thinking, if not her name” (Kramer, 1976, p. 

321) to England and the United States. Roubiczek left Austria with her husband in 1934 (Muller, 

2002), settled in the United States and practiced psychoanalysis until her death in 1966 (Kramer, 

1976). With the forced departure of so many supporters of new education in Vienna, the 

Montessori movement ended until after World War II. 

 Dr. Montessori personally attended an NEF conference for the first time in Elsinore, 

Denmark, in 1929 (Boyd, 1930). The conference held in the Kronberg castle overlooking the sea 

was opened by the Prime Minister of Denmark and was reviewed by the New York Times (1929). 

Attendees at the conference numbered over two thousand and were housed along twenty miles 

of the Danish coast. The theme of the conference, New Psychology and the Curriculum, was 

embodied in discussions of the application of psychology to the curriculum and the growing 

emphasis on the new scientific pedagogy calling for child-centered education based on empirical 

observations (Boyd, 1930). In addition, there was a whole section devoted to international 

understanding in a global society. (Fuchs, 2004) It is clear in the reflections of an attendee that 

the conference exemplified the aim of the Fellowship—“to promote relations and a sense of 

solidarity between teachers and others of similar educational ideals in all countries of the world” 

(NEF, 1952). Published reports and papers rarely capture the human interaction which occurs 

among conference participants, but according to the records of the Elsinore conference 

proceedings “teachers from different corners of the globe met in lecture halls, on the beach, in the 

woods; they thought, sang and danced together” (NEF, 1952).  

Dr. Montessori was among six keynote speakers at the conference who had been 

specially invited to give extended presentations of their methods (Brehony, 2004). Her public 

lecture was a highlight of the conference; reviews stated that she was “the protagonist of 

individual work and self-discipline, and as such has profoundly affected the education of the small 

child, especially in Europe” (Boyd, 1930, p. 201). Several members of the international 

Montessori community including Claude Claremont of the London Montessori Training College 

and Rosa Joosten-Chotzen of the Amsterdam Montessori School gave presentations on the 

implementation of the method in their respective countries (Kramer, 1976). A demonstration 

Montessori classroom was set up to more fully illustrate the learning materials and the 

environment prepared to provide the conditions in which young children can develop freely. An 
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abbreviated training course also was available to the conference participants. The Indian poet 

Rabindranath Tagore spoke about the school he had established twenty years previously, the 

newly opened university he had founded based upon international models, and an agricultural 

college to improve rural life in India (Rawson, 1933). 

 The NEF and the Association Montessori Internationale. 

 Dr. Montessori saw a need to unite all the Montessori movements in the world in a single 

international organization (Gutek, 2004), but it was also perhaps the spirit of the international 

conferences that she sought to replicate when she founded the Association Montessori 

Internationale at the first ten-day International Montessori Congress held concurrent to the 

Elsinore NEF conference. The social and intellectual stimulation emerging from the interactions 

between people from many different countries, different types of schools, and different methods at 

an international conference and “the generation of commitment among those present, of faith that 

they could return home to effect change, these were the characteristics that Montessori recreated 

in the Montessori movement” (Burstyn, 1978, p. 145).  

Montessori congresses would continue to be held alongside NEF conferences until 1933. 

Although the New Education Fellowship was only in an embryonic stage when Dr. Montessori 

returned to Europe from her last visit to the United States, her choice to strengthen her base of 

support in Europe rather than accept what at the time was a lucrative offer on the other side of the 

Atlantic may have been a calculated move to maximize the opportunities for spreading her ideas 

on an international stage. “Through her international training sessions she sought, and achieved, 

a social impact far broader than she could ever have had as a lecturer, or, had she received such 

an appointment, as a professor at the University of Rome” (Burstyn, 2000, p. 145). Involvement in 

the NEF, which was becoming the dominant force in the internationalization of education in the 

early twentieth century, expanded Dr. Montessori!s opportunities for intellectual debate and the 

exchange of ideas with leading educational reformers of the time beyond the confines of 

academia (Muller, 2002). 

From July 29 to August 11, 1932, the second International Montessori conference was 

held in Nice in conjunction with the sixth world conference of the NEF. The theme of the NEF 

conference, Education in a Changing Society, indicated a subtle shift in focus from psychology to 

questions affecting not only the individual child but also those with whom she interacts. Eighteen 

hundred delegates from fifty-three different countries including Japan, China, South Africa, 

Portuguese East Africa, French West Africa, Tunisia, Romania, Poland registered for the 

conference. The delegation from United States included teachers, principals, and superintendents 

from K-12 education, representatives from state and federal departments of education, the 
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Rockefeller Foundation, Columbia University, and parent groups (Rawson, 1937). Only one-fourth 

of the overall participants were from academia (Brehony, 1999). The large number of participants 

outside academia highlights the following: 

This dominance of New Education in the internationalization process indicates 
that the driving force of international cooperation in the early twentieth century 
was founded neither in the development of education as an academic discipline 
nor in educational theory but was rather based on a romantic idea of the nature 
of the child on the one hand, and on moral assumptions of a political doctrine on 
the other (Fuchs, 2004, p. 780). 

 
The way in which the NEF created a international intellectual community comprised of lay 

enthusiasts, teachers, teacher-trainers, academic experts, educational administrator, 

psychologists and psychiatrists, and parents enhanced the growing appeal of the organization for 

people with power and influence (Brehony, 2002) via representation on governmental committees 

and involvement internationally in the educational section of the League of Nations and UNESCO 

(Jenkins, 2000). Although as a collective the ideology of the NEF was lofty, for some individuals 

participation had the potential to increase personal prestige (Brehony, 2004). 

Dr. Montessori was among the group of presenters considered to be the exemplars of the 

new education who presented in the first session entitled Education and Changing Society 

(Rawson, 1932). Among the special attractions at the conference were a Montessori class with 

ten children and four teachers from Rome and a large-scale international exhibition of language 

and geometry materials developed for elementary-age children (Muller 2002). A sample of 

lectures from the conference proceedings illustrate not only the international diversity of the 

speakers, but also the focus on internationalism; a Professor Ippei Adachi of Japan presented 

The Education of the Spirit Through Science; A. N. Basu from India spoke on Nationalism and 

Internationalism in Education and Dr. J. G. MacDonald, a delegate from the USA presented 

Education in an Interdependent World (Rawson, 1932). 

As the political situation worsened in Europe and financial backing from the Rockefeller 

Foundation was withdrawn, attendance at regional conferences often surpassed the world NEF 

conferences. The 1934 regional conferences in Capetown and Johannesburg each had 2000 

participants (Malherbe, 1937), and a school holiday was declared to enable teachers to attend 

portions of the six-week long conference in 1937 in Australia (Cunningham, 1938). The last NEF 

world conference before World War II was held in Cheltenham, England. Appropriately the theme 

was Education and a Free Society; the four elected vice-presidents represented the diversity of 

national origins and professional affiliations of the total membership. John Dewey and Harold 

Rugg represented academia and the United States, Nobel Prize winning Indian poet 

Rabindranath Tagore, and Swiss child psychologist Jean Piaget served alongside President 
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Percy Nunn of Great Britain (Rawson, 1937). 

According to a British feminist (Jenkins, 2000), in the 1930s the NEF was faced with the 

controversial actions of Giovanni Gentile, the Italian intellectual and philosopher who had been 

appointed Minister of Education by Mussolini in 1923. Gentile reportedly was using "New 

Education principles! to promote fascist indoctrination in Italy. “This event challenged New 

Education as a democratic force and emphasized that social transformation through education 

also depended on the wider political context” (Jenkins, 2000, p. 143). The NEF principles referred 

to could only be those of Dr. Montessori. Within a year Gentile!s Riforma had transformed Italian 

schools through centralizing control and the implementation of Montessori methods as the 

standard for the youngest children (Harper, 1997). In the late 1920s and 1930s the popularity of 

the Montessori method expanded under Gentile and Mussolini until, in 1934, Montessori refused 

to allow children in her schools to wear the uniforms of Fascist youth groups (Kramer, 1976). All 

Montessori schools in Italy were closed within a very short time. 

 It is unlikely that Dr. Montessori attended the 1936 regional NEF conference in Utrecht, 

Netherlands (Rawson, 1936), but there are intriguing parallels between the theme of the 

conference, Learning to Live Together, and several presentations and the theme of Dr. 

Montessori!s lecture at the fifth international Montessori conference at Oxford in the same year. 

Reform of adolescent education was the focus of several speakers at the Utrecht conference 

including Dr. J. Kees Boeke who stated, “The adolescent is as little satisfied by the childish 

societies to which he at one time belonged as by groups which have too much of the adult 

character” (Rawson, 1936, p. 30). Boeke further stated, “The ideal society for the adolescent is 

one that will mediate for him between childhood and adult life” (Rawson, 1936, p. 30). Paul 

Geheeb also spoke about his boarding school in Versoix, Switzerland, inspired by the famed 

Odenwaldschule in Germany he had founded in 1910. Elizabeth Rotten, editor of the German 

language edition of the New Era, the publication of the NEF, had been a frequent visitor to 

Odenwaldschule and to the school farm Schulfarm Insel Scharfenberg, begun by Wilhelm Blume 

in Berlin (Brehony, 2004). Rotten founded the Schweizerische Montessori-Gesellschaft in 1932 

with Jean Piaget. 

 Dr. Montessori first lectured on the adolescent in 1920 at the University of Amsterdam. 

The lecture she delivered in 1936 at Oxford became the foundation of her method extended to 

children age 12-15 called Erdkinder, the Earth Children. In From Childhood to Adolescence she 

states, “If puberty is on the physical side a transition from an infantile state to an adult state, there 

is also, on the psychological side, a transition from the child who has to live in a family, to the 

man who must live in society” (Montessori, 1948, p. 99). Similar to the program founded by 
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Geheeb, Dr. Montessori suggested that the students would live and work together, apart from 

their families in “quiet surrounding in the country, close to nature” (Montessori, 1948, p. 105).  

 Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 

 After fleeing the General Franco!s coup in Barcelona, Dr. Montessori, her son Mario 

Montessori and his five children settled in Amsterdam in 1936 at the invitation of a former trainee, 

Ada Pierson. In the twenty years since Dr. Montessori!s first visit to the Netherlands when she 

met the botanist Hugo deVries who encouraged her to use the phrase "sensitive period! in her 

theory of child development, the movement had flourished under the support of leading 

academics, institutionalized K-12 education and parents. World War I prevented Dr. Montessori 

from giving training courses, but former students had begun to train teachers on their own, and 

provided professional development for trainees through discussion groups after placement in 

schools (Kramer, 1976). When Dr. Montessori returned after the war, she was pleased with the 

progress that had been made and found the teachers trained by others to be competent and 

knowledgeable, in contrast to her displeasure at finding Clara Grunwald training teachers, also to 

fill a severe deficit, without her authorization in Germany not long after. A training center with a 

model school was set up, and AMI moved its headquarters form Berlin to Amsterdam. An active 

parent community encouraged experimentation with the method for older students, the materials 

on cosmic education were used for the first time, and several secondary schools were 

established (Muller, 2002). Now in her late 60s, conditions finally seemed ideal for the Montessori 

family, but once again their stability would be disrupted. 

 India. 

Two years after settling in Amsterdam, Dr. Montessori received an invitation from George 

Sidney Arundale and his wife Rukmini Devi (Eckert, 2005) who visited the Montessori family in 

1937 and 1938 in Laren to run a six-month training course in India. Arundale, director of the 

University of Madras and president of Theosophical Society, had taken over the position as head 

of the Theosophical Society after the death of Annie Besant, British social reformer, activist and 

supporter of Home-Rule in India. Dr. Montessori had joined the Theosophical Society in 1899 

(Foschi, 2008) and had met Besant in London in 1919 after seeing their names linked in the 

London press (Trudeau, 1984). The two women maintained a friendship until Besant!s death in 

1933. Dr. Montessori also had connections to the Theosophical Society through her closest 

British colleague, Claude Claremont. Dr. Montessori conditionally accepted their invitation. 

According to an article written by Arundale and published in the Theosophical journal, her 

acceptance depended on “the condition that she should have the necessary time to study the 
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Indian educational situation, for as she truly said, her methods must adapt themselves to the 

needs of different types of children throughout the world” (Srinivasan, 2008). 

 Dr. Montessori was familiar with the educational circumstances in India through previous 

encounters with not only Arundale, Devi, and Besant, but also with Rabrindranath Tagore, a 

member of the NEF. Tagore, India!s poet laureate was also allied to Gandhi!s National Freedom 

Movement. Teachers from India had attended several international training courses beginning 

with the first in 1913, and Tagore had financed many Montessori schools in India. “His position, 

reputation, and popularity paved the way for Adyar!s welcome to Montessori” (Trudeau, 1984, p. 

19). An active Montessori Society had sponsored a congress in 1926, and Il Metodo had been 

translated into both Gajarati and Hindi (Kramer, 1976). Besant, the Arundales, and Tagore were 

among the social activists who advocated for free, culturally appropriate schools for all Indian 

children, and who recognized within the Montessori methodology elements that could be useful in 

combating rampant illiteracy (Eckert, 2005). 

 Dr. Montessori also had met Gandhi previously at a rally in 1931 when he traveled to 

London for the Round Table Talks to discuss the Home-Rule movement (Joosten, 1990). He later 

visited a Montessori school in a London slum, praising her philosophy but challenging her to 

refocus her efforts back to the children of poverty for whom her methodology was begun. On 

October 28, 1931, Gandhi spoke at the Montessori Training College in London when Dr. 

Montessori was completing the course. According to those who worked with Dr. Montessori in 

India, “Montessori promised Gandhi that if she ever had the occasion to go to India, she would 

again teach the poor, this time in Gandhi!s ashrams” (Trudeau, 1984, p. 47). 

 Montessori schools also had been started in India by Gijubhai Badheka, a lawyer inspired 

to leave the profession and become a teacher after working on legalities for a new school 

sponsored by the New Child Education Movement in Gandhi!s home state of Gujarat. He later 

became principal of the school and opened a Montessori preschool, which was inaugurated by 

Kasturba Gandhi, wife of Gandhi (Trudeau, 1984). Teachers at the school were interested in 

other methodologies such as Summerhill and Dalton as extensions to the Montessori program, 

which at the time was limited to the youngest children in India. Gandhi occasionally taught at the 

school and although he and others began to question Gijubhai!s adherence to Montessori, 

records indicate that Gijubhai had successfully “adapted the methods and principles of 

Montessori!s pedagogy to suit the cultural and socio-economic conditions of Gujarati children” 

(Trudeau, 1984, p. 26). Gijubhai died five months before the arrival of Dr. Montessori and Mario 

Montessori in 1939. 



 

 59 

 Schools following the Montessori method had also been started by Saraladevi Sarabhai, 

wife of wealthy philanthropist and textile owner Ambalal Sarabhai of Ahmedabad, a friend of 

Gijubhai and also a friend and supporter of Gandhi. Saraladevi supported education and 

established the Shreyas Institute and Foundation, which had a Montessori primary and pre-

primary school. She also brought tutors to the family compound, including E. M. Standing, to 

educate her own seven children (Trudeau, 1984).  

 Dr. Montessori and Mario left for India in October of 1939, expecting to return to the 

Netherlands by the following summer to run a training course. Circumstances surrounding World 

War II prevented them from returning for seven years. Mario!s five children, who had grown up 

with their father and grandmother in Spain and were very close to both, remained in the 

Netherlands with Ada Pierson and her parents. Very little has been written about the family 

dynamics of what must have been traumatic for children and adults alike. Mario Montessori 

publicly admitted to worrying about his son who served with the Dutch underground, taking British 

pilots through enemy territory to safety in Belgium (Kahn, 1998). Forty years earlier Dr. 

Montessori!s decision to allow strangers to raise the infant Mario in the pastoral protection of the 

Italian countryside was framed within a feminist belief in the benefits of communal motherhood, 

but separation from grandchildren with whom she had developed a profound bond during 

significant years of their personal development, all the while knowing they were in the center of a 

world conflagration would be almost too much for a person without the personal strength of Dr. 

Montessori to bear. It was this strength that has been misinterpreted through the years as 

stubbornness, arrogance and calculating control of the method and those around her.  

 The first training course was held at the Annie Besant School in Adyar, near the city of 

Chennai, on the 240-acre grounds of the International Theosophical Society. Dr. Montessori used 

the school on the property as a model site for trainees to make observations and to practice teach 

(Trudeau, 1984). Dr. Montessori also started a school on the first floor of the two-story house in 

the Olcott Garden belonging to the Society where she and Mario were housed during their stay in 

Adyar. The school served children of those living on the compound as well as the children from 

the neighboring poor villages (Trudeau, 1984). The children could move freely from activities in 

the house into the gardens (Ekhart, 2005). A lecture hall roofed with palm leaves was built to 

shelter the three hundred trainees who came from all over India. The students sat on rush mats 

while Dr. Montessori!s lectured in Italian from a wicker chair seated next to Mario who translated 

the lecture into English and demonstrated the materials (Kramer, 1976). Mario!s “role in India was 

a major one, deserving more credit than is given in biographies and texts describing Montessori!s 

work and writings while in India” (Trudeau, 1984, p. 33). 
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 During the training course, Italy entered the war on the side of the Germans, and Great 

Britain interred all Italian citizens at home and abroad living in their colonial possessions as 

enemy aliens. Dr. Montessori was first placed under house arrest (Kramer, 1976), but due to his 

earlier membership in the Fascist party, Mario was taken away and placed in internment at 

Amednagar (Montessori, 1969; Kramer, 1976; Trudeau, 1984). Supporters worldwide, came to 

the defense of the Montessoris, and Gandhi asked for her release, guaranteeing “her good 

conduct” (Time, 1940). The most vocal was Claude Claremont, who with his wife Francesca 

remained in England during the war. Claremont secured Dr. Montessori!s release from arrest in 

India (Hallenberg, 1995), and the Viceroy of India notified her in a telegram arriving on the day of 

her seventieth birthday that Mario would also be released (Kramer, 1976). 

For the next two years in addition to the training courses on the grounds of the 

Theosophical Society, training courses were held in Karachi, Srinagar, and in Ahmedabad to 

thank Saraladevi Sarabhai (Trudeau, 1984). The Shreyas School begun by Saraladevi Sarabhai 

as a preschool grew into a comprehensive program for children from infancy through high school, 

and some of the materials for the elementary program were developed by Dr. Montessori and 

Mario during their stay there. During her stay in Bal Madir Dr. Montessori kept her promise to 

Ghandi by opening a school for the children of the very poor (Trudeau, 1984). Over one thousand 

teachers in India were trained by Dr. Montessori who took great pride in the diversity of students 

who worked together during the time they spent in training (Kramer, 1976). A trainee who rode 

her bicycle every day to attend lectures, remembered, “Doctors and many learned folk took the 

training along with a poor girl like me” (Hardinge, 1993).  

The headquarters of the Theosophical Society in Madras, now called Chennai, was the 

official place of internment (Montessori, 1969), but in the spring of 1942, Dr. Montessori and 

Mario were allowed to move along with other foreigners to the hills of Kodaikanal, 300 miles 

southwest of Chennai, where the climate would be better for the aging Dr. Montessori (Ekhert, 

2005; Kahn, 1998). Kodaikanal, a secluded, small community committed to education, was at the 

time somewhat atypical in India (Ekhert, 2005). Several European-style boarding schools in the 

area drew students and teachers of many nationalities; many had known of the Montessori 

method of education. Dr. Montessori was asked to start a class for the youngest children. Lena 

Wikramaratne, a student in the first training course three years earlier, had traveled to Kodaikanal 

with the Montessoris and started the class with Mario. The class of four students quickly grew to 

include nearly sixty more of elementary age.  

Lessons in grammar and mathematics for older children had been developed many years 

earlier, but the rich natural environment surrounding Kodaikanal created the ideal opportunity for 
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the students to observe and explore the sciences. Mario took responsibility for biology lessons 

and not only emphasized the ecological contexts for the observation of the students but 

constructed large-scale models to illustrate concepts in other areas of science as well. 

Wikramaratne and Mario discussed the daily activities with Dr. Montessori in the evenings and 

developed stories, timelines, charts, and experiments to help the students create meaning and 

give structure to their learning. The discussions and activities became what is now known as 

"cosmic education!, the foundation of the elementary curriculum. “The postulation of a species of 

dialogue between the child and the world, later extended to embrace the whole universe in what 

Montessori calls “cosmic” education, is one of the most important reasons for the even spread of 

influence that the Montessori system has had in both East and West, in the northern and the 

southern hemisphere” (Röhrs, 1995a, p. 201). In the fall of 1943 the first training course 

specifically for the elementary curriculum was held in Kodaikanal (Montessori, 1969; Kahn, 1998; 

Eckert, 2005). With renewed professional vigor, Dr. Montessori began to turn her attention to 

infants and in 1944 gave a training course of thirty lectures, transcribed and published as The 

Absorbent Mind. 

Evidence from the time Dr. Montessori spent in India contradicts the belief that she 

refused to collaborate with colleagues or make adjustments to her method. During the first 

Advanced Course an Indian scientist, C. N. Vaidheswaran, was asked to develop scientific 

experiments for the students. Others also participated, creating a team of experts of which Dr. 

Montessori was but one member (Eckert, 2005). A team of artists, craft persons and course 

participants worked on the production of materials in an atmosphere of “cordiality, without 

competition and jealousy” (Eckert, 2005, p. 217). Dr. Montessori also worked closely with Rukmini 

Devi Arundale, founder of the Kalakshetra Center for Fine Arts, which housed a Montessori 

kindergarten and an elementary school for many years. Together they built an educational 

training center and co-directed it for a time. Documents portraying a more collaborative view of 

Dr. Montessori!s work have been written by Europeans (Brehony, 2000; Eckert, 2005; Röhrs, 

1994). 

The Return to Europe 

A chronology of Montessori activity in India documents an unbroken chain of training 

courses from the first offered in 1939 to the present day. India is likely the only country that can 

make this claim (Srinivasan, 2008). In July of 1946, the Montessoris flew back to Europe where 

Dr. Montessori, now seventy-six years old, resumed a schedule of lectures and international 

training courses. During the next six years courses and lecture tours would be given in England, 

India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Norway, Sweden, Italy, Austria, and plans were made to travel to 
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Ghana during the summer of 1952 (Muller, 2002). She spoke before UNESCO, re-established 

Opera Montessori, was offered professorships in Rome, Perugia, Amsterdam and Berlin, 

received the Legion of Honor in the name of the French Republic and the Order of Orange-

Nassau from the Netherlands. Upon being made an honorary fellow of the Educational Institute of 

Scotland in Edinburgh in 1946, she was asked to name the country of her citizenship. She 

replied, “My country is a star which turns around the sun and is called Earth” (Kramer, 1976, p. 

352).  

Dr. Montessori died on May 6, 1952, in the village of Noordwijk aan Zee on the North Sea 

near The Hague in the Netherlands (Kramer, 1976). A world citizen and feminist, and innovative, 

but often misunderstood, educator who believed her vision of the child would bring systemic 

change to not only education but to the world, Dr. Montessori requested burial in the country of 

her death. According to a contemporary German scholar, “From the outset, Montessori!s thinking 

was international in its intended scope and designed as a contribution to a global approach to 

education” (Röhrs, 2002, p. 205). Many teaching methods have come and gone throughout the 

previous century, but none have been as enduring, as comprehensive, or as widely used 

internationally. The success of schools and programs as diverse as Wadja Wadja High School for 

Aboriginal adolescents in the outback of Australia (Murphy, 2007), the Tibetan Children!s Village 

serving Tibetan refugee children in the foothills of northern India (Frankel, 2005; Eckert, 2007), 

the Woz!obona educational charity introducing the Montessori method to impoverished 

communities in South Africa (Genis, 2003), and Lake Country School in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 

attest to the fact that, “Although Montessori was quick to see individual differences between 

children as well as cultures, she also recognized characteristics shared among all children 

regardless of their specific cultures” (Trudeau, 1984, p. 50). 
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My experiences, far from being rigid, were logical conclusions corresponding to 
the application of an exact and positive method, the behavior of children, being 
uncontrolled by rigid research, gave new evidence, something living, which 
issued from my experiments as a spring of water gushes from a rock. In good 
faith, like the simple Aladdin, I thought I held in my hand a lamp, which at the 
least would lead me to a place hitherto unexplored, but what I discovered 
unexpectedly was the treasure hidden in the depths of a child!s soul. 

Maria Montessori 
The Discovery of the Child, 1929: ix 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction 

This comparative multiple case study describes the implementation of the Montessori 

pedagogy in two diverse international settings. The literature review supporting the study 

deconstructs the mythologized life of Maria Montessori and places the pedagogy that bears her 

name within an international milieu of progressive pedagogical innovation and reform, thus 

drawing attention to the pedagogy!s international foundations during the decades of its early 

growth and expansion. The first intended outcome of these tasks is a more in-depth 

understanding of internationalism embedded in the Montessori pedagogy globally that will guide 

further investigation into its implementation in diverse international settings. Second, the literature 

review is intended to communicate the pedagogy!s internationalism to other Montessori teachers 

in ways that are meaningful, enabling reflection on their own place within the movement. Third, an 

intended outcome of the literature review and the chapters that follow is an illumination of the rich 

research possibilities within the Montessori pedagogy to those in academia. Of course, to receive 

the recognition of a Ph.D. degree that signifies the research quest has successfully cemented one 

small brick into the edifice of higher education (Geelan, 2003, p. 164) is an intended outcome for 

those who attempt the preparation of a dissertation, myself included. 

 As the divergent paths I have traveled of teacher and graduate student begin to converge 

as this study progressed, reflection became inevitable. I have been able to thrive as a teacher in 

an upper elementary Montessori classroom because, depending on the nature of the lesson, a 

teacher is able to take on the role of mathematician, writer, economist, geologist or, perhaps, a 

primatologist. I was an undergraduate student in psychology when Jane Goodall!s research on 

chimpanzee communities at Gombe on Lake Tanganyika in Tanzania began to excite the 

scientific community. Years later, the image of Mike, a young male chimp of unexceptional 

stature, striking together empty cooking oil cans to create an illusion of strength enabling him to 

achieve dominance over his peers comes to mind as I begin my inaugural foray into the realm of 

qualitative research. The banging cans of competing paradigms postured by the alphas in the 
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discipline each with an arsenal of vocabulary create an overwhelming cacophony of possibilities 

over which, as a novice, I must claim competence. Thomas Schwandt (2003) warns that an 

American propensity to pigeonhole complicated perspectives into categories neatly confined and 

labeled is dangerous because: 

It cuts across the landscape of the movement, issues that each inquirer must 
come to terms with in developing an identity as a social inquirer. In wrestling with 
the ways in which these philosophies forestructure our efforts to understand what 
it means to “do” qualitative inquiry, what we face is not a choice of which label-
interpretivist, constructivist, hermeneuticist, or something else-best suits us. 
Rather, we are confronted with choices about how each of us wants to live the 
life of a social inquirer (p. 319). 
 
Fortunately Harry F. Wolcott (1992), anthropologist and educator, said that, “to claim 

competence in qualitative research is, at most, to claim general familiarity with what is currently 

being done, coupled perhaps with experience in one or two particular facets” (p. 4). He suggests 

that researchers new to qualitative inquiry visualize the choices available to them as a 

marketplace through which to peruse an assemblage of merchandise. “The advice I offer to 

anyone new to qualitative research is to "think like a shopper! as you approach the dazzling 

panoply and claims assembled before your eyes” (Wolcott, 1992; p. 5). While mastery may elude 

me, shopping I can manage. 

Characteristics of Qualitative Research 

The purpose of qualitative research is to understand the meaning constructed by 

individuals as they interact with the social, psychological, cultural, and historical environments 

that shape and guide their lives. Verstehen is the term Max Weber, the late nineteenth, early 

twentieth century German social theorist, gave to this deep empathetic understanding or ability to 

interpret in one!s own mind the motivation and meaning implicit in the actions and thoughts of 

others (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975) from their point-of view. The idea that humans seek meaning in 

their lives, and meaning reflects multiple realities which are socially constructed and mind 

dependent is in contrast to quantitative methodologies rooted in the positivist tradition of Emile 

Durkheim, a French contemporary of Weber, who sought to understand objective, observable 

facts concerned with a social phenomena.  

 Although there is no direct evidence in the writings of Maria Montessori that she was 

influenced by Durkheim, she refers to the “new science” of Weber in the second paragraph of her 

first book Il metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all!educazione infantile nelle Case dei 

Bambini or The Method of Scientific Pedagogy as Applied to the Education of Young Children in 

the Children!s House (1912/1964, p.1). Throughout her life she described the continued 

experimentation and elaboration of the teaching methods in the pedagogy that bears her name as 
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resulting from her application of the scientific method. Her interpretation of what constitutes 

"science! in scientific method was grounded in the positivist tradition of her medical training, but 

the description of her scientific method in her writing was criticized for lacking true science and 

dismissed by some academics for being fifty years behind modern thinking (Kilpatrick, 1914). It is 

highly unlikely that she was unaware of the dichotomy emerging in research traditions as she 

traveled, studied, and lectured in the academic community of Europe in the dawning decades of 

the twentieth century, and the weaknesses that others saw in her description of key elements in 

what she termed scientific pedagogy foreshadowed what is actually a strong qualitative rather 

than weak quantitative approach to educational research. Her emphasis on observation to 

acquire a deep understanding of the developmental needs of children was significantly ahead of 

her time and continues to be radical in the current positivistic era of No Child Left Behind. 

Researchers attempting to understand social phenomena through methodologies that are 

either qualitative or quantitative begin with fundamental assumptions, a worldview, about the 

nature of knowledge and reality. Assumptions framing the nature of reality (ontology), how we 

know what we know (epistemology), what we value about what we know (axiology), the language 

we use to express what we know (rhetoric) and the methods we use to determine what we know 

will be significantly different (Creswell, 2007) for each tradition. A qualitative researcher begins 

with the assumption that the researcher and each person who is the object of study either as an 

individual or as a member of a group will come to the research process with a unique and 

personal construction of reality that is fluid and malleable. Reality becomes a series of negotiated 

perceptions between individuals and the many layers of their environment.  

Mary Catherine Bateson (1995) uses peripheral vision as a metaphor for those 

alternative patterns of perception negotiated through a multiplicity of roles as one travels and 

learns through time and space. Because we live in a world of change and diversity, we are 

privileged to enter, if only peripherally, according to Bateson, into a diversity of visions. Even 

though objectivity, fundamental to positivistic or quantitative research, is seen as nothing more 

than social agreement in qualitative research, it is possible for a researcher to “hold a more 

objective, scientific approach to qualitative research” (Creswell, 2007, p. 11) The researcher uses 

a variety of practices to systematically unpeel the layers of the studied phenomena to reveal 

knowledge that is mind dependent, socially constructed, and embedded in culture and history 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Qualitative practices attend to the “layer upon layer of processes 

whereby human beings can join and communicate and learn in spite of profound differences” 

(Bateson, 1994, p. 11). 
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Not only do qualitative researchers attempt to make sense of the integrated whole 

constructed through the layers of phenomenon from the participants! perspectives, they become 

the primary instrument of data collection (Merriam, 1998). Through face to face contact with 

participants in the settings where they live, work, and play, the researcher becomes more 

“intimately involved with the phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 1998, p. 7).  

Case Study Research Strategy and Rationale 

 The marketplace of options belonging to a qualitative research orientation varies in 

complexity as metaphorically as the duka, a small wooden roadside shack in Tanzania, contrasts 

with the ornate GUM, a large shopping complex in Moscow, depending upon which expert is 

consulted. Merriam (1998) reduces a list of forty-five categories of qualitative research to five she 

believes are most relevant to education; “the basic or generic qualitative study, ethnography, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, and case study” (p. 11). Within the field of qualitative research 

it is case study methodology as defined by John W. Creswell (2007) that is most relevant to the 

nature of research question key to my research proposal. Creswell (2007) defines case study as 

the following: 

A qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a 
case) or multiple bounded systems over time through detailed in-depth data 
collection involving multiple sources of information and reports a case description 
and case-based themes (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). 
 

The phenomenon of Montessori pedagogy as it is implemented in Tanzania and Russia creates 

bounded systems with distinct boundaries even though each may be connected to an extensive 

network of similar bounded units. Case study as methodology also is most appropriate for this 

study because of the nature of the phenomenon under investigation. According to Creswell 

(1998), “Case study is a particularly appealing design for applied fields of study such as 

education” (p. 41). It is crucial that the design is able to capture the complexity and 

unpredictability of the variables in educational endeavors. Case study is anchored in the minutiae 

of day-to-day occurrences.  

The definition of what constitutes a case study and the placement of the approach within 

qualitative research has evolved over the years. Seventeen years ago Harry Wolcott (1992) 

recognized case study as an end product in the research process rather than an initial strategy by 

which to design an investigation. He promoted case study as an outcome or format for reporting 

qualitative research, perhaps as part of a greater rejection of attaching the word "methodology! to 

so many approaches in research. Robert Stake (1995) concurred with Wolcott!s assessment that 

case study was not a methodology but acknowledged the usefulness of the approach in earlier 

stages of research, stating that it represents a choice of what is to be studied (Stake, 1995). 
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Sharan Merriam (1998) expanded her own definition of case study as merely an end 

product or a descriptive analysis, that appeared in Case Study in Education published in 1988, to 

include the bounded system as the unit of analysis and the process of carrying out the research. 

Robert Yin!s (2003) definition of case study as comprehensive research strategy remained 

consistent from the publication of the second edition of his book Case Study Research, Design 

and Methods in 1994 to the third edition in 2003. In the most recent edition Yin (2009) defines 

case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (p. 18). Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2003) also define case study as a strategy 

of inquiry. 

Case study research also may be classified according to whether the research is 

intended to be ethnographic, action research, evaluative, education (Stenhouse, 1985), 

exploratory, explanatory, or descriptive (Yin, 2009), intrinsic, instrumental, collective (Stake, 

1995), or ethnographic, historical, psychological, sociological (Merriam, 1998). John Creswell 

(2007) states that the types of case study research can be simply classified according to the size 

and the intent of the case. Careful comparison-shopping through this historical marketplace leads 

to a refined description of the current study as an instrumental descriptive analysis of bounded 

phenomena occurring at collective multi-sites, purposefully chosen and placed within the rich 

historical and cultural contexts that have shaped each bounded unit. 

Units of Study 

 The United Republic of Tanzania and the Russian Federation are the overall units of 

analysis in this multiple unit case study, but subunits of analysis are embedded within the 

enormity of each (Yin, 2009). The nature of education creates a complex web of unpredictable 

variables calling for a design framework with flexibility to incorporate the totality of the 

phenomenon of study. Each student, family member, teacher, trainer, classroom, school, 

community member and government official is a potential unit for case study. When these units 

are embraced as subunits within the description of the larger unit of analysis, the resultant text is 

enriched and understanding deepened. One danger of embedding cases within a larger unit is the 

intense focus on subunits may draw attention away from the whole. The possibility or 

appropriateness of isolating embedded subunits unique to separate larger units and conducting a 

microanalysis on the comparison of those subunits creates a second difficulty. There may or may 

not be a precise one to one correspondence of subunits from one large unit to another. In this 

study the common theme is Montessori pedagogy, but the embedded subunits of analysis within 

the bounded unit of each country and the limitations of data collection are manifested differently. 
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Simply put, an embedded case study is like a matryoshka, a Russian folk craft made of 

multiple wooden dolls of decreasing size nested within progressively larger dolls, usually painted 

in vivid colors embellished with flecks of gold. Traditionally, the figure of a young woman is 

painted on all the dolls, each identical to the first. Others may tell a folk tale; each doll is painted 

with a different scene from the story. Some artists completely abandon the female character and 

paint unique images on each doll, the sunflowers and irises of van Gogh paintings for example. 

The matryoshka of Montessori pedagogy in Tanzania and Russia each tell a story. The evidence 

from Tanzania can be compared to the first style of matryoshka. Each school is an embedded 

unit reflective of the whole. The schools I visited have similar characteristics. They are located in 

the same town; all are private and serve the same age level of children. Each school is a site 

where student teachers from the same training center practice teach. Each teacher has received 

training, if not from the same center, then from a training center with a similar curriculum, and has 

made the same teacher constructed set of materials. The evidence from Russia is not so easily 

managed in units symmetrical to Tanzania. It is more like the second matryoshka with each 

nested doll painted to tell part of a story. And like the country itself, the evidence is sprawling and 

diverse. The schools I visited are located in four towns or cities, are privately owned or 

government sponsored, and serve children of many ages, from toddlers to pre-teens. Teachers 

have training from many sources or do not have training at all. The embedded subunits within 

each case may be painted differently, but all are integral to the integrity of the whole and are 

bound together by the common theme of Montessori pedagogy. 

The comparative framework of this study is also shaped by references to ethnography. 

John Van Maanen (1995) describes three moments of ethnography that apply equally to the case 

study research. The "first moment!, he suggests, is the disciplined, thoughtful experience of a 

culture that is in some sense foreign to the ethnographer that comprises fieldwork. Within this first 

moment the emic/etic dichotomy is blurred significantly. The exploration of a common pedagogy 

in the diverse research settings enables me to describe behavior using external criteria that are 

more etic in nature, but the fact that I am a member of what could be categorized as the 

Montessori culture common to both convolutes the emic and etic, making neither clear. 

Van Maanen (1995) describes the second moment of ethnography as the process of 

translating the experience of fieldwork into written description, and the third moment is the 

interaction between the reader of the text and the text itself. The intended outcomes of this study 

necessitate close attention to the second and third moments. Through the use of thick description 

as defined by anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983), the intertwining webs of emic and etic may be 

better understood. Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2003) also draw upon Geertz!s (1983) 
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concept of "blurred genres! when discussing the third moment of research. In my opinion, an 

awareness of the applicability of a well-stocked toolkit throughout the research process will enrich 

the final text.  

Qualities of the Researcher 

Robert Yin (2009) lists five basic qualities of a good case study investigator. First, a 

person must be able to ask thoughtful questions. They should also be an attentive listener, able to 

take note of the exact words of the participant without judgment according to the researcher!s 

own “ideologies or preconceptions”. Merriam (1998) combines questioning and listening into the 

quality of good communication skills. Yin and Merriam agree that a qualitative researcher needs 

to be adaptable and flexible (Yin, 1994) and tolerant of ambiguity (Merriam, 1998). A researcher 

must be able to “adapt to unforeseen events and change direction” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20) so that 

“newly encountered situations can be seen as opportunities, not threats” (Yin, 1994, p. 56). 

According to Yin (1994), the goal is to bring rigor, but not rigidity, to the process by having a firm 

grasp on the issues being studied. Finally, Yin states that a good qualitative researcher should be 

“unbiased by preconceived notions, including those derived from theory. Thus a person should be 

sensitive and responsive to contradictory evidence” (Yin, 1994, p. 56). Merriam!s final quality is 

sensitivity. “The researcher must be sensitive to the context and all the variables within it, 

including the physical setting, the people, the covert and overt agendas, and the nonverbal 

behavior” (Merriam, 1998, p. 21). Merriam extends Yin!s notion of a need to be sensitive to 

contradictory evidence to sensitivity on the part of the researcher throughout the three moments 

of research.  

Many of the personal qualities that may enhance a researcher!s ability to interact with 

participants in a positive manner improve with experience. Unfortunately if a person has not 

developed the necessary skills for data collection and analysis or is just inexperienced in the field, 

limitations may inhibit the case study. Coursework, writing methodology chapters, and the other 

countless intellectual tasks required of graduate students do not necessarily prepare them to 

carry out data collection successfully. Merriam (1998) states, “Training in observation and 

interviewing, though necessary, is not readily available to aspiring case study researchers. Nor 

are there guidelines in constructing the final report, and only recently have there been discussions 

about how to analyze the data collected. The investigator is left to rely on his or her own instincts 

and abilities throughout most of this research effort” (p. 42). Good communication skills, 

adaptability, and sensitivity are also qualities of a good teacher. Teacher training, professional 

development, and experience in Montessori classroom environments have given me an 

advantage in the development of these traits. 
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Selection of the Research Sites 

Single versus multiple sites. 

The Montessori Training Center in Lushoto, Tanzania, the Montessori Study Center 

within Belgorod State University in Belgorod, Russia, the Montessori training seminar sponsored 

by Herzen Pedagogical University in St. Petersburg, Russia and schools in these towns and cities 

as well as those in Vladimir, Russia and Moscow, Russia were purposefully chosen as primary 

units of investigation for this study based on criteria that would identity information-rich cases with 

maximum variation (Merriam, 1998) to contribute to the understanding of the development and 

implementation of the Montessori pedagogy in diverse international settings. Multiple research 

sites also were chosen because information collected as the result of conducting fieldwork in 

more than one location will create opportunities for the comparative analysis of the cases. Data 

from multiple settings will serve to counter claims that findings from an individual case are merely 

unique to that particular case (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994) and have no bearing on Montessori 

pedagogy in general.  

The exemplary description and analysis of the process of adoption and adaptation of the 

Montessori pedagogy by a school in Thailand (Bunnag, 2002) is an example of the limited 

transferability of findings from a particular case study to other cases. Close perusal of the wording 

of the interview questions indicates possible researcher bias toward Montessori as a “foreign” 

methodology (Bunnag, 2002, p. 312). In response to the research question asked of the school 

director "Do you feel the foreignness of the Montessori method?! either an affirmative or a 

negative answer presumes the presence of foreignness due to the wording of the question. A 

comparative approach would have had the potential to clarify whether the conflicts experienced 

by teachers and parents in the implementation of the Montessori pedagogy and the adaptations 

that emerged as a result were unique to the individual school or indicative of potential difficulties 

on a broader scale.  

Single case studies of international Montessori schools such as the study in Thailand are 

rare, essentially eliminating the possibility for comparison with other studies. A similar problem 

would have persisted if the present study had been limited to a single site. The choice of a single 

case would be difficult to justify because the wide diffusion of the pedagogy internationally 

negates the probability that any one school would represent a critical, extreme or unique case. 

The pedagogy has been accessible to researchers for one hundred years; therefore, even though 

research has been uncommon, single cases would not be significantly revelatory (Yin, 2009). 

Finally, the robustness and compelling nature of a multiple-case study hold a distinct advantage 
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over a single-case study (Yin, 2009) for research that may be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 

(Geelan, 2003) for me. 

Selection criteria. 

 To ensure that the settings were not only diverse within the worldwide community of 

international Montessori schools but also were quite different from each other, specific criteria 

guided my final choice of sites. The actual selection process was not linear or controlled and, in 

truth, was more synchronistic than scientific. To begin with, I made use of the international 

communication networks available to me as a member of the Montessori community. I also made 

use of Internet searches and informal conversations, but perhaps flexibility, being in the right 

place at the right time, and having the personal foresight to take advantage of all possibilities as 

they arose worked to my advantage. 

  Geographic diversity. 

 The first criterion I utilized when selecting sites for study was that each site must 

represent the extensive geographic variability of Montessori schools internationally. Montessori 

schools are located on six continents. There are many countries from which to select research 

sites. The difficulty was narrowing the extensive range of possibilities to sites on two continents 

rather than broadening the number of sites to include a third or fourth continent. In previous years 

I had served on an international team excavating archaeological sites in northern Kenya, had 

completed a graduate thesis in Nairobi, and had traveled in Zambia and Tanzania. I wanted to 

return to Africa. University of Minnesota lion expert, Craig Packer, opens his meticulous 

description of fieldwork in Tanzania with a statement that rings true for many who have worked on 

the continent, “In spite of myself, my heart is racing toward Africa” (Packer, 1994, p. 3). The 

choice of Africa as a research site was straightforward. I was also familiar with innovative school 

reform in Russia and Estonia after two teacher tours sponsored by the United States Department 

of Education to visit schools in each country. I wanted an opportunity to further explore the 

commitment to pedagogical innovation in Eastern Europe that was evident in the schools visited 

on these trips. I made a personal decision to limit the consideration of sites to those located in 

Africa and Eastern Europe. 

  Teacher training. 

 The second criterion was that the site must include provisions for teacher training and 

schools that employed graduates of the training center. In Africa there are training centers in 

several countries. In addition to having spent time in Tanzania and experiencing the challenges of 
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traveling there, I had heard a Tanzanian Montessori teacher trainer, Sister Gaspara Kashamba, 

speak at UNESCO, site of the AMI International Congress in Paris, in 2001. I remember the 

positive impression she had made on the international audience attending the conference. I was 

able to locate information about her center with the help of a trainer at the Maria Montessori 

Organization in London. Sister Gaspara responded to my email request to visit, graciously stating, 

“You are welcome to visit because this is how we learn about each other.” The ease of housing at 

the hostel run by the Montessori Training Center also was a significant factor in the final selection 

of Lushoto, Tanzania, as a research site. 

Locating a site in Russia posed a greater challenge. During my visit in 2004 to schools in 

central Russia a professor at Vladimir Pedagogical University in Vladimir, Russia, one of the 

ancient cities of the Golden Ring, had told me several Montessori training centers were operating 

successfully in Moscow. Repeated attempts to first locate contact information and then to obtain a 

response of any kind from the one training center for which contact information was located were 

unsuccessful in time for my first visit. Contact information for two staff members at Belgorod State 

University was available in English on the Internet because the University had hosted an 

international conference on Montessori pedagogy in 2006. Serendipitously, I contacted the staff 

member who had remained employed by the university during the years since the conference. My 

request to visit was also graciously granted by the director of the program.  

Even though the town of Belgorod had the potential to yield rich data, much of the work in 

Montessori pedagogy is based in the cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg. A case study of 

Montessori pedagogy in Russia would have serious limitations without data from these significant 

sites. Although I was not able to make arrangements to visit Moscow until a return trip to Russia 

months later, the interpreter who had worked with the study tour visiting schools where 

economics is taught in St. Petersburg was able to assist with a connection to Herzen Pedagogical 

University, one of the oldest institutes of teacher training in the country. The final Montessori 

training seminar of the year sponsored by the university corresponded to the time I could be in the 

city. According to university officials, a building at the university had housed one of the 

classrooms started by a Russian woman, Julia Fousek, who had met twice with Dr. Montessori in 

Rome and visited schools throughout Europe, returning to Russia to start several schools. The 

university has archived a collection of Fousek!s original materials. Herzen holds great historical 

significance, and arrangements were made through university officials to visit the seminar. 

  Site independence. 

 The third criterion was that selected training centers are independent and do not have 

close relationships with either the American Montessori Society (AMS) or the Association 
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Montessori Internationale (AMI), the two largest Montessori organizations that accredit teacher 

training. I was concerned that close identification with either of these organizations might 

influence the manifestation of cultural adaptations in the schools of each country. The teacher 

training center in Lushoto, Tanzania, the study center at Belgorod State University in Belgorod, 

Russia and the training seminar at Herzen Pedagogical University are essentially independent 

from international organizations. The teacher training center in Lushoto does have a close 

relationship with the Maria Montessori Organization in London which is affiliated with the 

Association Montessori Internationale, but the successful operation of the training centers in 

Tanzania by Tanzanians for over thirty years diminishes its significance for this study. Belgorod 

State University has a close relationship with University of Münster in Germany, but is not 

affiliated with either AMS or AMI. Herzen also is not associated with either; teachers are trained 

independent of outside accreditation or influence. 

  Schools and classrooms. 

 Finally, Belgorod and Lushoto are communities large enough to support several 

Montessori schools but small and remote enough to lack a large expatriate community. Neither is 

a well-known tourist destination. Parents, students, and teachers involved with the schools are 

local residents of the towns, not foreigners who have had experience with Montessori elsewhere. 

St. Petersburg and Moscow, in contrast, are large cities, extremely popular with tourists and both 

are home to large expatriate communities. One of the schools I observed in St. Petersburg serves 

a small, multi-national community of corporate executives and embassy employees almost 

exclusively. Finally, although it was not an intentional criterion, the differences between secular 

institutions located within large universities and an institution run by Catholic nuns hold fertile 

possibilities for comparison. A limitation of all research sites in this study is that Tanzania and 

Russia have both emerged from a socialist political environment within recent decades. A similar 

political heritage may overshadow cultural factors in the implementation of Montessori pedagogy 

in each country. 

Description of the Sites 

Lushoto, Tanzania. 

The Montessori Training Center (TMTC) of Lushoto and St. Catherine!s Boarding School 

for Girls are located on the side of a deep ravine surrounded by small subsistence farms near the 

town of Lushoto in the Usambara Mountains of northeastern Tanzania. Lushoto is described as a 

town of approximately 400,000 residents situated in a valley surrounded by small patches of pine 

forest and tropical vegetation. I found the town itself to be much smaller, but the surrounding 
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area, referred to as the Lushoto district, is densely populated, and the number could easily be 

400,000 or greater. Largely untouched by the booming safari business elsewhere in the country, 

the region is known for its cool climate and one of the highest degrees of biodiversity on the 

African continent (Dawid, Fahlander, & Sakaria, 2002; Fitzgerald, 2008).  

The Montessori Training Center is run by the St. Eugene Sisters who were originally 

formed in the Catholic diocese of Tanga, the northeastern-most district of Tanzania (Dawid, et al, 

2002). The Center, which opened in 1994, emerged from the vision of Sister Gaspara Kashamba 

who had worked in Montessori schools since the 1970s in Dar es Salaam and wanted to bring the 

pedagogy to her hometown of Lushoto (Kahn, 2004; Kashamba, 2008). The centers in Dar es 

Salaam and in Lushoto have joined together with training centers in Mwanza on Lake Victoria in 

western Tanzania and Mtwara on the southern coast to form the Montessori Training Association 

of Tanzania, an organization recognized by the government of Tanzania as having status as a 

non-governmental organization (NGO) working toward goals set for early childhood care and 

development by Education for All (UNESCO, 2000; AMI, 2001). According to Sister Gaspara, 

“This recognition helps us to negotiate with the government in case it is necessary” (Dwyer & 

Kashamba, 2001). There are two Montessori kindergartens on the campus of TMTC, three in the 

town of Lushoto, and one in the area of Lushoto near the village of Mazinde Juu. 

Belgorod, Russia. 

Belgorod State University, home of the Montessori Study Center, is located in the town of 

Belgorod approximately 430 miles southwest of Moscow. The town of 350,000 residents is 

situated on the Seversky Donets River 40 miles north of the Ukrainian border. Belgorod is in the 

center of the area known as the Central Black Earth region, famous for its rich, black soil and 

farmland. The economic benefits gained from production of agricultural products such as grain, 

sugar, sunflowers, meat, and milk and from enormous mineral reserves such as chalk and iron 

ore made the area an important industrial and cultural center by the early eighteenth century. 

According to my hosts the region continues to have a stronger economy than many other areas of 

Russia. 

During World War II, or the Great War in Russia, the Battle of Kursk took place not far 

from the town. The tank battle against the Germans was a significant turning point in the German 

offensive. Although progress toward Moscow was halted, Belgorod was essentially destroyed 

during the war. The cathedral escaped damage as did only a handful of other buildings. The town 

underwent extensive reconstruction after the war, beginning with the town square which was laid 

out acccording to the original plans from 1768. The present-day town center has a thriving 

commercial district with wide boulevards, beautifully landscaped parks and paved walking paths, 
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and commercial buildings displaying a mix of modern and reconstructed eighteenth and ninteenth 

century architecture. There are many restaurants, cafes, and shops.  

In addition to the State University there are two other institutions of higher education in 

Belgorod, the Belgorod Shukhov State Technological University and the Belgorod Agricultural 

Academy and Financial Academy. The town has many other educational and cultural institutions 

such as five museums, two theaters, four cinemas, six cultural centers, and twenty libraries 

(BelGU, 2008). A new art museum designed in the Art Deco style opened in the spring of 2008.  

 Belgorod State University was founded in 1876 as a Teacher Training Institute and 

involvement in various educational projects continues to be a priority at the University. A 

commitment to internationalism also is evident in the number of cooperative projects the 

university has entered into with more than thirty-five higher education institutions, international 

funds and organizations from Canada, China, Finland, Germany, Italy, Japan, South Korea, the 

Ukraine, and the United States. Partnerships with various educational institutions in Germany, 

including the cooperative project between the University of Münster and the Montessori Center, 

are considered by university officials to be the most effective and diverse.  

 The Montessori program began in 1993 when the Ministry of Education gave the 

Montessori Center of the University of Belgorod headed by Professor Nadezhda Tarassenko, the 

mandate to develop Montessori education and begin the implementation process in the Russian 

education system (BelGU, 2008). Two fulltime specialists work at the center and four other 

instructors at the university consult in the development of Montessori materials in the areas of 

physics, geography, biology and history and assist with the teacher training seminars in the 

summer and the workshops throughout the school year. The physics instructor is also intimately 

involved with a small private kindergarten housed in the university complex. Tarassenko stated, 

“The center of our scientific work is the development of the idea about cosmic education from 

positions of modern scientifically-philosophical knowledge” (Personal communication, 2008). I 

visited five of the classrooms in Belgorod using Montessori pedagogy. 

St. Petersburg, Russia. 

 In 2003 St. Petersburg, Russia celebrated the 300
th
 anniversary of its founding by Peter the 

Great. The capital of the Russian Empire for over two hundred years and a major cultural center, 

St. Petersburg has been the home of numerous world-renowned writers, musicians, dancers, and 

painters. Located on the Neva River at the head of the Gulf of Finland on the Baltic Sea, the city 

is Russia!s second largest and Europe!s fourth largest city; approximately five million people live 

in its vicinity. Many would argue the historic Baroque and neoclassical architecture of its largely 

preserved city center along with numerous parks, wide boulevards, and an elaborate network of 
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canals crisscrossed by ornate bridges make it one of the most beautiful cities in the world. 

UNESCO listed the city as a World Heritage Site in 1991. 

After the Siege of Leningrad during the years 1941-1945, the population of the city 

dropped from three million residents to less than 700,000. A visit to the memorial at the site of the 

Kursk battlefield had been an integral part of the program my hosts in Belgorod had arranged for 

me, and I also visited the Piskarevskoe Memorial Cemetary in St. Petersburg, where about half a 

million people, mostly civilians who died from starvation or the harsh winters during the Siege are 

buried. One hundred eighty-six mass graves separated by wide paths and wooded areas are 

marked by year. A statue of the Motherland, portrayed as a grieving woman, overlooks the 

memorial to all the two million people who died. Visits to both memorials deepened my 

understanding of cultural grief and the resilience of the Russian people in overcoming events that 

have affected them so profoundly.  

 Within a decade after the end of the war migration from other areas of Russia increased 

the population of St. Petersburg back to pre World War II numbers. During the 1980s the city had 

grown to over five million, but fell again during the early 1990s when the collapsing economy of 

the country put the city on the verge of starvation. For the first time since World War II food 

rationing was introduced, and the city received humanitarian food aid from abroad. 

 The State Russian Herzen Pedagogical University is one of the largest and most 

prestigious centers of pedagogical studies in the country. It consists of twenty faculties and more 

than one hundred departments. Located in the center of the city near Nevsky Prospect, the 

history of the university can be traced back over two hundred years to the Emperor!s Educational 

House which was founded in 1797. Formerly an institute, it received the designation of university 

in 1991 to acknowledge the leading role it has played in Russian education. In January of 1998, 

the Government of Russia awarded the University with a status of a National Culture Heritage. 

Herzen University has agreements of co-operation with over 150 foreign universities, colleges 

and other educational establishments from Europe, Asia and America. 

 Although St. Petersburg was the site of several Montessori schools before the revolution, 

the number of Montessori schools or classrooms in St. Petersburg today—eleven—small when 

compared to Moscow where over ninety schools call themselves Montessori or at minimum 

profess to utilize Montessori elements in their programming. I was not able to visit training sites in 

Moscow, but visits to classrooms and school will be described in chapter five. 
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Data-gathering procedures 

Introduction. 

Although this comparative case study of Montessori pedagogy in Tanzania and Russia is 

descriptive, it is also historical and instrumental. It is an instrumental case study because it 

examines particular cases to provide insight into the larger issue of the international applicability 

of Montessori pedagogy. The study is not an intrinsic case study undertaken to illustrate a 

particular problem related to a particular case (Stake, 1995). This study involves my spending 

substantial time at each site to accurately portray the phenomena under study and to create a 

detailed description of the context and setting, historically and pedagogically, in which the training 

centers are situated (Merriam, 1998) making the experience of the study more accessible to the 

reader who may not be familiar with Montessori education. Observations, interviews and 

documents are my primary sources of data. The use of multiple methods provides triangulation 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003), a process that serves to deepen and enrich the data and to enhance 

the credibility of the information by corroborating data collected by one strategy with data from 

alternate strategies.  

I spent a month in Tanzania and six weeks in Russia. In Tanzania I lived within the 

complex where the Montessori Training Center is located, traveling by foot or vehicle into the 

town of Lushoto to conduct further observations in classrooms and conduct interviews with 

teachers and school administrators. During my stay in Tanzania, I was free to schedule interviews 

and observations according to research needs and the availability of participants. I was able to 

return to schools for second and third observations over a period of time to ensure my data 

represented as close as possible the routine of a normal day. During my first visit to Russia time 

was split among the towns of Belgorod and Vladimir and the city of St. Petersburg. I traveled to 

Moscow and St. Petersburg on a second trip. In Belgorod I lived in the university complex. My 

hosts scheduled a full program of lectures, interviews, and school visits. It was unlikely that I 

would have been able to organize and maintain the hectic but thorough schedule on my own 

within the constraints of my language deficiency and visa limitations. Consequently, the data is 

broader than that from Tanzania, but does not reflect similar depth. During the first visit to St. 

Petersburg I resided in a hotel but was hosted by a London-trained Russian Montessori teacher 

during the second. In Moscow I stayed with a Russian Montessori teacher who had trained in 

Houston, Texas. School visits in St. Petersburg and Moscow were again tightly scheduled as they 

had been in Belgorod, but the observations of classrooms and the interviews with teachers, 

trainers and leaders of Montessori associations were more organic as they had been in Lushoto.  
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On route from Tanzania to Russia I spent two additional weeks in Switzerland. I was able 

to observe three Montessori schools in different parts of the country, spending a complete school 

day at two and a morning at the third. During the months between my first and second visits to 

Russia, I spent three weeks in India attending the thirty-fifth international conference of AMI and 

visiting schools. In the city of Chennai I visited a large private Montessori school for children ages 

two to age seventeen and a government Montessori elementary school. In MaCleod Ganj, home 

of the Dahli Lama, I visited the Tibetan Children!s Village where the program for the youngest 

children has used Montessori pedagogy for over thirty years. The data from Switzerland and India 

serves only to enrich the international applicability of the pedagogy. The economic disparity 

among the populations served by the schools in the four countries also adds an interesting 

dimension to the analysis of the cases in the study. As a researcher I must state that even though 

this study is comparative and utilizes data from two countries and at times five when observations 

from schools in India, Switzerland and my own experience in schools in the United States enter 

the analysis, the transferability of the data to Montessori schools in other countries is not 

possible. As a Montessorian I may be tempted to say otherwise. 

 Observation. 

Observations provide qualitative data about the training centers and classrooms without 

disrupting the natural stream of everyday life. Interactions between trainers and students and 

between teachers and children may not be captured through verbal methods. Observations are 

key to identifying cultural adaptations in the prepared Montessori environments. I visited thirty-one 

schools and conducted observations in twenty-four classrooms in nineteen schools. I spent a 

minimum of a half-day, either morning or afternoon, in each of the observed classrooms and a full 

day in several. Observations were recorded through field notes taken during the observation, and 

then were elaborated and checked for accuracy at the end of each day. In Tanzania the children 

were distracted by the use of a still digital camera, but worked unaffected by a video camera. 

Both still and video photography were used in Russia. 

Observations were loosely structured, guided by a checklist of ten essential elements 

rated on a Likert scale of one to five; one indicating the item was weak or lacking in the 

classroom, and a score of five indicating the item was strong (see appendix). The checklist was 

intended to guide an objective, consistent evaluation of authentically prepared environments for 

children age three to six and elementary level classrooms in both countries. I developed the 

checklist by referring to lists of essential classroom elements posted on the Internet websites of 

AMS and AMI and the national Montessori organizations of South Africa, Australia, and Canada. I 

also used a database of classroom vignettes narrated in the voices of practicing teachers. 
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Although the Montessori organizations I consulted are located in diverse geographic locations, 

economically the countries are similar. Lists of essential elements of a Montessori classroom 

included extensive material goods I expected would most likely not be available in Tanzania and 

provided an opportunity to reflect on what is truly vital to the physical prepared environment of a 

Montessori classroom. I streamlined the list to make it applicable to both Tanzania and Russia by 

eliminating many references to specific items beyond the classic Montessori didactic materials 

and physical features of the classroom such as indoor accessibility to water. I finalized the ten 

items on the checklist guided by the advice of an experienced Montessori school consultant 

holding Montessori credentials from both AMS and AMI. 

The checklist items are grouped in three categories. First are those items applicable to 

the physical environment, followed by those assessing time management, and those attending to 

the relationship between children and adults. Three items on the list refer to physical 

characteristics of the classroom environment. The first item evaluates the classroom on 

cleanliness, order, and the manner by which design of the physical space encourages and 

supports independent student work choice. Rather than referring to a detailed list of what 

individual materials are available to the children, I group categories of activities to evaluate if the 

activities present are appropriate to the age grouping of the students. I also note whether the 

activities are organized on the shelves in a logical way moving from concrete to abstract. 

Three items assess the structure and use of time by adults and students in the 

classroom. The first item is intended to evaluate whether the classroom schedule managed by 

adults allows for large blocks of uninterrupted work time. The second item attempts to identify 

how students self-manage their work time. Do they demonstrate an ability to independently 

engage in concentrated work and complete the work cycle? The third item notes whether the 

classroom schedule not only allows for individual work, but also makes accommodations for 

cooperative groups and peer teaching. 

 The remaining items evaluate relationships between the teacher and students and among 

students themselves in the classroom. First, does the classroom have the appropriate three-year 

grouping of students? Next, does the environment encourage grace and courtesy and respect 

toward oneself, others, and the physical objects in the classroom? Finally, do the teachers adhere 

to the Montessori principle of "follow the child! by demonstrating an ability to observe students and 

respond appropriately and by encouraging the spontaneous activity of students and their freedom 

to choose activities within understood guidelines? 

I observed not only whether or not the teachers appear to act upon observations they 

made of the children, but also when they did respond, I noted the nature of the interaction. I 
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recorded lessons given and, if possible, the language used by the teacher and the child. I made 

note of classroom management and the nature of disciplinary action that occurred. I mapped 

each classroom, noting arrangement of shelves displaying activities. When visiting the schools in 

Tanzania, I observed the daily morning meal of ugi porridge and outdoor large muscle activities. 

In the Russian schools I observed other school activities in several schools such as art and music 

classes and often was served lunch in the school cafeteria.  

Interviews. 

  Lushoto, Tanzania. 

In many ways as a practicing Montessori teacher, I am a member of the group being 

investigated, and my role as an interviewer effectively complimented that of participant observer 

(Merriam, 1998). Interviews often were conversational. Participants in both countries asked me 

many questions about my experience with Montessori pedagogy in the United States. The 

questions they had for me often went in conversational directions that revealed salient topics I 

had not addressed in my prewritten questions. The interviews were semi-structured; basic 

questions were asked of all participants but the exact wording was not predetermined. The semi-

structured format allowed me to make better use of open-ended questions to build upon and 

encourage participants to elaborate their responses. To collect data effectively for the study, I 

interviewed participants representing a range of perspectives including trainers, current trainees, 

former trainees employed in local schools, parents of children enrolled in local schools, school 

administrators, and other town officials involved in the education of their youngest citizens were 

chosen. 

The number of people interviewed in each of the above groups varied among locations 

due to many factors. In Tanzania, the Montessori trainees boarded at the center for the two years 

of their training and were very accessible for interviews. We also walked together from the town of 

Lushoto to the Montessori Training Center after my visits to the schools in town where the 

trainees were practice teaching. Several students were very candid with me on these walks, 

perhaps because we were off-site. Four of the teachers at St. Catherine!s School were nuns who 

resided at the convent on site, and I saw them on a daily basis. I interviewed several of them 

individually and also participated in a week of on-site staff development after the St. Catherine!s 

students had returned home for a month break. Although the head teacher trainer, Sister 

Gaspara, was frequently attending to the many responsibilities arising from running a complex of 

institutions, she often ate the evening meal with me. I also was able to conduct four extended 

interviews over tea. Access to parents was more difficult because many children walked to school 
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by themselves. Many parents spoke only Kiswahili. Parents who were both available and English 

speakers were rare. I was invited to the home of one of the boarding students from the 

Montessori kindergarten and was able to interview both her mother and father. 

I did not have the luxury of a full-time interpreter on a daily basis while in Tanzania. I was 

fortunate to have two Peace Corps volunteers from my hometown and a Benedictine priest from 

New York who had lived in Tanzania for over forty years in relatively close proximity, less than a 

day!s travel away. They all spoke Kiswahili, and I was able to consult with them when I felt I had 

not understood a participant!s response because of my language deficiency. Town officials were 

not available to interview in Tanzania. Researchers in a previous study (Dawid et al, 2002) 

expressed concern that participants tended to give answers to interview questions that they 

thought the interviewer wanted to hear. They were also concerned that cultural politeness 

prevented many participants from giving honest responses to questions. I found this not to be a 

problem. The planned semi-structured interviews and the many opportunities for natural, informal 

conversation allowed participants to authentically express their experiences to me. Most viewed 

me as a fellow Montessorian and wanted to interview me as much as I wanted to interview them. 

Several of the second year students actively sought time with me to chat, inviting me to join them 

for tea or a walk about the grounds. 

  Belgorod, Russia. 

 In Belgorod, Russia one of two young women hired as interpreter accompanied me at all 

times. My hosts understood conversational English but preferred to use Russian during extended 

discussions. Exposure to Russian language in college and on previous visits enabled me to read 

the alphabet and understand limited vocabulary. Although access to potential participants was not 

restricted and the interpreters were enthusiastic and competent, my language deficiency was 

more evident in Russia than in Tanzania. My hosts had planned a full agenda of opportunities for 

data collection as well as excursions through the town and the surrounding countryside to learn 

the history and geography of the area. I resided in a small hotel run by the university and did not 

have as many informal opportunities for discussion as in Tanzania. Formal interviews were 

scheduled with teachers, trainers, school principals, and town and university officials. I was able 

to interview teachers and principals individually in their home schools, and the teachers came to 

the university on a Saturday to be interviewed a second time as part of a focus group. I also 

interviewed the trainers formally several times and informally as we traveled to schools, town 

landmarks, and cultural events. Two local television stations interviewed me about my 

experiences with Montessori pedagogy in the United States. The segment appeared on a 

morning talk show. I interviewed the vice-president of the pedagogical department of the 
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university and the director of the town Department of Education. Unfortunately, as in Tanzania, I 

was not able to interview parents as I had planned. I observed a great deal of parent involvement 

in the schools, but even though they were more accessible in the schools, and I had interpreters, 

time was limited and tightly scheduled. Not wanting to offend my hosts, I gently insisted that time 

be made for face to face conversations with parents, and the schedule was adjusted to 

accommodate my request. 

  St. Petersburg, Russia. 

 Montessori schools in St. Petersburg, Russia offered a different set of challenges and 

opportunities. I was able to visit four of the five schools in the city. Each of the four schools was 

very different from the others and represented the range of schools possible within the country. 

Three of the schools were private, but one school was a state kindergarten, subject to the many 

constraints imposed by government regulations. A small private Montessori school was for young 

children with special needs, who are not adequately served by the government system. The third 

school, also private, caters to the elite English-speaking expatriate community and was founded 

by an American teacher holding AMI infant and toddler and age three to six certificates. The 

fourth school is a large private school with a classroom for infants and toddlers, two classrooms 

for age three to six, and one classroom each for upper and lower elementary students from ages 

six to age eleven.  

 The large private school is informally affiliated with the training seminars at Herzen 

Pedagogical University, serving as an observation site for teachers who travel from all over 

Russia and several former Soviet republics to attend the summer workshops. The school also 

sponsors a teacher training course on site, privately hiring an American Montessori teacher not 

affiliated with either AMS or AMI to run the course. St. Petersburg is also home to the offices and 

distribution center of St. Petersburg Montessori, a manufacturer of classic Montessori material. 

 During the first visit to St. Petersburg I was able to interview the Herzen teacher trainer 

and trainees participating in the seminar, the owner and founder of and the teachers at the large 

private school, the owner and head teacher at the English language school, the owner and 

teacher of the special needs school, and the owner of the material manufacturing company. I 

observed children working in the kindergarten, lower and upper level elementary classes of the 

private school and in the government and private kindergartens. During a follow-up visit I was 

able to interview a London-trained Russian Montessori teacher. I also interviewed the founder of 

the large private school a second time and did additional observations of classrooms at three 

levels at the school. 
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  Moscow, Russia. 

 The editor of an Internet Russian-language Montessori journal based in Moscow assisted 

with the school visits and interviews in Moscow. A Houston-trained, Russian Montessori teacher 

accompanied us on all the visits and served as translator when necessary. We visited four, for-

profit schools with classrooms for children under the age of six, a small private school for children 

from ages three to nine, a large well-funded government kindergarten using Montessori in every 

classroom for children ages three to seven, a separate classroom for children ages eight to 

twelve within a government secondary school, and a separate classroom for children ages three 

to six within a government kindergarten. I was also able to interview the directors of two 

Montessori teacher associations, the Regional Montessori Association, formerly called the 

Montessori Association of the Urals, and the Russian Association of Montessori Teachers. 

Traveling from school to school on the extensive Moscow underground provided many invaluable 

opportunities to discuss impressions of schools with my two Russian hosts. We returned nightly 

to the apartment where conversations continued and notes from the day were elaborated and 

amended.  

Institutional Review Board 

The study poses no serious ethical problems. Research is carefully aligned with the IRB 

regulations of the University of Minnesota and was conducted after receipt of IRB approval. Prior 

to being interviewed, participating teachers, trainers and parents were read an informed consent 

form and were asked verbally whether they agreed to participate in the research. They also had 

the option of refusing to be audio taped after agreeing to be interviewed. Several key participants 

did not want to be video or audio taped, and their wishes were honored. 
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Last time I was at home I was greatly interested in reading about Maria 
Montessori and her system of education for very small children. I wish that I 
might some day be in a position to get a Montessori-trained teacher out here and 
start a school. 

Isak Dinesen, August 2, 1923  
Ngong, British East Africa 

Chapter Four: The United Republic of Tanzania 

Introduction 

Maria Montessori and Isak Dinesen were both nominated by the Swedish Academy for a 

Nobel Prize, Montessori for peace, Dinesen for literature. Dinesen called East Africa home for 

seventeen years, arriving in 1913 accompanied by crystal goblets, fine china, woolen carpets, 

paintings and other items marking “her ambition to make her house an oasis of civilization” 

(Thurman, 1982: 108) and departing with bits and pieces of what remained in 1931. Her desire to 

open a Montessori school is one of the earliest documented references to the pedagogy in East 

Africa. Dinesen did not open a Montessori school, but her stories are known internationally. 

Part of what I enjoy about being a Montessori teacher is telling stories, but as a researcher I 

am interested in other people!s stories. Irving Seidman (1998) states that stories are a way of 

knowing. “Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process” (Seidman, 1998, p. 1). 

Anthropologists have used stories as windows through which to understand culture. Physical 

anthropologist Misia Landau (1997) analyzed the structure of several narratives of human 

evolution and found that in spite of surface differences, most fit within the literary patterns of 

Russian fairy tales defined by Vladimir Propp in Morphology of the Folktale. She then asked, 

“How should scientists respond to the claim that at heart they are, like all human beings, 

storytellers?” (p. 114). Stories have a place in qualitative research according to David Geelan 

(2003). He asserts, 

Narrative methods in qualitative research exist in the tension between the tales 
we live and the tales we tell. The two kinds of tales are very different, but share a 
common narrative nature. They share a dynamic relationship, where lived tales 
are influenced by told tales and vice versa. In research, the telling of tales is a 
means of making something abstract something about a concrete but complex 
situation (Geelan, 2003, p. 8). 
 

Geelan (2003) cautions, “Stories and impressionistic tales are valuable as planks as a 

research methodology for what they show us, but their use must be accompanied by a critical 

consciousness of what they hide” (p. 44). Although the narrative approach to qualitative research 

has a set of procedures and guidelines that set it apart from case study, inclusion of stories and 

the use of the narrative form will support this study to more authentically locate the voices of the 
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participants within the final text. Throughout my visits to schools in both the United Republic of 

Tanzania and the Russia Federation many of the small moments of storytelling arise during the 

ritual of sharing tea. Rather than delegating these encounters into the depths of unused data files 

I choose to include some of them to enrich the context and, more importantly, to lessen the 

distance between researcher and participant, creating a more writerly text allowing a greater 

range of potential reader interpretations (Rouseau, 1992). 

 
Figure 4.1 Tanzania. The research site, Lushoto, is located in the Usambara Mountains. 

Arrival 
It has been seventeen years since my first visit to East Africa to study the evidence of 

human origins buried in the shifting strata of Koobi Fora in northern Kenya. As my plane lands at 

Kilimanjaro International Airport excitement escalates, and I wonder what stories await telling this 

trip. My journey from the savannah into the Usambara Mountains to the town of Lushoto began 

the morning after my arrival. Although there were stars in the clear sky the night before, it was 

cloudy, and once again, I could not see the peaks of Kilimanjaro to the northwest as I was driven 

to the bus stop. I have flown in and out of this airport five times and have climbed to Uhuru, the 

summit of the extinct volcanic peak, but I had never seen the quintessential view of its snow-

covered slopes from a distance. When the brightly painted vehicle arrived, it was already 

overflowing with passengers crowded into seats much smaller than those to which western 

sensibilities have become accustomed. Space was graciously cleared for me. The oldest of the 

three young men who appeared to be employees of the bus, banged the open palm of his hand 

on the side of the bus to tell the driver to take off, disappointing the hawkers who had come to the 
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bus windows to sell their wares—apples, bananas, biscuits, Fanta soda, and paper cones of 

peanuts or ground nuts.  

Many passengers had brought large bundles of vegetables, household items or various 

other personal belongings that were tied on top of the bus. The asphalt road from Arusha to 

Tanga clings to the side of a cliff plunging in many places into a ravine on one side and rising to a 

vertical rock face on the other. As we slowly made our way up the twists and turns of the 

mountain road the overloaded, top-heavy bus swayed dangerously around hairpin curves, 

causing several women on the bus to cry out with concern. The bus passed spectacular 

waterfalls and mountain streams as the driver negotiated tight corners, sounding the ear-splitting 

horn to warn drivers coming in the opposite direction. Fortunately, there was not much traffic 

going either up or down the narrow road, and the bus arrived safely after seven hours, two hours 

later than had been expected. The sky blue Montessori gate and the signs along the road 

advertising jam and cheese I had been told to watch for were easy to identify. Anyone who had 

planned to meet me was long gone, but two young men at the guardhouse welcomed me warmly 

and insisted on carrying my bags to the hostel where I would reside during my stay in Lushoto. 

 
Figure 4.2 Entrance to the Montessori Training Center. The road goes to the town of Lushoto 

and on to Tanga to the northeast. Arusha is to the southwest. 

Education in Tanzania 

Millennium Development Goals. 

 Education has long been a priority in Tanzania. The countyʼs first president after gaining 

independence in 1963, Julius Nyerere, was a teacher himself before entering politics, and his 
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portrait is hung in every school I visited. Many point to Nyerere!s belief in the power of education 

as the catalyst that increased literacy rates from 15% in 1963 to an estimated 91% by the time he 

stepped down as president in 1985. Unfortunately, literacy has dropped to 69%, most likely due 

to the economic conditions of the 1980s and the introduction of school fees in the 1990s. Fees for 

primary school were abolished in 2002, and the literacy rate once again has begun to climb. 

Specific programs aimed at improving the quality of education have in recent years come from 

Tanzania!s Development Vision 2025, originating from the policy National Strategy For Growth 

and Reduction of Poverty, or Mkakati wa Kukuza Uchumi na Kupunguza Umaskini Tanzania 

(MKUKUTA) in Kiswahili (Woods, 2008, p. 4). Currently Tanzania is on track to achieve 

Millennium Development Goal 2, Universal Primary Education, by the target date of 2015, 

although concerns remain over the quality of the education many children receive (UNESCO, 

2008).  

 Predictions of whether or not Millennium Development Goal 3—Promote Gender Equality 

and Empower Women—will be met by the target date of 2015 are not as positive. Girls! scores on 

the Primary School Leaving Examinations taken at the completion of Standard 7, equivalent to 

grade seven, remain low. Even so, there is a near gender balance at entry of Form 1, the first 

year of secondary school. Recruitment programs and improved sanitation facilities are credited 

with much of the increased enrollment. However, after Form 4, retention of girls is not maintained 

and drops substantially resulting in a male/female ratio of 2:1 in Form 6, the second of two years 

necessary to prepare for the test to enter university. Access to secondary education for both boys 

and girls is extremely biased towards the urban areas. Enrollment rates at lower secondary for 

urban students are several times higher than for rural students (Woods, 2008). 

Early childhood care and education. 

The timing of changes in the traditional role of women in rural areas during the formation 

of Ujamaa villages after 1967 corresponded to the arrival of the first Montessori trainer. A more 

active role for women in village production combined with the expansion of primary education to 

older children meant the care of the youngest children could not be left to the family alone 

(Kweka, 1999), increasing the need for preprimary teachers. In 1991, the Ministry of Education 

and Culture implemented guidelines, school registration, training of preprimary teachers, 

inspection and curricula for preprimary schools. Teacher shortages led to further legislation in 

1995 to facilitate the establishment of kindergarten classes in government primary schools 

(Kweka, 1999). Primary teachers who had completed Form 4 and a two-year primary certificate 

course were encouraged to complete an additional one year course in preprimary (Mtahabwa, 

2009). Movement in the country is toward two years of preprimary training although it is not 
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offered everywhere (Kashamba, 2008). The government does not provide training to teach 

children younger than age five (Mtahabwa, 2009), and the government policy guidelines on 

preprimary education have remained unclear. Poor teacher preparation persists, and has also 

resulted in inadequate physical space for classrooms, and “low levels of awareness among 

communities and parents regarding the importance of preschool” (Woods 2008, p. 12). In 

addition, a study by the Tanzania Institute of Education concluded, “The deterioration in 

implementing preschool education might have been caused mainly by lack of the required 

materials. Young children learn more by doing” (Mende, 1999, p.117). 

One of the recommendations made in the 2007 UNESCO Global Monitoring Report 

focused on the status and improvement of early childhood care and education, the first of six 

Education for All (EFA) goals set at the World Education Forum in Dakar in 2000 and meant to be 

achieved by 2015, is to upgrade teacher qualifications and training (UNESCO, 2006). The report 

found that preprimary teachers, particularly in sub Saharan Africa, have little pre-service training 

and almost always have less than primary school teachers. The report advised providers of 

training not to borrow specific teaching methods and programs appropriate for primary school to 

expedite expansion of training for the education of younger children (UNESCO, 2006). Years 

earlier the Ministry had voiced the same concern. “The education reform to extend primary 

schools down to pre-schools has a hidden problem. There is danger for pre-school children to be 

administered in the pattern of primary pupils. Head teachers of the schools need to understand 

that pre-school education is a level by itself” (Mende, 1999, p.118). Evidence indicates Tanzania 

would benefit from increased enrollment in programs for younger children. Mwaura (2006) 

concluded that children who had attended pre-school in Tanzania had better language skills than 

children who did not have the opportunity.  

Montessori teacher training in Tanzania is limited to courses for teaching children from 

ages two to seven. A limited number of schools on the island of Zanzibar and very few on the 

mainland have attempted to extend the method to older students, but training for the upper levels 

is not available. The interest in Montessori may have emerged after independence in 1961, when 

a small number of mostly urban parents began to call for education to better prepare their children 

for primary school. According to the report of a pilot study to assess the extent to which preschool 

training is needed and the progress toward meeting identified needs prepared by UNESCO in 

2004:  

The nursery schools run by the churches particularly the Roman Catholic Church 
were using better trained teachers. A large number of these teachers received 
two years of training at Msimbazi, Mtwara, Lushoto and Mwanza. In their training 
they emphasized the Montessori Method which was based on individual liberty 
and fostering the full and free development of children (UNESCO, 2004). 
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Education in Lushoto Area Schools 

 I observed first-hand activities at two schools that represent examples of successful efforts 

to improve education for girls in Tanzania. The first was a visit to a school founded twenty years 

ago to increase tertiary enrollment of rural girls. The school has developed far beyond initial 

expectations and has been designated as “one of Tanzania!s most notable success stories” 

(Fitzgerald, 2008) while maintaining its mission to serve the poorest rural students. At the second, 

St. Catherine!s School for Girls, a boarding school for elementary girls, I observed classrooms 

and participated in a week of staff development, engaging with teachers preparing to implement a 

new curriculum mandated by the Ministry of Education. The efforts of staff at both schools 

illustrate what is possible for educational reform in Tanzania. The narrative of these events 

serves to ground the numbers and statistics used to quantitatively assess educational progress in 

Tanzania. 

St. Mary!s Secondary Boarding School for Girls at Mazinde Juu. 

Father Damian, a Benedictine priest from New York with a dry sense of humor, is the 

inspiration and driving force behind St. Mary!s, a secondary boarding school for girls not far from 

Lushoto in the tiny village of Mazinde Juu. St. Mary!s has achieved a reputation of being among 

the top schools in the country, drawing students from the elite families in government, the arts, 

and business in Tanzania. Fifty percent of the places are reserved for students from the area, but 

hundreds of applicants from all over Tanzania and neighboring countries compete for the 

remaining spots each year. 

 Father Damian invited Sister Gaspara, Ludwig, a German benefactor of the Montessori 

Training Center and long-time friend of Father Damian, and me to visit St. Mary!s, the village 

church, and the village Montessori classrooms one splendidly sunny Sunday. The paved road out 

of Lushoto heading toward Mazinde Juu ended just past the city limits on the far side of town. It 

was market day in Lushoto and many people, including women and children, were walking down 

the road balancing large bundles of produce on their heads. It was difficult for vehicles to pass on 

the steep narrow road, and the rain had left deep ruts in the road, making the drive slow and 

treacherous. The road is the main artery to Tanga, and buses and large trucks compete for the 

road with the small cars and pedestrians. Several times, it was questionable whether a large bus 

going down the hill would successfully squeeze past our small vehicle. 

We arrived at the school just as Father Damian was finishing mass in the church on the 

grounds of St. Mary!s. The sun was shining through the upper level windows upon a choir of 

students from the school who had begun to sing accompanied by drums. Students wear a uniform 

during the week but on Sundays change to brightly-colored gingham dresses, the different hues 
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signifying the wearer!s level of study in school. The combination of sights and sounds was 

magical. I thought, “This is the Africa that deep in my mitochondrial DNA my soul knows is home.” 

After the service groups of young women studied on the grass in the shade of trees and flowering 

bushes on the landscaped grounds of the school. The campus grounds include a complex of 

classrooms, dormitories, workshops, forests and gardens. Academic expectations are high and 

ground rules for behavior at the school are applied to all students equally. Father Damian told of 

one parent who questioned the limited social life of the school, but as her daughter was not doing 

well academically, the family request for more freedom for their daughter was not granted. Both 

Sister Gaspara and Father Damian believe that long-term development in Tanzania will occur 

only with the education and empowerment of women and girls. Sister Gaspara identifies herself 

as a feminist and says, “My goals for the Montessori trainees are personal independence and 

self-sufficiency.” 

We went in to the red brick German style house to have tea and bread. The house had 

been the retirement home for a British couple who had made a fortune in sisal in the 1940s. 

When the farmer died, his wife gave the property to the church before returning to England. When 

Father Damian took over the property the house had fallen into disrepair. He renovated the main 

house and added two classrooms to open the girls! secondary boarding school. Now the former 

mansion is home to several Sisters who teach and work at the secondary school. Father Damian 

is training a Tanzanian teacher to take over as headmistress of the school as he is nearing 

retirement. He does not want a head of school who does not understand what it means to be a 

teacher. 

Sustainability is evident throughout the campus. The school employs a fulltime 

bookbinder, also in charge of all textbook check out. A tree farm provides wood for all the building 

projects including the new kitchen and dining hall large enough for all 450 girls to eat together. 

Carpentry equipment from Germany was refurbished and is used to mill the woodwork, banisters, 

and other items such as student desks and science lab tables built of wood from eucalyptus 

trees. Father Damian has personally designed stained glass windows placed at the apex of the 

entry of each classroom building and dormitory. A new staff room is large and well lit with 

beautiful arched windows on two sides of the room. A sophisticated water purification and storage 

system including concrete-lined holding tanks is the latest addition to the impressive campus. 

We then drove through the village to the church built with funds raised by the residents; 

most are poor subsistence farmers. The church was begun in 1986 and was consecrated in 2005. 

The local residents built everything in the structure. The pews and roof beams were fashioned 

from wood of native trees; the mosaic baptismal font and altar were formed out of native quartz, 
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and the upper windows of colored glass. During the service, Father Damian introduced Sister 

Gaspara, Ludwig, and me. I also heard him mention the name of Montessori, and it was clear that 

the people not only recognized the name but also understood what it meant. 

The old church, just below the new structure, is now used as space for two Montessori 

kindergartens for local children. One teacher received her training from Sister Gaspara, and the 

other trained in Dar es Salaam. Father Damian admitted that he had concerns about one of the 

classrooms. The teacher had brought in desks and the Montessori materials were packed away 

in storage. Sister Gaspara was very concerned and directed Father Damian to tell the teacher 

that she must run the classroom properly or she would personally come and take away her 

Montessori certificate, She repeated the comment later, when we were getting ready to leave. 

Father Damian had become aware of Montessori through his own reading even though he had 

come to Tanzania in 1962 just as it was taking off in the United States for the second time. He 

believes that development will come not through projects but education. He also believes the 

Montessori concept of "Help me to do it myself! is universal. 

St. Catherine!s English Medium Boarding School for Girls, Standards 1-3. 

The primary boarding school has three classrooms for older students. Teams of three 

teachers in each of the three self-contained classrooms equivalent to grades one, two and three 

are headed by a kindergarten Montessori-trained teacher, but the government syllabus is used for 

the curriculum. Upper grades through Standard 7, the equivalent of grade eight, will be added as 

the students progress through the school.  

Standards 1and 2 are in the building at the top of the hill, which also houses Iberi Swahili 

Medium Montessori School, a day kindergarten. Standard 3 is in a second floor room in the new 

conference center under construction. About two hundred students are enrolled at St. Catherine!s; 

one-fourth do not pay fees. Twelve students are sponsored by the convent and stay at the center 

during the quarterly month-long breaks.  

The tradition of attending boarding schools is in the Tanzanian culture. The transition 

from home to school may be difficult for the youngest students, but school quickly becomes a 

second family. Many students come from homes with two working parents, and the difficulty of 

transportation would prevent them from bringing their children to school every day. Many families 

live a significant distance from school. During the rainy season roads are often washed out. Paths 

down the hillsides and through the fields may be too muddy for the children to walk safely to 

school. Many schools also attempt to provide housing for the teachers for this same reason. St. 

Catherine!s location along a paved road enables the secular teachers to live in town. 
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St. Catherine!s strives for transparency in parent education. Parents are encouraged to 

visit the classrooms to observe the learning activities. Richard and Nina explained,  

Normally when we visit we go to their classrooms, we see the models. They are 
normally using real things, some things that make it easy for the child to learn. 
They use real objects, lots of drawings. [Our daughter] cannot write well but she 
touches things. Observing real objects makes it easier for young children. 
Montessori method is very nice. 
 

Visiting Day is the official day for parents to see their child. Parents may visit on Saturday 

at the end of the month. The school brochure states: “It is strictly prohibited for a parent visiting a 

child on Sunday or any other day, excluding special days and dates mentioned as special and 

official visiting days.” Parents may visit or phone the teachers at any time, and many do. All the 

teachers are expected to carry mobile phones at all times. If there is a problem, parents may 

have meetings with their child.  

The first year of operation the school began taking three-year-olds as boarders, but 

decided to limit enrollment to four-year-olds in subsequent years, as age three was determined to 

be too young. The current Standard 3 students began as three-year-olds. Exceptions are made 

for individual families. Nina and Richard, parents of the youngest child in St. Catherine!s 

kindergarten, are teachers at a girls! secondary boarding school not far from TMTC. The 

geographic distance is less than ten kilometers, but the travel time to bring their daughter to the 

day school would be two hours in the best weather conditions. They convinced Sister Gaspara to 

enroll their daughter before she reached the age of three. Her mother said it was difficult leaving 

her the first time. She explained, 

But now we are communicating with the teachers. I ask: Is she okay? Is she 
crying? So we became tough. Every time we called on the weekend to ask what 
is her progress. It is very easy to communicate. They gave us their phone 
number that any time we could call. It became easier as we settled down. 
 

Her husband laughed and added, 

In our country the secondary schools are boarding schools and in Tanzania most 
of the boarding schools are the ones that perform well. When she goes to a 
secondary boarding school she will have skills developed. Independence. Even 
after a short time at school she can do everything on her own. She can do her 
clothing. She can make her bed, by herself, you know, at this age! Pick up her 
things. Take care of her clothes, she can keep them in her trunk, and everything, 
she can brush her teeth, tie her shoes. 
 

Girls wearing royal blue v-neck sweaters over blue gingham jumpers and white blouses 

sit at tables for four students in the Standard 3 classroom. Windows facing out onto a balcony line 

one entire wall of the long narrow room cheerfully painted sunny yellow. Several handmade 
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posters decorate the walls illustrating a range of topics. The students are preparing to go home in 

two days for a month break. They organize individual piles of mostly small English paperbacks, 

one Kiswahili reader, and several composition books to take home. There is free movement 

between the tables scattered throughout the room. Students walk from table to table, conversing 

and helping each other with work. Although she stated emphatically, “I am not teaching 

Montessori. I am teaching the government program,” Sister Ruth explained the teachers attempt 

to bring Montessori principles of choice and independence to the classroom. One example is the 

system set up for the students to leave the room independently to use the facilities. Two green 

cards with the word PERMIT printed in large red letters hung by blue yarn next to the door. The 

girls use the passes to leave the classroom. Sister Ruth said they no longer have to interrupt to 

ask permission to leave.  

Sister Gaspara would like all classrooms of St. Catherine!s to use the Montessori 

methodology. Unfortunately, elementary training for Montessori teachers is not available in 

Tanzania. Sister Gaspara would like Sister Ruth to take elementary Montessori training to not 

only bring the methodology to the upper levels of St. Catherine!s but also to strengthen her 

chances of remaining at St. Catherine!s. Sister Ruth has been with the school for the past year, 

but was in the first group of trainees in 1994. She decided to enter the order at the completion of 

her studies and has taught in three different locations over the years. The Mother Superior 

decides where the sisters are placed and could move Sister Ruth to another location unless she 

has unique training that is crucial to the school. Unfortunately, Sister Ruth finished only Form 4 

and would have to complete the remaining two years of secondary before going on to university 

or further Montessori training. The expense and length of time any trainee would need to be away 

from the convent to take training abroad would be prohibitive. Training centers abroad accredited 

by AMI and AMS expect an undergraduate degree as prerequisite for admission to age 6-12 

training. Sister Vincent, who is being groomed to assume leadership of TMTC when Sister 

Gaspara retires, received her early childhood Montessori certificate from London and is currently 

studying for a four-year degree in early childhood education at Kenyatta University in Nairobi, 

Kenya. 

At ten-thirty Mustafa, a young male teacher, arrives. All the students stop what they are 

doing and greet him in unison. “Good morning teacher.” 

He replies, “Good morning, and how are you?”  

The students respond in unison, “We are fine, thank you, and how are you?” Although 

men are not enrolled in the course at TMTC because the trainees board at the college and there 

are no facilities for men, the upper level classrooms all have at least one male teacher. Silas, a 
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teacher with over thirty years of experience who was enticed out of retirement to work at the 

school by the reputation of Sister Gaspara, intends to read all the books written by Dr. Montessori 

in the small library of the training center. Initially little note was made of this comment. It is often 

taken for granted that Montessori teachers will read key volumes written by Dr. Montessori, but 

scarcity of books in Tanzania spans all ages. The Montessori Method is not translated into 

Kiswahili. Trainees are not given a reading list prior to attending the course. It would be difficult, 

essentially impossible, for them to purchase or borrow any of the books considered foundational 

reading by other training centers. Limited handouts given to trainees only begin to fill this gap. 

Silas! goal to read the books in the training center office library indicates great personal initiative 

when put in context. 

“I took a short seminar, and when I came here, I realized it really had been Montessori 

without naming it as such.” Silas also commented on the collaborative work of the teachers I 

observed during staff development, “The tradition [in Tanzania] is for teachers to work alone. 

Many schools have a week of planning before the students arrive but the teachers work alone. It 

is possible that Sister Gaspara looked for people to hire who would work well together.”  

The kindergarten and primary staff of St. Catherine!s meet regularly for meetings and 

staff development in the multipurpose room on the grounds of the complex used for everything 

from Catholic mass, to large muscle activities for the younger students and disco and movie 

nights for the Montessori trainees. Several teachers are graduates of the training center, but 

others are not Montessori trained. A few do not have any formal teacher training. A banner with 

the Kiswahili phrase Elimu ni ufunguo wa maisha (Education is the key to life.) is hung on the wall 

behind the altar. On the opening day of a week of staff development the chairs were in place from 

the daily morning mass, and the teachers sat in the rows on one side of the room. Sister 

Gaspara, director of the school, asked them to mix up the sides and make a circle with the chairs. 

Although Sister Gaspara did not begin with a formal lecture it soon became evident she weaves 

Montessori philosophy into the discussion and often shares vignettes from her own experience 

when deeper understanding of a Montessori principle needs to be reinforced. When the last 

teacher arrived, Sister Gaspara asked a simple question, “How was the term?”  

Margaret began with her recollections of opening day and continued with her thoughts on 

the language program for the kindergarten. “I would like to convince all the teachers to read each 

and every book and make questions for the children. The use of simple language is the key.” 

Sister Gaspara replied, “We teachers must be careful not to impose too much. Each brick 

is important to build slowly by slowly, do not skip over two or three bricks. Pole, pole. [Slowly, 

slowly.] The process is important. Many of our students are second language learners, Kiswahili 
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to English. A good teacher is not who makes the good student better but the one who makes the 

weak stronger.” 

She consistently reinforced the Montessori principles upon which the philosophy of the 

school is based. Two-thirds of the teachers had not completed full course of training; those who 

had, were teaching beyond the age level focus of their training. Sister Gaspara skillfully brought 

everyone into the conversation, especially those who seemed to be reserved or reluctant to speak 

in the group. She said, 

This is Montessori. If they have something concrete they will understand. See it, 
use it. Use teaching aids. In the Montessori system, you do not teach in groups 
for skills. Each child is different. Allow them to go at their own pace and be ready 
for anything. The teacher has no chair or table, no timetable. The teacher does 
not begin the day thinking, “Today I am going to teach them math.” Of course, we 
have the government timetable. It pulls us back. In government schools, children 
are given five questions, but what about the children who need more? If we 
prepare enough work, the children are free to work. We are here for the children. 
 
Sister Ruth asked if it would be possible to stop taking students from other schools. She 

expressed concern that students who come from other environments do not understand the 

expectation of independent choice and are not as well prepared. She asked if it would be possible 

to only enroll students in Standards 1 to 3 who had started in the Montessori kindergartens. 

Several other staff members nodded in agreement. Sister Gaspara reminded the staff that the 

school is registered with the government, and the school must maintain the required number of 

students. Shambuie, the head teacher of the school said, “Our job is to bring up the slower 

students. Let!s try our level best to make them good. Just because she comes from a Swahili 

school, do not assume she doesn!t know.” 

The main purpose of the first meeting was a presentation from Silas who had attended 

the new education initiative training in Arusha. The government passed initiatives concerning 

curriculum content in 2006, but it has taken two years for training to come to the Lushoto area. 

The problem is lack of funding. The staff asserted that the government teacher training many of 

them experienced is now promoting new methodologies. Montessori is mentioned along with 

others such as Waldorf/Steiner, but the lectures do not go into depth with any of them. Older, 

experienced teachers need staff development because they were not trained or taught these 

child-centered methods. Silas elaborated, “There is a great demand for Montessori teachers. In 

the government documents it says to use activities "like Montessori! to bring more hands-on 

experiences into the classroom. The knowledge of the teachers must be built.” 

Margaret agreed, “It is easier to implement the initiatives with Montessori. Inspectors do 

come to see if initiatives are being implemented. During the inspection of the school to receive 
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permission to continue, officials commented on how well the Montessori materials and the 

method met the objectives of preprimary goals.”  

The staff moved to a room in the new building under construction for the remaining days 

of staff development. The teachers showed little irritation at the loud, bothersome construction 

noise outside—a truck revving its engine, rocks thrown into the bed of a truck, and workers 

sawing and pounding. Shanguie passed out copies of new initiatives to all the teachers, and they 

began going over books included in the new syllabus. 

The teachers do not have teacher guides. Lessons are written using the texts for each 

stand provided for student use. The ministry has mandated a new lesson plan initiative. The 

Preprimary Education Syllabus for Preprimary Schools had actually been initiated in 1992, even 

earlier than the primary, but training finally arrived in Tanga in 2008. The syllabus had been 

revised and reprinted in 2004. There is much more planning necessary at this time because of 

the new framework for writing lessons. Silas said he thought the new government requirement for 

lesson plans will be a good reform because the whole country will be consistent. The other 

teachers agreed but also said lesson plans would help when teachers are absent. Many teacher 

days are lost to malaria. Sister Gaspara was out for a week during my stay, and Luna, the trained 

teacher in the St. Catherine!s kindergarten, was out for over two weeks. During the week of staff 

development the lesson plans that are written by each team of three teachers as a rough draft on 

loose paper will be transferred to the new lesson plan books that will be used for several years or 

at least until a new initiative is mandated by the Ministry. 

The Town of Lushoto 

The Montessori Training Center and six kindergartens, St. Catherine!s, Iberi, St. Mary!s, 

Rosimini, Upendo and St. Mauer!s are located in the area surrounding Lushoto, a town nestled in 

the highlands of the Usambara Mountains in northeastern Tanzania. Sources disagree on the 

population of the town, and estimates range from 25,000 to 400,000. The difference may depend 

upon where the city limits are drawn. The Lushoto area is among the most densely populated 

areas of the country averaging over one hundred individuals per square mile, most occupying 

small hamlets dotting the hillsides. The area also contributes one of the highest percentages of 

Tanzania!s total GNP, if not the highest of rural areas. Lushoto town is not more than a medium-

sized village around a central commercial square of packed earth and an asphalt main street 

bordered by the market, a bank, and a few small businesses.  

Lushoto tends to be off the standard safari route of tourism, but the proximity of the 

rainforest, a wide network of hiking trails, and the slower pace of a small town beckon 

backpackers and travelers desiring a more traditional African experience. The Cultural Tourism 
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Center next to the bank offers activities for tourists, such as guided hikes and visits to villages, 

and most of the proceeds go to fund development projects such as drilling wells in remote areas, 

funding reforestation efforts, or building primary schools. Called Wilhelmstal during colonial times, 

Lushoto was a popular German settlement due to its cool climate. At one time the Germans 

considered making Lushoto the colonial capital. Although German colonial domination ended 

after World War I when control of most of the territory passed to the United Kingdom under a 

League of Nations mandate, the German influence can be seen in the architecture of several 

churches and former holiday lodges that remain standing.  

TMTC continues to have ties to Germany. The rainy season coincided with my visit when 

tourists are rare. There was only one other guest at the hostel, Ludwig, a German octogenarian 

who intended to deliver and install solar panels, enabling TMTC to more economically heat water 

for the hostel. Ludwig did not speak English, but Sister Gaspara spoke some German after years 

of communication with the German congregation that provided grants during the early years of 

TMTC. She frequently joined us at the evening meal, but her many responsibilities prevented her 

from joining us every night. Ludwig enjoyed a beer with his meal and one evening, as we 

struggled to communicate without Sister Gaspara to translate, he began to remember the English 

he had learned as a teen-ager from the Americans who had stayed in the buildings of his family 

farm following World War II. My college German also seemed to improve with a frosty Kilimanjaro 

or Tusker, and I was rewarded with the story of how he came to be a benefactor of TMTC. 

A brisk, uphill walk into Lushoto town from TMTC, continuing along the main road bordered 

by towering eucalyptus trees, takes 45 minutes. Teen-age boys often coast joyfully down the hill 

on their bicycles at great speeds. Paths hidden by the lush foliage lead to small hamlets and 

homesteads tucked into the hillside. Small groups of children frequently sell fruit at roadside 

stands along the road, calling to siblings or friends hidden by dense foliage when a muzungu, 

Kiswahili for white person, is sighted walking toward them. A stream littered with granite boulders 

and greenery flows at the base of the ravine. Stunning views of the countryside appear around 

every bend in the road. Closer to town the land flattens into ponds and wetlands crowded with 

clusters of papyrus, vines, and bougainvillea. A group of dukas, small shops providing everything 

from haircuts to glimpses of motion picture shows—assuming the thin electrical cord strung 

precariously from tree to tree is reliable—line the roadside. An older, single white woman without 

a backpack or an escort is an oddity in Lushoto, especially during the rainy season. Even though 

many people walk along the road, I had been told Tanzanians would not allow their fellow citizens 

to harass or rob anyone on the road, especially not visitors. 
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Men in dark pants and shirts, and women dressed in the traditional khanga, colorful 

squares of cotton bordered with proverbs in Kiswahili worn wrapped as skirts, shawls, or head-

coverings, meander in pairs or threesomes along the road, stopping to chat with friends and 

neighbors along the road. The inexpensive lightweight cotton khanga is sold in lengths of two 

squares, one each for top and bottom, but many women mix and match colors to coordinate 

outfits highlighting their personal flair for fashion. A few are dressed in western-style denim jeans 

and knit tops. Many carry baskets filled with market produce atop their heads as they walk along, 

posture erect and heads held high to keep their load of cabbages, green papaya, red-orange 

carrots, or yellow bananas from falling to the red volcanic soil. Women and children also carry 

bundles of firewood or sugarcane balanced on their heads.  

Many people greet me with "Hello! or "Jambo!, a shortened version of "Hujambo!. "Jambo! 

has become a common greeting for tourists who are presumed to have little knowledge of 

Kiswahili.  Several teenagers attempt to impress me with their knowledge of informal English by 

greeting me with "Hi!. Greetings are an integral part of Tanzanian etiquette. The appropriate 

response to "Hujambo! (How are you?) is "Sijambo! (I am fine). "Habari! may also be used for a 

simple greeting with several options for response, "Nzuri! (Good) is common. A more respectful 

greeting, "Shikamoo!, is reserved for elders. I was greeted by "Jambo! throughout my visit but 

learned to respond with "Sijambo!. 

Several children play soccer in a field and three boys attempt to maneuver a rope around 

a tree, perhaps for a swing. All appear to be well fed and happy, but three girls came up to me 

with extended hands and say, “Give me money.” They smile and giggle as they make their 

demand, and I do not take them seriously. I sternly shake my head "No!. They skip away 

laughing, but three different girls go through the same routine not long after and persist in 

following me. On a subsequent outing, two girls, one about ten years old and the other a bit older 

greeted us as I walked with a Peace Corps volunteer from my hometown who is teaching at a 

neighboring secondary school. The younger girl asked for my bag. My companion could 

understand her request and told her "No! in Kiswahili. Neither girl took offense, and the older of 

the two chatted politely with my companion. She later told me cultural training from the Peace 

Corps introductory workshop had prepared her for the Tanzanian tradition of just going up to 

someone, whether a stranger or a long time friend or neighbor, and asking them to give you 

something of theirs that you desire. Whether or not the second person gives it to the first is totally 

his or her prerogative. As we continued walking along that day, my companion was asked twice 

for the khanga she was wearing. 
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There are several girls!, boys! and coed secondary day and boarding schools in the 

Lushoto area. Athletic competitions are often held on the open fields at the edge of town. 

Students walk several miles from their schools to watch matches and games and to cheer for 

their teams. After the competitions, hundreds of students walk the main road leading out of 

Lushoto back to their home schools. Many attempt to catch the few dalla dallas available, but the 

distances most must walk put American teens! dependence on automobiles in perspective. 

Subsistence Farming in Lushoto Area 

A description of the context of this study would not be complete without mention of the 

small farms where most students live. Over 75% of the population in Tanzania is rural, living on 

an income equivalent to approximately $400 US. 42% of the country!s GDP comes from 

agricultural products; coffee, cotton, tea, sisal, cashew nuts, tobacco, various fruits, and cut 

flowers grown in the highlands are exported. Subsistence farming is common in the area, 

remaining strong even throughout the decades of ujaama, Nyerere!s rural development policy 

meant to remove inequality in rural districts through communal land ownership, production and 

distribution. The Usambara area was particularly resistant to the policy and individual ownership 

has persisted from colonial times (Fleuret, 1980).  

I was able to spend the day on a farm belonging to a worker from Kongei Secondary 

Boarding School. In many ways the farm is typical of those belonging to families in the Lushoto 

area, but there are also many features that distinguish it as a wealthier farm, among them a tin 

roof, a ceiling and additional rooms in the house (Fleuret, 1980). To reach the property we hiked 

along a narrow path that went up and up through fields of corn, beans and cassava. The main 

house is wattle and daub with a mud covering smoothed with rust colored plaster. The roof is 

corrugated tin that accentuates the sound of the rain. The family is building a new house next 

door, and the partially completed walls made it easy to observe the construction process. The old 

house has a small kitchen with a stove built into the wall at floor level and a bedroom with a 

storage loft above. The new house will have several rooms and will be twice the size of the old. 

After greetings we hiked up the hillside with our host through the fields to the crest of a 

ridge. The deforestation of the area was evident, but most of the fields continued to be planted up 

and down the hillsides. Our host explained the better, lower-lying fields had been taken by British 

colonialists years ago, and Tanzanians were pushed further up into the hills. They refused to 

adopt the British method of terracing as their own way of rebellion. The tradition persists, and 

deforestation increases the erosion of the hillsides. Now there are workshops and seminars on 

terrace farming run by Tanzanians to prevent further erosion. Several of the family!s fields are 

beautifully terraced. The wife of our host had attended a seminar in Moshi to learn the technique.  
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When we returned to the house the men went to chat in the new house while the women 

sat in the kitchen while meal preparations were finished. A little white goat wandered in and out of 

the kitchen, finally choosing to sleep at my feet. Its mother was grazing up the hillside and several 

of its siblings were sleeping alongside the house in the sunshine under purple lupine. While we 

were eating lunch of rice boiled in coconut milk and chicken with broth, the clouds burst and a 

deluge of rain fell making the reddish soil slick with mud. When the sky cleared, several 

neighborhood children shyly peeked through the windows to get a view of the strange visitors. We 

finished our dessert of Fanta and went to a house nearby to greet our host!s mother. Many nieces 

and nephews had joined the neighborhood children and became more confident as they saw the 

adults interacting and heard my companions speaking Kiswahili. The path down the steep slope 

had become impassable, even with boots, after the short but heavy rainfall. Our host!s six-foot-tall 

nephew chopped steps into the hillside with a panga to make it possible for us to walk down 

safely. 

Montessori Pedagogy in Tanzania 

The early years. 

The story of Montessori pedagogy in East Africa may date to the earliest years of the 

movement. Eight years after Isak Dinesen!s departure from East Africa a student from Zanzibar 

attended the First Indian Montessori Training Course organized by the Theosophical Society and 

held on their extensive grounds in Adyar near the city of Madras, India, now known as Chennai 

(Srinivasan, 2008). Records of her return to Zanzibar and whether or not she opened or taught at 

a school have not surfaced. Years earlier, in 1905, according to the author of the history of the 

Rift Valley School in Kenya (Dow, 2003), a boarding school for the children of evangelical 

Christian missionaries, a Miss Josephine Hope arrived in what was then British East Africa. At the 

time, Dow writes, she was fully trained as a Montessori teacher with “extensive experience 

teaching in Montessori schools” (Dow, 2003, p. 22) and was asked to teach the children of the 

missionaries. Hope had intended to use her training to teach African children but agreed to start 

the new school. Two years later she was in charge of four classrooms, teaching both missionary 

and African children. Dr. Montessori did not open her first classroom until 1907 and did not train 

teachers until 1909. Even though the dates of Miss Hope!s exposure to the pedagogy are 

unsubstantiated, it is interesting that Dow (2003) further states, “The early use of the Montessori 

method of education was simultaneously peculiar and typical” (p. 34), peculiar because of what 

he believes is the incompatibility of Montessori!s positive view of human nature in general and 

more specifically the natural tendencies of children and the evangelical Christian tenet of original 
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sin. That the school may have been guided by a Montessorian in the early years is typical 

because the school had not defined its mission and experimentation by many of the untrained 

teachers and those with training, like Miss Hope, was routine. 

Significant growth in the number of Montessori schools in East Africa began in the late 

1960s when Muriel Dwyer, a British teacher, trainer, and author of an internationally recognized 

early reading program, was personally invited by a representative of Prince Karim al-Hussaini, 

Aga Khan IV, Iman of the Ismaili Muslims, in Dar es Salaam to come to Tanzania to assist in 

converting their nursery schools to Montessori schools by re-training the teachers (Dwyer, 2001; 

NAMTA, 2008). It is unclear why the Montessori pedagogy was sought for the change, but 

records indicate representatives of the Ismaili community had taught multi-age groups of children 

in remote areas of Tanzania as early as 1895 (AKDN, 2009). Montessori material was ordered 

from Europe, and the teachers of the eight classrooms were given instruction in philosophy and 

use of the material after school into the evening. Dwyer gave four additional training courses 

before the political situation in Tanzania changed, and many members of the community left the 

country.  

Dwyer herself did not leave and was asked by the Swiss Sisters of Divine Providence to 

help them continue their educational work by opening schools and providing training in 

Montessori pedagogy for teachers. A room in the market of Dar es Salaam became the first 

training center. The first group of young women was taught to make their own materials, a 

tradition that continues to the present. “One of the Sisters taught me how to use a fret saw and 

just using locally available, mostly waste materials (cardboard boxes, bottle tops etc), we made 

as much of the apparatus as we could” (Dwyer, 2001). The students had to show proficiency in 

the use of every piece of material they made. Dwyer wanted to send the graduates back to their 

home villages with simple woodworking tools they could use to repair their materials. “Amazingly 

we were never able to find any organization willing to help with this expense. They were willing to 

give us tape recorders, which are useless in villages, but not hammers, fret saws or screwdrivers” 

(Dwyer, 2001). 

The success of the training center in Dar es Salaam led to the expansion of the program to 

three additional sites. In the town of Mtwara on the southern coast of Tanzania, a training center 

was begun with the assistance of a private charity group based in Germany. The group continues 

to provide financial support for ten schools in the Mtwara area (NAMTA, 2008). The most recent 

training center in Mwanza, Tanzania!s third largest city located on the shore of Lake Victoria, was 

built with financial support from an Austrian organization and is lead by Sister Denise, a member 

of the Baldegger convent based in a German-speaking canton of Switzerland. Graduates of the 
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Mwanza course receive not only a Montessori certificate, but after two years of successful 

teaching they are also given a diploma recognized by the Tanzanian government. The center has 

begun to offer a non-Montessori teacher training course at the request of the government using 

the government syllabus. The Montessori Training Center (TMTC) in Lushoto is unique in that it 

was founded by a Tanzanian and continues to be directed by local Tanzanians with intimate 

knowledge of the regional culture. 

The Montessori Training Center of Lushoto. 

History. 

 Sister Gaspara Kashamba told me the story of TMTC over tea not long after my arrival. 

Her work with Montessori pedagogy began when she was a young Catholic nun in Tanga. One 

day the Mother Superior of the order asked her if she would like to work with children. Sister 

Gaspara replied positively but thought, “I was not very sure how serious she was, because in 

those days, people were not asked what they wanted to do, you were told” (Dwyer & Kashamba, 

2001). She was sent to Dar es Salaam to take training. Upon completion of the training, she was 

sent to work in a very poor parish that did not have separate spaces for the school, church 

gatherings or services. “There was one room and that room was the church, the parish hall… it 

was everything. So sometimes, when they had a long service, we had to be outside under a 

mango tree. I had to display my materials there; but you should have seen these children! They 

would transform themselves; they were really happy” (Dwyer & Kashamba, 2001; Kashamba, 

2008).  

In the late 1980s, Sister Gaspara received a scholarship to study at the Maria Montessori 

Training Organization in London. After receiving an age three to six diploma from the Association 

Montessori Internationale at the conclusion of a year of study and an additional year of teaching 

to gain experience, Sister Gaspara returned to Dar es Salaam and taught for another five years 

(Dawid, et al, 2002; Kashamba, 2008). Her desire to create opportunities for young women from 

her home village through Montessori training remained strong (Dwyer & Kashamba, 2001; 

Kashamba 2008). She remembered land near Lushoto that had belonged to German colonialists. 

Before independence the land had been used to grow coffee. After the Germans left the 

government had allowed farmers to grow crops on some of the land, but much had gone fallow 

from disuse. In 1989, Sister Gaspara presented the Mother Superior of her order with a plan to 

open a Montessori training center and received encouragement to proceed. She then approached 

the land officer in the Lushoto area with a request for the former coffee plantation. She was given 

the land with the understanding that the farmers would be compensated for the loss of crops they 
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had planted. 

Financing for the first buildings came from a Catholic congregation in Germany. The 

project was begun in 1992 with an anticipated completion date in 1994. The grant required 

quarterly financial reports during the construction of the first buildings before additional funds 

would be sent. The Sisters kept to the schedule, expecting to finish in May of 1994. They finished 

the project in February, three months early. When the final report came due, the congregation 

sent an airline ticket to Sister Gaspara to enable her to travel to Germany to deliver the report to 

them in person. To reward the work the Sisters had done keeping to the schedule and the budget, 

the congregation asked Sister Gaspara to name something additional the congregation could 

provide for the convent. “In the 3
rd

 World [grant recipients] usually come back after five years for 

running costs, but we didn!t want to do that. We had to think of an idea to help support the training 

center. The fees do not cover the expenses. So I asked for a mini bus so all the sisters could 

travel on a yearly outing together” (Kashamba, 2008). 

The congregation gave Sister Gaspara the bus she requested. The convent used the bus 

for a dalla dalla bus service between Lushoto and Arusha in addition to a yearly outing for the 

sisters. With the profits, they bought a second bus to expand the service. The successful bus 

service was discontinued when the maintenance of the vehicles outweighed their profitability. The 

two vans were sold to provide seed money for and to focus efforts on the tourist hostel that 

opened in 2000. Sister Gaspara described the early years: 

The work was really tough. We had the Training Center and we had a forty-four 
children kindergarten as a model school there. So I went back to my Superior to 
ask for help to get two more Sisters: Sister Salustia and Sister Vincent. They had 
both trained with me and had run excellent classes. They were sent to London 
and then, in 1999, they came back with their International Diplomas and excellent 
reports. They have been working with me since then (Dwyer & Kashamba, 2001). 
 

To increase the self-sufficiency of TMTC and to enable more children to attend the school, 

Sister Gaspara organized several additional economic projects including production of several 

varieties of cheese and jam, and banana wine sold to regular customers such as the Sheraton 

Hotel in Dar es Salaam, to shops in Lushoto town, in surrounding villages and in a small shop on 

site. A local women!s group makes sweaters and other clothing items, batiks, and postcards in 

workshops sponsored by the Center. The farm supplies food for residents of the Center, the 

boarding school and the hostel. Although there are permanent employees working the farm, 

students are able to reduce their fees by assisting with the work (Dawid, et al, 2002). 
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The campus. 

A cobblestone path bordered by neatly trimmed hedges curving down the hillside links 

the various buildings of TMTC. Students use the path as they pass from building to building. It is 

wide enough to be used by the center!s vehicles or an occasional safari van bringing tourists to 

the guest hostel. My visit was during the rainy season and tourists were rare, but the need for 

cobblestones to traverse the muddy path after frequent afternoon showers was evident. Laundry 

spread to dry on the hedges creates a colorful patchwork display. Hibiscus plants bursting with 

pink and red blossoms are scattered about the property. The branches of papaya, avocado, 

mango and banana trees weigh heavy with ripening fruit. Lovingly tended roses blooming 

profusely in the cool tropical climate border the retaining wall at the edge of the cobblestone 

courtyard outside the reception offices of the hostel. A rooster, crowing at will any time of day, 

and his harem of brightly-colored hens, all worthy of State Fair blue ribbons, strut between the 

buildings. Every afternoon thick fog rises up over the ridge behind the property and slowly 

descends down the hill shrouding the buildings in gray. 

A small medical clinic is the first building inside the blue gate off the main road. A doctor 

and a fulltime nurse staff the facility, which has several examination rooms and hospital beds for 

ten. The Sisters built the facility because there are so many people on site—the Sisters, the 

boarding students, the trainees, the teachers and staff, and the guests at the hostel. People from 

the neighboring farms also are able to use the clinic. Patients may stay in the clinic for 24 hours, 

but if they do not improve, it is standard practice to take them to the larger hospital in Lushoto.  

A guard station and a small café frequented by workers and residents of TMTC and 

others who often stop for tea, a biscuit, and conversation as they walk along the road from village 

to village are directly across from the clinic. The original school building housing three classrooms 

opening onto a small playground is situated further down the path. A priest from the Rosimini 

monastery in Lushoto drives to the center each morning to give mass in a small chapel also used 

as a multi-purpose room by the boarding school and the training center. The multiple buildings of 

the college and convent, a small farm of chickens, goats, three cows and vegetable gardens, the 

workshops, and a tourist hostel comprise the remainder of the complex. The hostel reception and 

dining room are separate from the two levels of guest rooms opening to a covered walkway lined 

with pots of green plants. The back wall of each spacious room is louvered glass, opening onto a 

private balcony overlooking the landscaped lawn, garden and apple orchard. The hostel has 

deservedly developed a reputation for excellent service and accommodations and is 

recommended by several tourist guidebooks and trekking companies (Fitzgerald, 2008). 
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Current and future building projects include adding a second building to the hostel with 

additional hotel rooms as well as meeting spaces so the TMTC will be able to host conferences, 
an addition to the dining room, and a permanent building for the boarding school that currently 
must share vacant space in other buildings. A Swiss architect who has lived in Moshi for eighteen 
years designed the building shown in figure 4.3 and is providing the plans for the new boarding 
school. 

 
Figure 4.3 Khangas drying on the hedge. Conference center under construction is in the 
background.  

The course. 

Over two decades of operation the TMTC has trained approximately 600 young women 
(Dawid, et al, 2002; Kashamba, 2008). The Lushoto Swahili government primary school 
acknowledges positively the preparation received by the children at the Montessori school. “The 
major difficulty that we have implementing Montessori”, explains Sister Gaspara, “is the 
government does not provide any funding. They like that we train teachers, but we get no money.” 
The two-year course beginning in January of each year (Newsletter, 2007) has more applicants 
than the approximately thirty available spots each year. Young women from all religious and 
cultural backgrounds who are at least 18 years old, have passed the entrance exam, and have 
had experience working with young children for a minimum of six months are qualified to apply to 
the college. A yearly fee is charged, but students are able to pay in installments or to work in 
exchange for fee reduction. Local villages are encouraged to sponsor students who want to 
become teachers (Newsletter, 2007), and several young women have sought sponsors on their 
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own through family networks, occasionally looking abroad for funding. Others leave children 

behind in the care of relatives while they attend the course.  

Rules set for the trainees are strict. Mobile phones are prohibited. If mobile phones are 

found, they are confiscated and stored in the office until the next holiday when the owner must 

take it home. If there is a family emergency, the phone call must go through the office. Other rules 

for trainees include uniforms must be worn in public, and the trainees must also not walk alone to 

and from town when shopping or returning from student teaching.  

The course is two years, but the trainees receive a government early childhood certificate 

in addition to their Montessori diploma. During the first year of training students take courses in 

Montessori theory, child psychology, the flora and fauna of the local environment, leadership, 

Kiswahili, English, and civics. Students in the second year of training have approximately thirty 

hours of scheduled class work each week. Lectures in methodology and theory of teaching fill half 

of this time. The subjects of psychology, health, zoology and debate each have two hours in the 

timetable. Trainees practice the presentation of Montessori lessons to each other under the 

direction of an instructor one afternoon every week. An hour each for art, civics, and leadership 

completes the schedule. 

TMTC attempts to strengthen English language skills of the trainees by scheduling four 

hours of class-work each week. Many of the Montessori trainees come to TMTC without a solid 

background in English. Completion of Form 4, the equivalent of eleventh grade in the USA, is the 

minimum educational requirement for preschool teachers in Tanzania. Forms 5 and 6 prepare 

students for the A-level exams leading to University. Some trainees have completed Forms 5 

and/or 6, but very few have had university degrees. Kiswahili, the national language of Tanzania, 

is the language of instruction in government schools through Standard 7, although many private 

schools such as St. Catherine!s may choose English. In all schools, public and private, English 

becomes the medium of instruction in Form 1, the equivalent of grade eight, whether or not the 

student previously attended an English or Kiswahili primary school.  

To reinforce language skills and critical thinking, the second year timetable includes 

debate on Tuesday afternoons. An example of a topic debated includes, “Boys should receive a 

better education than girls.” The first-year and second year students will often debate against 

each other. I observed several lectures, and it was clear that there is an emphasis on language 

reinforcement in addition to the use of more innovative strategies to increase the achievement of 

the students. For example, Sister Vincent alternated Kiswahili and English in her lecture on the 

Tendencies of Man while skillfully incorporating student participation. When concepts were 

presented in English, the students were asked to repeat, often in unison. Careful attention was 
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paid to English vocabulary. Sister Vincent stated, “Tendencies are the driving force inside a 

human being.” Then she asks, “Tendency, do you understand the meaning of the word?” 

Although no student clearly says yes or no, several students indicate they did not understand. 

Sister Vincent explained the meaning of the term and asked the students to compile a list of their 

own examples.  

Material making. 

In addition to learning how to give lessons using the Montessori materials, trainees 

become proficient in the carpentry skills necessary to make the materials they will need to set up 

a classroom after graduation from TMTC. Each trainee receives a set of unpainted materials 

milled by a local woodworker to the precise specifications of the classic materials produced by 

Neinhuis, one of a limited number of companies authorized by AMI to manufacture Montessori 

material. Every graduate will leave the TMTC with the essential Montessori materials to set up 

their classroom whether it is located in a remote village or a large city. 

 
Figure 4.4 Painting red rods. Second-year students paint red rods on a sunny afternoon. 

Material-making also is scheduled for six hours per week during the second year, but 

many students work additional hours after the scheduled lectures are over during the remaining 

hours of daylight. The timetable for the second year accommodates extra time for material 

making when the weather is favorable. The workshop is small, and much of the painting is done 

outdoors. Classes may be cancelled or rescheduled on a sunny day, especially during the rainy 

season so students may work on their materials, many of which need multiple coats of paint. 

Making material becomes a social activity for many of the young women. They assist one another 
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and socialize in the manner of a quilting bee. Several young women confided that some students 

like making material more than others. Some even like the process of making materials even 
more than teaching. When it is completely dry in the workshop area, material is stored in the attic 
loft above the lecture room. 

The college equips two rooms with a complete set of materials for the students to use 
during practice sessions and to use as models for their own material making. Two second-year 
students, Shanifa and Rahema, proudly gave me a tour of the practice rooms. Everything 
displayed in the room will be copied and made by each student except the grammar charts, the 
golden bead material and the knobbed cylinders. The young women stressed the importance of 
setting up their classrooms to include areas reflective of the practice room. The first area has 
introductory material such as puzzles. Four wooden puzzles: regions of Tanzania, the flag of 
Tanzania, a giraffe and a puzzle with flowers are made by each student. She paints her version of 
the puzzles and cuts the pieces with a jigsaw when the paint is dry. Sturdy wooden puzzle maps 
of the continents are made in a similar manner. Other areas in the practice room are practical life, 
sensorial, math and language. The amount of material each student must make is impressive. 
The high quality of many pieces of classical Montessori material such as the pink tower, red rods, 
brown stair, and the geometric insets rivals material made by commercial companies in other 
countries. The cost of the raw materials is included in the fee. 

 
Figure 4.5 Drying paint. Material dries in the workshop. Note the pink tower, brown stair, red 
rods, and geometric insets. 

My tour guides told me a story about a group of government teachers who came to TMTC 
and asked to make the materials while attending only a six-month course. The students very 



 

 109 

seriously told me that Sister Gaspara said, “No!” As trainees, the importance of the philosophy 

behind materials had been impressed upon them.  

Sister Gaspara told me a similar story or a version that varies only slightly from that told 

by the students. According to her, a government school primary teacher wanted to come for two 

weeks and make materials. She was furious when TMTC refused. “The students hear the lectures 

on theory. They see the presentations and practice with the materials. Then they make their own 

materials. They have spent a great deal of time deeply understanding each piece they have 

made,” she said. 

Sister Xaveria stressed the importance of the materials. “In the past, the education in our 

country was very low. Then the government began to see that children who went to kindergarten 

before Standard 1 were better prepared. Now children should go to kindergarten. There are other 

ways of teaching kindergarten, but they do not use the materials like Montessori.” 

Albums and exams. 

 The trainees create albums, called "files! in Tanzania, of all the lessons received during 

their training to use in their classroom when they are employed after graduation. Each trainee 

writes a detailed description of the teaching and learning objectives of each lesson including the 

material to be used, the philosophy underlying the material, steps of the presentation and 

possible extensions to the lesson. The lesson descriptions are illustrated, colored, put in sheet 

protectors, and then stored in three-ring binders. In the practice room, Irene, a student from 

Kenya, seemed surprised that I would ask if students created albums because, in her opinion, “All 

Montessori teachers do this.” The albums are begun in this first year of training, with deadlines for 

inspection by instructors during the second year.  

Exams are scheduled in May. The students take an exam on theory and a practical exam 

of material presentation. Each student will randomly draw the names of two materials that have 

been presented to them since the term began in the middle of January. She will then present this 

material to a second student playing the role of a child. Students who fail have a chance to retake 

the exams in September. Students who do not pass the exams may be terminated from the 

program.  

The students said that some do fail. My guides believe they will not fail in making the 

material, and if they make the material they will understand it better, and that will help with the 

exams. The list of required materials to be made by the students is checked in September, near 

the end of their second and final year. Second-year students take a final practical exam one 

month later, in October, and a theory exam before graduation.  
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Trainees. 

The reason for taking Montessori training varies with each individual. Sister Ruth said it 

was simply a feeling she had inside. Sister Xaveria, one of three nuns in the group of thirty-three 

second-year students, explained her reason, “In my convent, we have a primary school with a 

Montessori kindergarten. There are sisters from this training so we will be six. I told my Mother 

Superior that I would like to take training for Montessori. It is a good thing for me because I like 

being with the children.” A first year student said she had learned about it from a friend. 

Lillian was more philosophical. “I wanted to know the child. In my town, I did not know the 

word Montessori. Is it a person, I thought? When I came here, I learned.” 

Shanifa, on the other hand, had a practical reason. She said, “I wanted to learn 

Montessori because of the materials. We came here, rather than another center, because we 

make the materials. In Dar, you buy the materials. This is a nice place.” 

Irene was global in formulating her answer, “I decided to take training because it is 

somehow better than other ways of educating children. Montessori is somehow different from 

other methods. We get used to the materials. I am from Kenya. We are three. Two of us are 

Masai, and the other is Kikuyu. I think in Kenya the government does not like Montessori. It is the 

same in Tanzania. I would like to travel to see how Montessori is used in other countries.”  

They all agreed, “We like this way of teaching; it helps so much. According to this way, 

the Montessori way, young kids, kids maybe two or three years old, they get used to the materials 

so they learn everything in a quick way. Montessori helps so much in bringing up young kids so 

they learn so much. Montessori is everywhere in Tanzania.” 

Post-graduation employment 

Sister Gaspara and the young women themselves are confident all of the trainees will 

have jobs at graduation. “Already, eight months before graduation, requests for teachers are 

coming in,” says Sister Gaspara.  

According to Shanifa and Rahema, after completion of the two-year course, “People will 

go everywhere. Demand is there for preprimary teachers.” Shanifa explained what she will do to 

get a job. “I will go with letters of recommendation and present myself as a teacher before asking 

if the boss (director) likes Montessori. Then [after getting the job] I will tell them I have all the 

materials and all they will need to do is build the shelves.” Both young women added that some 

school owners or directors do not like the practical life materials, only the math and language.  

I asked Sister Xaveria if she had experienced a similar attitude. She had and commented. 

“But the practical life activities,” she said, “are the activities of life. They are very important. We 

have parents who say, “Why is my child washing clothes?” They do not understand for a young 
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child it is necessary.” Their concerns about parental attitudes toward activities for the youngest 

children that indirectly prepare them for further learning are justified. A researcher described in 

detail a situation observed in a school located in Temeke district. Parents in the school 

complained that their children were not learning reading and writing through direct teacher 

instruction and criticized the activity-based approaches the teachers had learned at the 

Msimbazi/Dar es Salaam Montessori training center. The director of the school acquiesced to the 

demands of the parents and replaced the mats and shelves with rows of desks and chairs. 

Despite their concerns that the director had agreed to “education methodology and concepts 

more suited to Standard 1 or 2 in primary school [and were] incongruent with their age,” the 

teachers packed away their materials and hoped for a change of opportunities in the future (van 

Leer, 2001, p. 37). 

Parents of one of the students in the kindergarten on the campus of TMTC had received 

an introduction to Montessori pedagogy in their own teacher training in college. “We learn 

something [about Montessori], not just that it is a good method but so to use it as the way of 

teaching. We thought it was a good method.” Nina and Richard are perhaps part of a younger 

generation of parents as well as teachers, who are more aware of and possibly more willing to 

experiment with alternative and innovative methodologies. They confidently concluded, “Every 

teacher in Tanzania knows something about Montessori.” 

 After graduation from TMTC there continues to be a support system for the teachers. 

Every year people from the four largest training centers gather for a week to share activities 

presented at their school and to participate in refresher lessons. Sister Gaspara added, “Former 

trainees in Arusha and Norogoro are forming their own associations, which will meet locally in 

addition to meeting annually with the Montessori Training Association of Tanzania. At these 

meetings, the new associations have brought new material to sell to colleagues from across the 

country. The profits from the sales go to the association.” 

 Teachers trained at other Montessori training centers may attend. I had visited a small 

training center briefly in Arusha, Tanzania, several years ago. The students had been crammed 

into a small room for traditional teacher-centered lectures, and when I asked the director about 

availability of Montessori material for training purposes, she presented a small plastic bag 

containing a few pieces from behind her desk. Sister Ruth was familiar with the training center 

and confirmed that the owner was not trained and ran the school as a profit-making enterprise. 

She said that in recent years the owner has become interested in improving the quality of the 

training and has attended the yearly association meetings. His daughter has also enrolled in a full 

training course. According to Sister Gaspara, even the president of the country, who visited 
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TMTC during its fifteenth anniversary celebration, is supportive of Montessori and would like to 

open a training center in his hometown. 

The Implementation of Montessori Pedagogy in Lushoto Area Schools. 

St. Catherine!s Montessori Kindergarten. 

There are two Montessori classrooms at TMTC. The first kindergarten, accepting girls 

age four to six, is part of St. Catherine!s English Medium Boarding School. The second is a small 

Kiswahili kindergarten that has taken in fee-paying boys and girls from age two to age six for 

fourteen years. Many are neighborhood children who come from the surrounding subsistence 

farms or are children of the workers at TMTC, but many do come from Lushoto town. The center 

attempts to accommodate the children of families who are unable to pay the annual fee of 1000 

shillings (Kashamba, 2008). There are two teachers in both kindergartens. The head teachers 

have been trained by the center, and one co-teacher has attended seminars in Montessori 

pedagogy elsewhere but is not fully trained.  

The classroom for the kindergarten and the dormitory for all the St. Catherine!s students 

are in the complex of buildings for the college, behind the practice rooms for trainees. The long 

narrow classroom has windows on two sides. An overhang sheltering the walkway outside the 

building shades the interior of the room. On the opposite side, the windows receive more light but 

the rise of a hill blocks sunlight, and, as electric lights are customarily not turned on during the 

day, the classroom is dim and shadowy. The shelves divide the room into two large spaces, one 

space has open floor space for the students to work on mats and the other has long tables with 

chairs. Several commercial posters on the remaining walls encourage English vocabulary 

development. An alphabet chart, hand-drawn in colored chalk, covers the large blackboard. 

Children use meter-square, reed mats, called bass, bound with blue twill, large enough 

for them to sit on when working with the material. The mats are rolled and unrolled with precise 

movements. Even the smallest of the girls stretches her arms the length of the mat to smooth 

each fold before turning it over and over. Great pride is taken in a properly folded mat; older 

students were observed quietly pointing out an error or a fold less than acceptable to a younger 

student. The girls work quietly and independently without much verbal interaction, putting away 

completed activities and choosing new ones, or leaving the classroom to use the restroom. One 

girl wanted to work with the red rods but a second girl on an adjacent mat had already chosen the 

work from the shelf. The girls quietly negotiated a truce and synchronized the customary practice 

of bringing individual rods back to the shelf at the conclusion of the activity by the first girl with 

bringing one rod at a time back to the work mat of the second. A small gathering appeared at the 
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shelves as several girls waited for activities to be returned. The trinomial cube was a popular 

activity. Other frequently chosen material includes number rods, wooden puzzles, constructive 
triangles, color tablets, knobless cylinders, and the movable alphabet. Aside from bean spooning, 
practical life activities were chosen less frequently. Other activities not used include the number 
chains, metal insets and math materials other than the number rods. 

 
Figure 4.6 St. Catherineʼs Montessori. Students self-select activities and carry the boxes or 
trays to their work mats. 

Three student teachers or interns assist the classroom teachers. During the second year 
of training each trainee completes four, three-week rotations of student teaching for a total of 
twelve weeks. An attempt is made to vary their experiences by placing them in different schools 
for each rotation. In this classroom, one trainee gives a lesson on touch tablets to a four-year-old. 
Another silently watches a small girl assemble the trinomial cube correctly after receiving a 
lesson. The trainees do not insert themselves unnecessarily into any girlʼs work. Their 
movements are calm and graceful; their voices quiet. 

Margaret is the second teacher in the classroom. She checks and packs the clothing 
bags that each student will take home as the students work independently with the student 
teachers. Luna, the head teacher with Montessori training, has been absent from the classroom 
for several days due to a recurrence of malaria. Margaret took a Montessori seminar but is not 
certified. She speaks excellent English and is in charge of more traditional group language 
activities in the afternoon. Some of the work is independent, but her emphasis is intensive 
language practice to prepare for Standard 1. Kiswahili is often a second language for the 
students; English is a third. Margaret gives the five-year-old students a mock examination 
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modeled on one given by an international school in Arusha consisting of coloring, a three-letter 

word spelling test, and vocabulary identification. In keeping with a Montessori tradition, according 

to Margaret, the examination is given in small groups of three or four students while the others 

work independently. She said the students enjoyed taking the examination, and she was very 

proud of the student scores. 

Although the classroom is equipped with a full compliment of the classical materials for 

sensorial and mathematics, aside from sandpaper letters, few materials are available for 

independent language activity. A solitary movable alphabet was not used during my observation. 

It is not uncommon that specific materials have cycles of popularity with the children, but the 

teachers and trainees demonstrate an ability to quietly observe activity and make appropriate 

work suggestions or give other lessons to individual students who were hesitant to make an 

independent choice. It is unclear why more language work is not encouraged. There are no 

picture or storybooks for the students to choose for independent reading. Neither does any 

teacher read a book or tell a story to the students, an observation repeatedly noted in every 

school in Lushoto. Throughout my observations in four countries, books, more than any other 

factor, became an indicator of economic disparity in Montessori classes, especially at the 

youngest level. 

Severe limitations in availability of picture books for the youngest children and textbooks, 

reference and other reading material for older students are not unique to Montessori 

kindergartens in Tanzania and persist through the secondary level and teacher training. A report 

of the Southern and Eastern Africa consortium on Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) 

found that over half the students in grades equivalent to United States grade six interviewed in six 

eastern African countries, including Tanzania, reported a total lack of books in their classroom 

(UNESCO, 2008). A student/book ratio of 1:1 is the goal, but the distance from goal achievement 

increased in 2006 when the curriculum changed from “a content-orientation to being competency-

based. This has required the creation and publication of a full range of new books in the primary 

phase” (Woods, 2008, p. 27). 

The uninterrupted but very short work cycle at St. Catherine!s ends, and a student 

teacher suggests singing songs with movements. The older students ages five and six begin to 

lead the songs and continue with additional choices on their own after finishing the songs 

suggested by the teachers. Some girls become a little silly and test behavior limits with big 

smiles. The student teachers gently guide them back to the group where the youngest students 

compete to hold hands with the adults. A call and response game with an opportunity for each girl 

to take a solo turn in the center of the circle becomes energetic and holds their attention as four 
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Standard 3 students file through the classroom work space to the tables at the rear and prepare 

basins of water for washing hands. A crowd of older students gathers at the door and waits 

quietly as the kindergarteners keep singing, unguided by the teachers. The student workers 

signal their classmates when the basins are ready and a line forms at each. The kindergarteners 

complete the last song and merge into the waiting line. Each student locates a seat at a table 

after washing her hands and waits for grace before the daily snack of porridge. It is clear the 

students have internalized the Montessori principles of good manners, independence and service 

to others.  

Iberi Swahili Medium Montessori Kindergarten. 

A little girl wearing a dark purple hijab arrives at the entrance of the school accompanied 

by her older brother. She takes off her shoes and watches as I walk up the hill to the school. She 

smiles and greets me, “Jambo.” Her brother leaps off the step, runs up the hill to the gate, turning 

to grin and greet me in English, “Good morning.” His little sister enters the building, finds a mat in 

the closet and joins her classmates quietly working in the classroom. 

There are thirty-six children in the room evenly split between boys and girls. Children may 

be enrolled as young as two. Monthly fees are on a sliding scale and average 1000 shillings, less 

than one US dollar. There is great economic diversity in the group due to the popularity of the 

school, but enrolled families from the immediate area are very poor. Many live on less than fifty 

cents per day. Children walk to school from nearby farms, some on their own or with a sibling, a 

few with a parent or house helper.  

In the classroom the children are involved in quiet independent work. Sisal mats fill the 

room, and there is little space to walk between them. The children sit on their mat while they 

work. Late arrivals greet the teacher in English, “Good morning teacher.” There are three student 

teachers in the room, one Montessori teacher, and one assistant. Several other women prepare 

uji, a nutritious porridge made from nuts, several grains and a little sugar, in an adjacent kitchen. 

To my left a boy of about four carefully builds the brown stair. His concentration is 

focused on his work. Across the room, a younger girl is working with a water pouring activity. 

Drips fall to the floor. She carefully folds back her mat and sponges the puddle. Her twin sister 

joins her and begins to help sponge the spilled water. She then returns to her own work. The first 

girl unfolds her mat and puts the water pouring activity back on the shelf. She chooses an activity 

of touch tablets and returns to her mat. Group work is also evident. Three boys age 4-5 are 

playing a matching game with cards.  

When the work period ends, activities are put away, mats rolled and stored. The noise 

level has risen significantly, but the activity is purposeful. Three older students bring large sisal 
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mats from the storage closet. There is some excitement as they place the mats in a U-formation, 

and all the children arrange themselves in two rows. An older boy gives the greeting and leads all 

the children in a short prayer. The children sit quietly with their legs crossed as the teacher 

consults a lesson plan. She quietly asks an older girl to get a mat, which she then unrolls in the 

center of the U-shaped seating area. 

The teacher asks the question, “Who would like to show us how to sit on the mat?” in 

both English and Kiswahili. Many hands are raised requesting to be chosen to participate. The 

children take turns repeating the activity. The teacher then asks, “Who will show how to walk in 

the classroom? Several children take turns including a four-year-old boy who improvises on the 

route the children before him had taken and walks further around the room with a sly grin on his 

face. An older girl follows the route he had taken when it is her turn. The next question asked by 

the teacher is, “Who would like to show how to bring work to the mat?” Two boys who had been 

at the bathroom skip back to their places on the mat. As each child completes a turn sitting, 

walking or choosing work, the other children clap and sing in unison a rhyme of praise. Additional 

songs are sung before the teacher asks new questions. 

She then moves the small easel to the center and a boy jumps up and asks to leave to go 

to the bathroom. He is quietly asked to wait until a little later. All the children recite, “Thank you 

God for the work of the day.” Two older girls ask to move to a different spot where they will have a 

better view. The teacher uses a pointer to indicate each letter on a chart fastened to the easel. 

The children shout out the letter and the name in English of the item the letter represents. The 

teacher is not a native speaker of English, and the children repeat her pronunciation errors with 

enthusiasm. It is doubtful they are hearing the sounds adequately with so many competing 

voices. 

By 9:30, groups of children crowded on the mats appear to be losing interest in the 

lesson. Attention is focused elsewhere and little bodies are squirmy. Groups of friends have 

chosen to sit together including four boys in the back row who laugh, poke each other and flop 

their bodies on the mat. The adults, including the student teachers have distanced themselves 

from the children sitting on the mats. One of the student teachers shouts out, “You there. Sit 

properly!” Sensing their lack of focus, the teacher asks the children to stand and sing a counting 

song with jumping movements before continuing with a number lesson similar to the alphabet 

lesson. Children shout out the name of the number in a boisterous call and response style. Finally 

the teacher does ask, “Who will come and show us the number two?” 

Two additional adults arrive and lead more songs from behind the kitchen divider 

including the introduction song sung by the English medium kindergarteners. The Kiswahili-
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speaking children are equally enthusiastic and all want to have a turn. The children recite a third 

prayer, “Oh my God. Oh my God. I ask you to be a good child. Help me to study and obey my 

teachers. Thank you God for the work of today.” 

Teachers settle the children in cross-legged rows on the mats and begin a more quiet 

song. The cook in the kitchen begins to fill plastic mugs with uji porridge by dipping them into a 

large bucket. The children are called by name to the kitchen window to get their mug. They carry 

it slowly and carefully back to their place. Some try to hurry the process by calling, “Teacher, 

choose me.” All but the youngest children wait until all have been served before drinking the 

porridge. Seconds are available until the bucket is emptied. Little conversation groups develop 

and some rough housing and wrestling begins. Some of the older children are invited to help 

clean the mugs in the kitchen. A bowl of water and sponge are available for the children to clean 

their spills. At the end of the morning the children go outside to play in the courtyard of the 

building. The children may choose from a small selection of toys, balls, and jump ropes. They 

return to the room and at 12:00 go home. I later learn that today had been the first day of the 

three-week student teacher rotation. 

Rain in the morning makes it difficult for many children to get to school on the day of my 

second visit. In the foothills, the steep paths become treacherous with mud and considering many 

children, some as young as three and four, walk to school on their own, it is not surprising that 

rain would prevent them from coming. By 9:30 only seventeen of the over thirty enrolled students 

had arrived. 

One of the youngest girls begins to cry not long after she enters the classroom. She 

comes out of the building and immediately goes to the boots she had placed along the outside 

wall earlier. After retrieving her boots, she marches over to where I am sitting on the sidewalk 

observing the arrival of children. She sits down and pulls on her boots, all the while sobbing. 

Children begin to exit the building to offer silent sympathy to her. A student teacher comes out to 

get her, but the little girl refuses to leave the sidewalk. The student teacher forcefully brings her 

back to the classroom. The girl continues to sob, and the voices of several adults can be heard 

trying to get her to stop.  

Soon Luna, the Montessori teacher in the St. Catherine!s classroom who had recovered 

from malaria and was teaching at Iberi during the term break for St. Catherine!s, brings the girl 

back outside. She was beginning to either be more calm or was tiring. I went inside. Soon Luna 

comes back into the building with a quieted child on her back, wrapped in a traditional baby sling 

fashioned from her khanga. The long slender legs of the girl dangle out of the sling, but she 
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begins to drift to sleep. Luna proceeds to go about her business, giving lessons and tending to 

the needs of the other students. 

I included this short observation because the vision of Luna with the sleeping child 

wrapped in a khanga on her back is a powerful manifestation of the abstract rhetoric currently 

framing early childhood care and education (ECCE) in many African and southern Asian countries 

(Alexander, 2008; Mtahabwa, 2009; Nsamenang, 2009). An expert in early childhood education 

from the country of Cameroon in western Africa asserts that: “many questions about ECCE in 

Africa are unanswered, or worse still, unasked” (Nsamenang, 2009, p. 8). He explains that 

western research traditions have neglected to address what may be an incompatibility of systems 

rather than diverse realities failing to measure up to Western standards. He continues, “ The grids 

of Western ECCE were designed primarily on the Western child to the regrettable derogation of 

all others, particularly those of Africa” (Nsamenang, 2009, p. 8). His negative critique of perceived 

privileging of imported Western ECCE systems over those that are indigenous heightens even as 

little description or discussion of the nature of indigenous systems is given. But surprisingly, his 

summarizing thoughts open with the quote from Maria Montessori found at the beginning of this 

document. “If survival depended on the triumph of the strong, then the species would perish. So 

the real reason for survival, the principle factor in the "struggle for existence,! is the love of adults 

for their young” (Montessori, 1967/1949, p. 32). Nsamenang (2009) concludes, “Love for the child 

is packaged in a wide variety of cultural and emotional expressions,” (p. 10). Luna!s expression of 

love given to the girl in her care certainly was packaged by her cultural knowledge, but the love 

itself given to the child is universal. 

A second room for an upper level classroom was finished in the new building during my 

visit. The Standard 2 classroom was moved out of the upper classroom building. Within one 

afternoon, the kindergarten was moved out of the cramped spaces between the Standard 1 and 

the former Standard 2 classrooms and moved into the space abandoned by Standard 2. The two 

small rooms that now are between the Standard 1 classroom and the Montessori kindergarten will 

be used for group activities such as serving the morning snack of uji. My third observation took 

place two days after the move. 

The children have made a seamless transition to the new classroom. More space is 

available for not only the individual work mats that children unroll independently for their work 

choices, but also for small tables and benches for writing practice with small slates, chalk and 

small individual erasers. Several children have chosen to do this activity; one group clusters 

around one of the student teachers and another works closer to where I am sitting. The children 

in the second group are humming softly as they use the sandpaper letters to guide their writing 
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practice. Several more children, perhaps inspired by the activity of their classmates, 

enthusiastically obtain slates and chalk, to work on letters on their mats. 

Children now have room to walk around the sisal work mats. Several take great care in 

stepping around the mats of other children. They also walk by the shelves perusing the work 

choices. The additional space creates a temptation for some children to run to the bathroom and 

back and forth from shelves to their work spots. Children also have more space to complete 

practical life activities. Water pouring is chosen for the first time in all my observations. 

Two children choose the language card material, and soon other children follow their 

example. The activity spreads through the classroom by midmorning. Two girls working on the 

activity ask a boy a question about the material as he passes by their work spot. A four-year-old 

girl gathers all the red rods in her arms and begins to head back to her mat. One of the student 

teachers silently catches the attention of a second student teacher closer to the little girl and able 

to offer help before all the rods crash to the floor. 

The new classroom space is a classic example of the importance of the physical space in 

a classroom environment. It is clear the added space influences how the children make choices 

for themselves, and how they relate to others. One of the benefits of a multi-age classroom is that 

older children are able to coach younger classmates directly, and the younger students are able 

to watch the activities of the older students, learning indirectly. In the previous space practical life 

activities were organized in one space with sensorial, mathematics and language in one room. 

Younger children gravitated toward the practical life activities and tended to be isolated from the 

older children who would chose activities shelved in the second room. The children at Iberi are 

now working in a single, more spacious environment instead of separating into two small spaces. 

In one large space there is more interaction among the students. A very young boy sat on 

a mat and watched an older girl complete a puzzle and a somewhat older boy stringing bottle 

caps. One of the three-year-old twins watched a student teacher give a counting lesson to an 

older boy. She observed the lesson carefully for twenty minutes, and when the student teacher 

and the boy returned the material back to the shelf, she immediately went to get it for herself. A 

girl joined the two boys sitting next to me who had been working with the sandpaper letters, small 

slates, and chalk for a good portion of the work period. The student teacher moved an additional 

table to make more space for a second girl, but one of the boys is not happy that he and his 

original partner became too crowded. The second girl to join the group left and set up her activity 

on a mat on the floor and lay down to work. 

At ten o!clock the individual mats were put away and the large community mats were 

brought out by four of the oldest students. The children arranged themselves on the mats and 
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Luna, the teacher, brought a bench to the front of the group. She asked a child to get an 

individual mat from the closet for the group lesson on the world puzzle map. Luna began the 

lesson using the Montessori three-period lesson. She held up the Asia puzzle piece and said, 

“This is Asia.”  

The children repeat, “Asia.” The process is repeated with the Europe and Africa puzzle 

pieces.  

Luna then asked the question, “Who will show us Africa?” The question was varied and 

repeated for Asia and Europe to give every child a turn to participate if they volunteered to do so. 

Two songs about Africa reinforced the lesson. Finally, Luna invited several older students to 

come to the lesson mat, choose a continent from the puzzle, and quiz each other by asking the 

question of the third period, “What is this?” Two toddlers happily wandered in and out of the 

lesson, tolerated by the older children, further reinforcing the appropriateness of multi-age 

classrooms in Tanzania. 

The next day, on one of our walks within the complex, Sister Gaspara pointed out a small 

group of multi-age neighborhood children that had come into the complex to play. She wanted me 

to notice how the older girl in the group was attentive to the younger ones and looked out for 

them. If this is the lingering legacy of communalism that academics thought I might see, 

Montessori pedagogy harmoniously supports it. If government school classrooms followed the 

principle of multi-age, they would then be a more appropriate cultural fit than single-age cohorts in 

most government schools. In addition, many Montessori trainees come from remote areas where 

they are not able to follow the government single-grade policy. They will have classrooms with 

multiple ages and will have to teach three syllabi. “Montessori teaches them how to have a 

classroom with many ages,” explained Sister Gaspara. 

Rosimini Montessori Kindergarten. 

After morning mass each morning the priest returned by vehicle to Lushoto town. All the 

trainees working at the three schools in town are dropped off in the morning and walk back to 

TMTC as a group at the end of the morning. The first task of the women working at the Rosimini 

kindergarten was to sweep the fallen leaves from the cobblestone path with bound straw brooms. 

They all wore a khanga over the light blue pleated skirts of their uniforms. They greeted the 

children as they arrive either alone, with small groups of friends, or with a parent or other adult. 

The children took off their shoes and placed them along the outer wall on the porch before 

entering the room. 

At 8:00 the children gathered in one room with two of the student teachers until the 

majority of them had arrived. They did not choose activities from the shelves. Soon the older 
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children picked up their backpacks and exited to the second classroom. One of the sisters, a 

trained Montessori teacher, and the third student teacher worked in the second room with a small 
group of older students who sat at desks using government language books, pencils and small 
workbooks. Montessori materials were clean and arranged with care on the shelves but none 
were used. Several children went to the shelves and lingered but did not choose any of the 
activities. Some appeared to look at the posters. There were several handmade posters and 
commercial charts in English on the wall of the room. Two of the commercial posters displayed 
nomenclature for human body parts using Caucasian children. Two strips of wood were fastened 
to the wall, presumably for attaching things to the wall, but the posters were hung at a level much 
higher than is possible for the children to read. 

 
Figure 4.7 Arrival at Rosimi Montessori. Many children as young as age four walk to school 
unaccompanied by an adult.  

The teacher sat with a small group of four students. Others worked alone or in small 
groups. The teacher used a brusque, authoritative voice when calling to students from her seat. 
After a short time the children put books away, and the student teacher spoke to them quietly. 
She passed out small yellow booklets with beginning sounds. The children recited the letters in 
unison and began to write. The head teacher walked down the row checking work. 

Meanwhile, the children who had remained in the first room sat on a large communal 
sisal mat for lessons on classroom rules and routines, often called grace and courtesy in a 
Montessori classroom, led by one of the student teachers. The student teachers were the only 
adults in the room and appeared to be fully in charge. They began with a lesson on how to open 
the door. As each child volunteer completed the task, the others clapped and chanted, “Goodi, 
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Betti, Besti, Congratulations to him.” There were many reminders to the children to sit properly as 

the lessons on How to walk in the classroom, How to greet the teacher, How to bring work to the 

mat continue. English was consistently reinforced by naming the actions of every activity, “We are 

standing up. We are sitting down.” 

In contrast to the second room, the physical space of this classroom is not adequately 

prepared as a Montessori environment. A polygon inset activity was very dusty, leading me to 

question whether it had been used recently. It had been a very popular activity at Iberi. Several 

shelves have no material; perhaps the material was spread out between the two classrooms. 

Several boxes need paint touch-ups. The availability of workshops at TMTC should make repair 

to material possible. Several desks were pushed back against the four shelves displaying the 

sensorial material—several wooden puzzles and geometric insets—limiting children!s access to 

them. There were several commercial charts in wooden frames on the wall similar to the second 

room except the poster labeling human body parts uses African children. The counting chart is 

also in Kiswahili, not English. Handmade posters or nomenclature were also similar. 

After thirty minutes the children began having difficulty sitting still, and the first potentially 

negative confrontation occurred when a girl who had left the room attempted to return to her 

former spot. While she had been absent, another child had taken it. She stood to tell the teacher, 

but her efforts went unnoticed, and the activity continues. She assertively made room for herself. 

The others accepted her even though they all looked irritated and were squished into smaller 

spaces. 

Two small boys in the back were not paying attention to the lessons. One was wearing 

red socks, but not a uniform, and appeared to be quite young, no more than three years old. The 

other, who was wearing a uniform, climbed onto the top of a desk. A student teacher quietly 

spoke to him, and both boys joined the group when a circle was formed for a new activity. The 

little boy with the red socks put his arm around the shoulder of the boy next to him. He lost 

attention after a short time and went to the window. Several other children were getting fidgety, 

but all sat quietly as the student teachers made room for all the children in the circle. The student 

teacher used a voice that is quiet and hushed. She says, “Good morning children.” 

They responded, “Good morning teacher and how are you?” The group lesson ensued. 

One of the trained teachers returned to the room but sat in a desk at the back of the 

room. Many children had difficulty paying attention to the lesson. Several children got up to leave 

the lesson, and other small groups began to interact with each other. The lesson ended, and 

individual names were called for children to go outside. Children who had arrived at school at 
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eight in the morning had been sitting on the mat for two hours. There had been no independent 

work time. 

When the children returned to the classroom, the boy with the red socks and the larger 

boy climbed onto the desks and jumped to the floor. The other children again sat in rows on the 

large community sisal mats, coming in slowly after they removed their shoes and arranged them 

along the wall on the porch. The student teacher, seated in a low chair at the front, began another 

group lesson after making sure everyone was seated. A second student teacher monitored 

behavior from the back of the group. 

The boy with red socks got up to wander the classroom as the lengthy lesson continues. 

The student teacher directed him back to the mat. He pulled away from her laughing but went 

back to the mat. He got up two minutes later and sat in one of the desks at the back of the room. 

He got the attention of the student teacher and tried to engage her in play. His behavior became 

increasingly disruptive, and I sat down on the mat next to him. He became calm and quiet next to 

me and found little bits of twigs and thread on the floor to manipulate during the lesson. Even 

though he now sat quietly, it was clear he would benefit from independent work with the material 

available on the shelves in the classroom. 

The lesson ended at 11:15. The two student teachers had been alone in the room for the 

majority of the morning. They consulted lesson plans several times and appeared to be doing 

their best to engage the sixty-eight children in the room. I was later told the number of children 

frequently is over eighty. The quiet voices the student teachers had used to begin the morning 

had become harsh and authoritarian by the end of the morning. The limits of their patience and 

experience had been severely tested. The students from the second room return for attendance 

and uji. The children were not involved in clean up. There were no provisions for them to clean up 

spills, children were not involved in cleaning mugs. Empty mugs were simply put into a large 

yellow bucket for adults to clean later. The children were dismissed to walk home or were met by 

an adult on the playground. The student teachers swept and mopped the classroom and 

restacked the mats and mopped the porch. 

On the walk back to the TMTC, the student teachers asked my impressions of what I had 

observed. I was evasive with my answer and said every classroom I have observed has been 

different in some way. I asked them if, in their opinion, this had been a normal day. They said it 

had been. I asked them when there would be time for the children to use the Montessori 

materials. They said, “Tomorrow! The timetable is every other day.” They further explained, 

“There are many new children who do not know how to get work, and that is why we had group 

lessons.”  
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I decided to return to Rosimini on a scheduled day for use of Montessori materials before 

going to the other schools. We left TMTC at 7:30 in the white jeep driven by the Rosimini Father. 

There were eight children waiting on the porch when we arrived. Several of them had a significant 

distance to walk each day. Children wearing the distinctive school uniform of green sweaters with 

accent stripes of yellow and black and green skirts or trousers can be seen walking and playing 

along many paths as we drive to the school. Today there appeared to be three Sisters and four 

student teachers. The doors of the school were unlocked, and the priest greeted the children and 

checked the classrooms. The early arrivals helped to unroll the large communal mats and 

arranged them on the cement floor. Several children found a stick to use as a pointer and took 

turns quizzing each other on vocabulary found on the poster entitled “Things Found in the Dining 

Room”. When additional children arrived, they put their backpacks into a cardboard box 

containing unused individual sisal mats. The day was a bit overcast and cloudy, and one small 

boy arrived bundled up in a puffy purple jacket, which looked as if it would keep him warm in 

Minnesota. 

Student teachers helped the late arrivals to sit in rows on the mat. Children who sat in the 

desks were quickly told to join the group on the mat. At 8:25, a few of the older students repeated 

the routine of the previous day by getting their backpacks and going to the second room. The 

student teachers in the first room began a grace and courtesy lesson. The day!s questions 

include: Who would like to show how to open a door? Who would like to show how to carry a 

box? Who would like to show how to sit in a chair? Who would like to show how to carry a mat?  

At 8:45, the group lessons ended and children choose independent work. Many clustered 

around small individual writing boards. Others chose sensorial work. Every child, after making a 

choice, brought the activity to the communal sisal mat. The large number of children created a 

crowded work area so a student teacher unrolled an additional mat to relieve some of the 

congestion.  

Osi, the little boy who had worn red socks the day of my first visit, chose a puzzle with 

leaf insets. He abandoned the work on the mat to welcome another boy who had just arrived. The 

two went off and found new work together. The teacher gently reminded Osi to put away his first 

choice of activities before going on to something new. He returned to the botany work, finishing 

the work before putting it away. He then chose a practical life activity—spooning beans from one 

vessel to another—completely undisturbed by four boys noisily working on knobbed cylinders 

right next to him. Osi put the spooning activity away after twenty-five minutes of focused, 

uninterrupted work. He chose a puzzle, brought it to the rug, and sat next to the boy he had 

approached earlier in the morning, and the two of them worked together. 
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A small girl brought a Tanzanian flag puzzle to my desk where I was observing from the 

periphery of the room. I did not interact with her, but the activity soon attracted a crowd. She 

happily allowed other children to work on the puzzle, but none of them paid close attention to the 

puzzle pieces and chatted in Kiswahili to each other and to me, seeming not to care that I was 

unable to answer them. One child removed a piece as soon as another put it in, and no progress 

was made toward completion of the puzzle. The little girl who had first chosen the work did not 

appear to mind and brought a second activity—the popular bean spooning—to the desk without 

missing a word in her one-sided conversation with me. 

The noise level in the room began to rise. The student teachers moved from child to child 

giving individual lessons. One of the teachers had been in the room but merely sat at a desk and 

did not interact with the children. By ten o!clock, many energetic children were running and 

chasing each other in the back of the classroom away from the communal mats. Children were 

crawling on the floor near the seated teacher, but she ignored them. The student teachers told the 

children still working to put away their work, and the teacher called names to go outside. 

On the playground, there were swings, a teeter-totter, a few plastic toys, a soccer game, 

and a shaded area under a banana tree. Osi displayed his creativity and imagination by collecting 

leaf tickets from children using the slide. He put the tickets inside his pocket before returning to 

the classroom for a group lesson on vegetables. One student teacher presented the lesson to the 

large number of children without a second or third on the sidelines to assist with classroom 

management. Several children, who had difficulty attending to the long group lesson the previous 

day, again were not focusing on the lesson. Osi got up to play with a length of string. He chased 

another boy, but then sat down with older boys on the mat where he remained until the 

conclusion of the lesson and dismissal to go home. 

Several observations were common to the two visits. Several young children had not 

been acclimatized, or normalized, to either group lessons or individual work in the classroom. The 

trained teachers were absent from the classroom for lengthy periods of time and did not appear to 

give the student teachers much guidance on either day. The five and six-year-olds were 

separated from the younger children to receive lessons on reading and writing using government 

materials. The Montessori materials, although available both days, were not used by the older 

children. The clear differences were the extended work period for the younger children the 

second day, the encouragement of independent work choice, and the subsequent ability of the 

children to engage in concentrated work. Same children, same student teachers, same physical 

space, but the adult attention given to feely chosen work by the children created a very different 

environment. 
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The student teachers again cleaned the classroom and porch before leaving. We walked 

back via a "shortcut! through the woods bordering the edge of the grounds of the religious 

property. The path went along the shore of a small pond where I saw a large kingfisher hovering 

above the water and flocks of the prehistoric-looking crested hornbills that had congregated in 

trees near the school, reminders of the rich natural environment that could be better used in the 

classrooms. 

Upendo Montessori School. 

The building that houses Upendo Montessori School has several rooms painted gold on 

two walls and blue on two walls in contrast to the drab, unpainted concrete walls of Rosimi. The 

blue walls were enhanced with painted clouds and a large gold alphabet. Two human anatomy 

medical charts hanging on the walls were unusual choices for a kindergarten classroom, but they 

are hung too high for anyone except the tallest adults to see. In addition to the charts, there was a 

Tanzanian calendar, a clock and an alphabet chart on the front of a cabinet hung at a level 

manageable by a child. A map of Tanzania was displayed on a bulletin board behind the teacher 

table in the corner, and the portrait of former president Julius Nyerere was placed prominently 

near the door. 

Sister Isabella had been in charge of the school and a center for handicapped adults next 

door for many years. Now the neighboring center trains young girls who are not in secondary 

school in domestic skills such as sewing. Sister Isabella has been assigned elsewhere, but the 

school is still referred to as Isabella!s school. Sister Leonarda, a member of the Sisters of the 

Sacred Blood, is now the director. She has initiated several projects to bring extra funding to the 

school. Many of the children are very poor, and the school tries to provide fees for families who 

cannot pay. The school has a freezer and a computer, amenities not seen at other schools. Sister 

Leonarda admits to having poor technology skills but finds the computer helpful for creating and 

printing documents.  

The children gathered in Classroom B for the morning greeting. The fifty-one children 

range in age from two and a half to five, but the majority are three and four. After a short prayer, 

the children dispersed into all three rooms. The three, four, and five-year-olds were split into the 

two front classrooms. The two and youngest three-year-olds went to a small room at the rear of 

the building.  

Thirteen children age three and four went to Classroom C with two of the student 

teachers and one of the Montessori trained teachers. One student teacher presented the lesson 

while the second observed. The teacher quietly coached the first student teacher from her seat in 

the rear of the room. The children sat on mats at the front of the room. Ordinarily the work period 
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would extend to 8:45, but the day I observed the student teacher needed to give a group lesson, 

a requirement of her training. 
After the lesson the teacher began to sing I want to see a butterfly, a song all the trainees 

learn in training. The children stood to sing the song and clap. When the song was finished, they 
sat on the mats, standing to answer a question asked by the teacher. The student teacher then 
gave a lesson on napkin folding, a quintessential practical life activity. Dr. Montessori 
embroidered a set of napkins herself for one of her first classrooms. Other practical life activities 
include a child-sized washing table with a red basin and pitcher, dressing frames, a cutting 
activity, and a bottle cap matching activity. 

 
Figure 4.8 Upendo Montessori. The children use many materials. Note the student placing the 
smallest cube on the pink tower. 

A special rack had been built for the leaf and polygon puzzles to display them at the level 
of the children. The pink tower was prominently displayed in a space easily accessible to the 
children. The activities were complete. Several of the activity boxes were painted dark blue in 
addition to those painted the lighter blue color common at TMTC and other schools may be 
evidence that they have been repaired or replaced. Later that morning Sister Leonarda verified 
that repair of material takes place on school holidays. The staff takes advantage of the workshop 
at TMTC when repairs to the material are more complicated than what they are able to manage 
using simple tools at their own school. 

As the children began to leave the classroom at 10:00, they put on their shoes to go to 
the common room to have their uji. The older students helped the younger ones. The tables and 
chairs were arranged to encourage conversation. Several chose to linger at their tables to chat 
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with other children. As they finished, the children independently washed their hands and went 

outside to play.  

During the children!s playtime outside, the teacher shared many of her personal thoughts 

about Montessori education in Tanzania in general and Dar es Salaam, her hometown, in 

particular. She stated that many schools in Dar es Salaam use Montessori. Most of the schools 

are private, but more government schools are opening. Of the training centers, Lushoto may be 

the least expensive. The charge in Dar es Salaam when she trained was 1 million shillings for two 

years. I asked her about the school!s policy of separating the older students and giving them 

more teacher-directed lessons. She replied, 

Montessori says no to writing on the chalkboard, [yes] to writing activities for 
each child on paper. But I think children in Tanzania are different from children in 
the United States. They need the chalk to learn. 
 
When it is time to come inside, the older children went directly to the room and begin 

arranging individual work mats. After the initial flurry of mat arranging, the children began making 

independent work choices. The student teacher gave a lesson on the red rods in the center of a 

circle of children. The children were quiet and attentive. 

 This is the only Tanzanian day school I observed where the children stay through the 

lunch period. After lunch and clean up, there was a mandatory rest period of one hour. After a 

snack of fruit and juice, the children had an additional hour of work time in the classroom until 

families pick them up on the playground at 3:30. 

Sister Leonarda explained the school is not able to have many five and six-year-olds 

because they have to go to government schools. She said if a school is not registered, the 

government dictates that fives and sixes must go to the government schools. The congregation 

sponsoring her kindergarten is focusing its efforts on a secondary school in Arusha. Giving 

financial support to two schools would be too expensive for them. I interpreted this comment as 

implying a financial problem prevented them from registering, and consequently, retaining older 

students. 

Sister Leonarda!s hometown is in the south of Tanzania, near Zambia. She has an idea 

for creating more Montessori schools in many communities. She says that under Nyerere!s policy 

of ujamaa and the forced community, every village had a building to store the crops harvested by 

the town residents, which were then shared communally. Now that individual families are storing 

their own crops, many of the buildings are empty. She believes each of the abandoned buildings 

would be perfect for a Montessori kindergarten. 
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St. Mauerʼs School. 

The student teachers and I arrived at eight in the morning. The cook/assistant had arrived 
earlier to unlock the door of the two-room school located in a small building behind St. Mauerʼs 
Church. We greeted the children who began to arrive. Ordinarily there are two teachers, one for 
each of the two classroom spaces, but one is on maternity leave. Fifteen children have arrived by 
eight-thirty. Later, there were thirty-three children; several were absent. The children were kept 
together in one room with the student teachers and one trained Montessori teacher. 

The children helped to arrange mats on the floor in the shape of a U. One of the student 
teachers sat in the center of the mats to lead a prayer to begin. She then quietly asked questions 
of the children such as: What is the day of the week? Answers escalated into group choral 
responses. The first student teacher continued with several short grace and courtesy lessons 
such as: How to roll and unroll a mat, How to sit on the mat, How to walk around the mat, How to 
open and shut the door; How to pass between two people; and How to arrange your shoes. She 
alternated these lessons with singing games. 

When the lesson was finished, eleven children went to the second room with one of the 
student teachers. The remaining children stayed in the first room with the teacher and a second 
student teacher. She later told me the children who did not know how to write went to the second 
classroom. In the first room, the teacher began a teacher-directed lesson at the chalkboard. 

 
Figure 4.9 St. Mauerʼs Montessori. This typical classroom has large windows that bring natural 
light into the room and reduce reliance on electric lights. 

In the second room, the children began to make independent work choices. They worked 
quietly, and soon a little girl shut the classroom door because the first room had become rather 
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noisy. When the teacher finished her group lesson in the first room, she came into the second 

room to give individual lessons. Within a short time there were several examples of deep 

concentration, peer coaching, and group work. A very young boy, perhaps not older than age 

three or four, began to build the pink tower. He carefully brought each piece to the rug, measuring 

and comparing it to the previously placed pieces of the tower. After thirty minutes of concentrated 

work, he carefully deconstructed the tower only to begin building it a second time. When he 

finished the second time, an older girl joined him to help put the material away. She left the very 

smallest cube for him to set carefully on the top of the tower, intuitively giving her small partner 

the satisfaction of achieving closure in the lesson. 

Children from the first room drifted into the classroom and chose individual activities. 

Within a short time all the children had entered the room. All three student teachers and the 

teacher presented many group and individual lessons. Midmorning the mats were rolled and put 

away, the children lined up at the door and went to a separate building to use the rest room. 

While they were gone, one of the student teachers prepared material for the next day. There were 

multiple copies of the popular stringing activity using painted bottle caps. The restaurant for the 

hostel at TMTC collects and recycles caps from the beverages purchased by guests to be used 

for making these activities. In addition, there was a math activity using small shells that I had not 

seen in other classrooms. 

After the break, the children gathered in the first room for a group lesson while uji was 

being prepared. An individual mat was brought to the presentation space. The teacher spoke with 

a quiet voice. The children listened attentively, but shouted their responses in unison. The teacher 

asked for an even louder response when the first was not at a satisfactory level. Two boys began 

to wrestle and were invited to sit on the mat right next to the teacher who was giving the lesson. A 

third boy who was also having difficulty attending to the lesson was asked to sit in a different 

place on the mats. Three children were called to get a mug of uji and bring it to another child. The 

boys who were wrestling earlier continued to interact after their uji was finished. This time they 

were separated and sent to stand against the wall and wait until the slow drinkers were finished.  

The student teachers served me tea with two doughnut-like rolls. They were very 

interested in how teachers in the United States are paid. Lillian asked if there were jobs in my city. 

I explained that teachers in the United States must have a degree, but then kindergarten and 

secondary teachers will be paid at the same rate of pay. Lillian was pessimistic that the 

government of Tanzania will respect the importance of the foundational work being done by early 

childhood education and pay teachers in a similarly equitable manner. 
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After uji, one of the student teachers began a memory game with the students. Selected 

children were given a card with a number written on one side. They returned to their seat and 

kept the number secret. When all the number cards had been given out, one by one the children 

holding cards came to a box on the floor in front of the teacher and counted out the quantity of 

shells they calculated matched the numeral on their card. All the children checked the quantity 

each individual child had calculated by counting in unison. One at a time students bought their 

card and the counted shells to the front. They read the numeral in Kiswahili and English; students 

count the shells in unison. After most children had had a turn, they became squirmy and began 

losing focus.  Some began leaving for an individual bathroom break. One boy in particular was 

having difficulty and repeatedly had been bothering his neighbor. In the same quiet voice she 

used in the lesson and barely breaking the rhythm of the lesson, the student teacher called him to 

the front and quietly spoke to him. He got a mat and sat behind her. He became very attentive, 

perhaps because now he had the best view of the lesson! 

At twelve, the mats were neatly rolled, children got their backpacks and lined up at the 

door. The teacher spoke to them with a quiet voice as they found their place. They went outside 

to greet adults who had arrived to walk home with them or to walk home independently. The 

teacher came back to assist the student teachers in cleaning the rooms. The first room had 

evidence that attention had been paid to materials at the end of the session. Lillian said it was 

necessary to prepare for the next day. Children come to the work and expect it to be ready to use. 

She was surprised, but pleased, that I had noticed that she was checking each activity and had 

commented to her in a positive way. 

Discipline in schools. 

 The lessons and method of discipline used by the majority of the student teachers clearly 

reflected the philosophy of instruction given by Sister Gaspara. During staff development she had 

said, 

It is possible to discipline without rewards. When I was in the classroom and the 
child was having difficulty in the circle, I would ask them to turn and face the wall. 
Be careful with remarks of excellent, good. We have to present Grace and 
Courtesy. If you have a question—Montessorians need to present lessons, 
especially grace and courtesy, in classrooms to other teachers. Correct by 
example, not by telling. Control the class, the way you look will tell the children, 
they will know if you are someone they can "play with!. The more you will shout, 
the more they will shout back. 
 

 Although the way the teacher at St. Mauer!s managed the behavior of one of the students 

in her charge was respectful to the child, twice, in two different schools, I observed student 
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teachers using discipline that crossed the boundary of what ethically I could accept as an 

impartial observer. In one school an older boy must have done something wrong, but I could not 

tell what, even through attentive observation. The student teacher went over and spoke harshly to 

him. It seems he was told to hold out his leg or hand because she then swatted his leg with a 

stick. Before the event the class had been very productive and well-behaved. A similar 

occurrence happened at another school, but the teacher had been trying to manage a large 

number of children without the guidance of the experienced teacher. In the first classroom, the 

number of children appeared to be more manageable, and the trained teacher had been more 

accessible if the student teacher had difficulty managing behavior before using a stick. 

I had planned to have tea with Sister Ruth and decided to present my dilemma to her. I 

opened the conversation with the issue of the sticks without identifying the trainees or schools by 

name. I said it is not my job as a researcher to state my opinion, but as a Montessorian, I was 

quite shocked. It is against the basic rights of the child and Montessori!s belief in peace. I 

introduced my dilemma by asking what is allowed in Tanzania. Sister Ruth had a similar reaction 

and said it is forbidden in the country to use corporal punishment and especially forbidden for 

Montessori teachers. She reminded me of the conversation concerning discipline the St. 

Catherine!s teachers had on the first day of staff development. She said there are other ways of 

punishing a student. In Tanzania, there could be severe consequences for a teacher who uses a 

stick to discipline a child. The child also learns to fear the teacher, which is not good. After 

learning of my observations, she suggested that perhaps there needed to be a greater emphasis 

on appropriate classroom management techniques for the trainees, “Because they are just 

learning”. 

Later, Sister Gaspara also expressed concern. She reflected, “Girls come to the program 

and, because of the way they were brought up, say, “How can I manage a class of thirty without a 

stick?” Slowly they begin to see that it is possible.” 

Montessori Pedagogy and Government Regulations 

Sister Gaspara clarified the registration process. Government registration has 

requirements for space, teachers, books, and essentially determines the future of the school. The 

government controls both public and private schools even though private schools receive no 

funding from them. Private schools must meet the same requirements as government schools 

even though government schools themselves may not meet the criteria expected during 

inspections. With limited educational resources of their own, most private schools must follow the 

syllabus put out by the government. The government tests are necessary to gain admission to 

secondary school. The Form 4 exams in secondary school determine placement in Forms 5 and 
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6 to prepare for the A-levels, and the A-levels determine admission to university. All the tests are 

based on the government curriculum. Even though the teaching and learning objectives 

mandated by the government could be met using a range of resources, the lack of resources 

other than the small booklets published by the government limits the choices private schools 

could make. Ironically, the government syllabus clearly states, “The teacher is advised to make 

use of locally available resources to his or her teaching” (Wizara ya Elimo na Utamaduni, 2004). 

Sister Gaspara also responded to the frequency that I had seen older children separated 

from the younger children for more traditional instruction. She said that the Ministry of Education 

registers five and six-year-olds. Social Welfare registers three and four-year-olds. Neither 

department expects to see the ages overseen by separate departments to be mixed together as 

they are in a Montessori classroom. Sister Gaspara hinted that government officials visiting her 

Montessori classrooms "close their eyes! during the inspection process, thus unofficially 

approving the multiage classrooms. Strict adherence to government policies by the school 

administration could lead to some schools separating the students because it is what they think 

the government inspectors expect to see.  

Tension frames the relationship between inspectors, teachers, and their practice in the 

classroom not only in Montessori schools, but also in many government schools in Tanzania. 

Teachers avoid negative assessments by inspectors by choosing strategies that will not conflict 

with what they assume are normal practices. Inspectors may be at odds with classroom practice if 

they are “less developed in pedagogical knowledge than the teachers” (Mhando, 2006, p. 5). 

Tanzanian school inspectors hold the authority to withhold approval for classroom procedures 

that range, in their opinion, from looking outdated to being outside their personal range of 

experience. “This situation became vivid when teachers were exposed to active learning 

strategies earlier than the inspectors! (Mhando, 2006, p. 5). 

In Tanzania, it is difficult to keep the five and six-year-olds in Montessori because 

children may attend government schools at no financial cost to the family. According to Sister 

Gaspara, the government wants Montessori to be under the Ministry of Education. However, if 

that is implemented, the inclusion of threes and fours in a multiage classroom will not be possible. 

“If threes and fours come under the ministry, it will be difficult to keep them in our schools,” warns 

Sister Gaspara. The Montessori Training Association of Tanzania is against this change. 

Sister Leonarda believes the children can get lost in a big crowd in government schools, 

which sometimes have classes with as many as 200 children. Bright children, who would do well 

under any circumstance, are able to adjust but others need a smaller group. Upendo is 

cooperating with the surrounding schools to encourage parents to bring children younger than five 
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to Montessori schools. The government schools must take everyone at no payment, even 

students who need more help. To attend a government school if they are younger than six, 

children must have a certificate to bring with them to primary schools indicating they have 

attended a nongovernment school and proof fees are paid. Even though a child may turn five in 

the middle of the year and could conceivably attend the government school, the certificate helps 

to keep them at Montessori schools until the end of the school year. 

Cultural Adaptation 

On one of my last nights Rahema, a second year student, said she is confident the future 

of Montessori in Tanzania is bright and positive because the government has required hands-on 

activities in the most recent preprimary and primary syllabi. She then asked me if students who 

had attended an upper level Montessori classroom were "full of knowledge!. I told her about 

differences between the kindergarten and elementary level Montessori programs. She was very 

interested in the idea that Montessori pedagogy includes a plan for secondary students. I asked 

her if she thinks Montessori needs to be adapted for children in Tanzania. Her answer was 

emphatic, “No!” 

Sister Vincent concurs with Rahema!s response. When Sister Vincent arrived in London 

for training before her student teaching, she told me she had wondered what European children 

would be like. “Would they have a higher IQ?” she thought. “But what I found is that the children 

and the activities were the same. Perhaps the way the activity was done or the materials used to 

do the activity were different, but that is not important. I will tell you an example from practical life. 

In Tanzania, we bend over when we sweep because we use bundles of reeds. In London, a 

broom is easier to use standing up. The tool may be different, but the task, its purpose and the 

child completing the activity are the same.” 

On my last night Sister Ruth and I walked further down the hill to get a closer look at the 

new building for the boarding school. Construction has been put on hold to focus attention on the 

new convention center and then the extension of the dining room. The outer walls of the building 

for standards one, two and three are standing. The design creatively maximizes window space for 

the three classrooms, essential in Tanzania because electric power is not reliable and shuts down 

in patterns not predictable. TMTC has its own generator when the power is off, but lights are 

frequently turned off during the day or have very low wattage bulbs. Classroom work is often done 

in what would be considered inadequate lighting in the United States. The classrooms of the new 

building, the adjoining storage, and the office spaces are square and rectangular but are not 

aligned in a straight row, which would essentially limit window space in all but the end 

classrooms. Instead, each room is offset at an angle to the adjoining classroom creating window 
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space on three walls in each room. All the rooms have windows that face a picturesque view 

dominated by a rock outcropping on the far cliff that will remain undeveloped due to the difficulty 

of cultivating the hillside. 

Banana groves, fields of corn and gardens of tomatoes and cucumbers can also be seen 

from the window of each classroom. The front side of the building will have a paved verandah 

sheltered by a wide overhang where student tables and chairs may be set up for outdoor work. 

Construction of the buildings for Standards 4 to 7, the dormitories for the students, and the dining 

hall has not begun, but the land between the buildings will have space for classroom gardens. It 

is easy to visualize the classrooms in use, and Sister Ruth, who has become a friend in the short 

time I have been at TMTC, and I claim adjoining rooms as "our! classrooms. In my head I know 

my time in Lushoto is nearly over, and thoughts of Russia are beginning to emerge, but this 

moment will be crystallized forever in my heart.  

Conclusion 

 Since its founding in 1994, the Montessori Training Center in Lushoto has provided quality, 

consistent training for young women of Tanzania and neighboring countries that enables them to 

successfully teach in Montessori environments prepared for children age three to six. Sister 

Gaspara Kashamba has been a steadfast force providing the vision and continued leadership 

necessary to maintain the high expectations for the training offered by the center. Her goals for 

the young women attending the center extend beyond the day-to-day operations of the center. 

Sister Gaspara envisions the training in Montessori pedagogy to not only improve educational 

opportunities for young children, providing a firm foundation for their further schooling, but also to 

provide an opportunity for young women to be economically self-sufficient. Montessori trainees 

receive two years of instruction that includes lectures in Montessori theory, child psychology, the 

flora and fauna of the local environment, leadership, Kiswahili, English, civics, and art. The 

construction of complete set of classic Montessori materials and guided practice in the use of 

each activity during the two years of training enables each trainee to open a classroom after 

graduation without an initial outlay of funds that most likely would not be available to them. Living 

in the dormitories and studying, worshiping, and teaching together for two years creates a 

collegial bond that continues after graduation and strengthens the national Montessori movement. 

Each trainee completes twelve weeks of student teaching in Lushoto Montessori schools. 

The schools—St. Catherine!s, Iberi, Rosimini, St. Mauer!s, and Upendo—are privately run, are 

similar in size, have comparable populations of students, and have at least one certified teacher 

mentoring the trainees under her supervision. The teachers have been trained in "Tanzania and 

all own a complete set of classic Montessori materials which, for the most part, are placed on 



 

 136 

open shelves in each classroom and are organized from concrete to abstract. Activities for 

practical life, sensorial, mathematics/geometry, geography—maps and puzzles made by the 

trainees—are appropriate to the age grouping of the students, although the lack of science and 

history material, and literacy and language arts activities beyond an occasional moveable 

alphabet, sandpaper letters, and small slates and chalk, is acute. Cosmic education is not evident 

in any classroom, but none of the children are older than six, except for the boarding students 

beginning with Standard 1 at St. Catherine!s. On average, all the classrooms were clean, orderly, 

neat, and aesthetically pleasing prepared environments—in spite of being sparse—designed to 

encourage and support independent student work choice. The daily preparation of material on the 

shelves at St. Mauer!s was given extra attention by student teachers, but student teachers also 

were observed sweeping leaves at Iberi and Rosimini; sweeping and washing the classroom floor 

at Rosimi, St. Mauer!s and Upendo, and washing uji mugs at Rosimi. 

Despite the numerous similarities that are described in detail in the narrative of the 

classroom visits, the manner in which essential elements of Montessori classroom practice are 

implemented in each school is dependent upon factors such as the daily and/or weekly schedule 

generated by the teachers or administrator at each school, the internalization of Montessori 

pedagogy by the trainees and/or the teachers in each school, the relationship of the student 

teachers to the classroom teacher, and the quality of the supervision the student teachers receive 

from their supervising teacher during each three-week placement. 

Although classroom lectures and discussions during staff development indicate trainees 

and teachers are encouraged by Sister Gaspara to honor the spontaneous activity of students 

and their freedom to choose activities within understood guidelines, the schedule at each school 

often determines the extent to which the teachers and trainees adhere to the Montessori principle 

of "follow the child!. For example, according to the schedule at Rosimini, children work with the 

materials only on certain days. On multiple visits to Rosimini I observed and described the 

contrast in the engagement of the children on the days when self-selected work was allowed and 

days when it was not. The order, concentration, repetition, and purposeful movement expected in 

children in a prepared environment was evident on the days when they were allowed to choose 

and work with activities from the shelves. Children demonstrated an ability to independently 

engage in concentrated work and to complete a work cycle. On days when they were not allowed 

to work with individual activities, few children were attentive to the lengthy group lessons and 

exhibited negative behavior toward each other and the community. In the schools that scheduled 

independent work time every day, group lessons given by the student teachers often extended 
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beyond the length of ideal time for optimal attention and squandered time that could have 

extended the time for independent work. 

The extent to which the teacher demonstrated the ability to observe the children and 

student teachers in their classroom during independent work time, individual lessons, and group 

lessons and to respond appropriately also varied from school to school, but the professionalism 

shown by student teachers during the independent work periods that all schools scheduled daily, 

or in the case of Rosimini—weekly—was, in most cases, laudable. The two situations in which 

children were disciplined in a manner contrary to the teaching of Montessori were exceptions and 

of great concern to Sister Gaspara and Sister Ruth, and I am confident that additional instruction 

has been added to the training curriculum to support trainees in this area. I described the lack of 

observable engagement of the teachers in either the work of the children or the student teachers 

at Rosimini. In the text, the explicit citation of exemplary pieces of evidence such as the manner 

in which Luna was able to comfort the distressed girl at Iberi and the subtle guidance given to a 

student teacher as the young woman presented a new lesson to a small group of students at St. 

Mauer!s supports a conclusion that, the teachers at the other schools, in contrast to Rosimini, 

were fully engaged and responded appropriately to the needs of the children and adults. 

All the classroom have the appropriate 3-year grouping of students, but only at Iberi and 

St. Catherine!s were the oldest students not separated from the younger for at least a portion of 

the work period during my observations. The perception of government regulations for the older 

students, the needs of these students, and the presence of materials to meet their learning needs 

within a prepared environment varied from school to school. The teacher at St. Maurer!s stated 

older children need traditional instruction from the teacher using chalk and a chalkboard. Sister 

Leonarda at Upendo believes older children must go to a government school if a school is not 

registered, although Sister Gaspara explained that this is not entirely true. Upendo also separated 

the very youngest children into their own space, but in this case it was appropriate because these 

children younger than age three received programming for toddlers. At Iberi several toddlers 

wandered in and out of the classroom, but there were no specific lessons or material for them. 

A change in the physical space at Iberi gave me a unique opportunity to observe how the 

environment could affect how students relate to one another. In the design of the first 

environment, consisting of several small rooms, children of different ages self-segregated 

themselves by age into rooms displaying the practical life activities and those with other areas of 

the curriculum. Individual work prevailed, but cooperative groups, peer teaching, and 

opportunities for the youngest children to observe and learn from the work of older children 

improved dramatically in the new environment. The vignette I described of a three-year-old 
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intently watching a student teacher giving a presentation to a boy several years older than she 

and then going to get the material to work with herself after he finished, represents a classic 

response in a prepared environment. 

Most of the group lessons presented by the student teachers included lessons in grace 

and courtesy. For example, lessons on how to open a door, carry a box, sit in a chair, and carry a 

mat were given at Rosimini. Student teachers at St. Mauer!s gave lessons on similar topics and 

also how to pass between two people and how to arrange your shoes. Neat rows of shoes 

outside the entrance to the classroom at each of the schools is testament to internalization of the 

lesson. Children moved from one area of the classroom to another without disturbing the work of 

others in spite of very crowded work areas at Iberi, Upendo, and Rosimini. The Tanzanian 

tradition of call and response often created a very noisy group lesson, but the expectation of also 

greeting elders with equal enthusiasm in unison indicates that grace and courtesy and quiet may 

not be the expected pairing they are in some other countries. 

 More importantly, how the children treated each other is powerful indication of the depth of 

grace and courtesy in each classroom. Countless times children were observed quietly 

negotiating the use of desirable material or work areas, assisting younger children with items of 

clothing, or sensing the need of a younger child to have closure in a lesson and allowing him to 

place the last pink cube on the tower. An arm was draped over the shoulder of a friend; a younger 

child was served uji first; assistance was given to those needing to clean a spill; a stranger was 

automatically, but confidently, greeted as any elder would expect. 

Montessori pedagogy as implemented in Tanzania is thriving and is providing much 

needed quality education for young children. Several factors influencing its implementation in 

Tanzania have been mentioned above, but poverty permeates through all the classrooms, and is 

the most significant. Teacher salaries are extremely low; families have little to contribute toward 

tuition to educate children younger than seven; training centers lack money to provide a well-

stocked library for trainees. The lack of books or storytelling of any kind in any of the classrooms 

is among the most significant factors limiting the achievement of the students, in my opinion, and 

the extent to which they could be prepared for government school at age seven. It is also the 

factor which, perhaps, could be most easily be eradicated through the addition of story-telling to 

the training curriculum and support by organizations such as Books for Africa and the 

international Montessori community. Dr. Montessori did not advocate for the reading of fairytales 

in her early classrooms, not because children did not need literature or to be read to, but because 

Italian families fulfilled this need for their own children. Most families in Tanzania are not able to 

do the same.  
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Table 4.1 Summary of Schools in Lushoto, Tanzania 
 

SCHOOL LOCATION AGE 

LEVEL 

STATUS STRENGTHS CHALLENGES 

Iberi TMTC, Lushoto 2-6 private Well-trained interns reduce 

ratio; TMTC; low fees; 

practical life; independence; 

exceptional teacher 

poverty; few literacy 

activities/books;  

Rosimini Lushoto, 

Tanzania 

3-6 private Well-trained interns reduce 

ratio; outdoor space; support 

of priests; close to students! 

neighborhoods 

large class size; unengaged 

teachers; older children 

receive traditional instruction; 

communal work mats 

Upendo Lushoto, 

Tanzania 

2-6 private Well-trained interns reduce 

ratio; visionary leader; all-day 

program; older students help 

younger; snack routine 

poverty; few literacy 

activities/books 

St. Catherine!s TMTC, Lushoto 4-6 private Well-trained interns reduce 

ratio; TMTC; older students 

as role models; visionary 

leader; botanical resources 

few literacy activities/books; 

lack of outdoor space; 

St. Mauer!s Lushoto, 

Tanzania 

3-6 private Well-trained interns reduce 

ratio; exceptional teacher; 

extended work period; adult 

attention to environment 

poverty; few literacy 

activities/books; toilet in 

separate building 
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Departure 

Sister Ruth and Sister Angelica came to my door the next morning at dawn. We brought 

my luggage up the hill to the blue gate. Sister Gaspara joined us there, and we waited for the bus 

until almost seven, when the three women needed to leave for mass. One of the young men who 

had carried my luggage on my day of arrival, waited with me until the bus finally arrived a half 

hour late.  

The bus was again hot and crowded, but after five hours we arrived at the crossroads 

leading to the airport where a representative of the Kia Hotel was waiting to bring me to the hotel 

to wait for several hours before the evening flight. At 6 pm I left for the airport. Dusk was 

descending on the surrounding savannah, and as I glanced out the window of the vehicle, I finally 

saw the extraordinary snows of Kilimanjaro rising above the clouds tinted slightly pink in the 

setting sun. Reality returned as there was some confusion concerning my flight. The agent 

thought I planned to go all the way to Minneapolis from Amsterdam and return a third time back to 

Amsterdam before my flights to Zurich and then to Moscow. It was a good thing I was early. 

My KLM flight to Amsterdam was announced. Airplanes in Africa are boarded directly 

from the tarmac. Exiting the terminal to walk across the tarmac and then to climb the metal 

staircase to the open door of the fuselage greeted by a smiling attendant seems at once both 

reassuring and reminiscent of a more innocent time. KLM christens their planes to honor 

individuals who have made a difference in the history of the Netherlands. The names of these 

individuals are painted prominently on the nosecone of each plane. I gathered my carry-on bag 

and walked toward the exit with the other passengers. The 737 aircraft was waiting on the edge 

of the tarmac. I could clearly see the name painted on its nosecone—Maria Montessori. 
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I enrolled in the London training course after I discovered Montessori for the first 
time when looking for a school for my son in Taipei. When I saw the children 
working in the classroom I said to myself, “This is magic. I, too, must learn to be 
a magician.” 

Marina, Montessori teacher  
St. Petersburg, Russia, 2009 

Chapter Five: The Russian Federation 

The Early Years, 1907-1941 

The two women most notable in two periods of implementation of Montessori pedagogy 

in Russia, Julia Ivanova Fousek and Helena Alexandrovna Hiltunen, are essentially unknown in 

the Montessori world beyond Eastern Europe. Julia Fousek, born in 1863, is almost 

singlehandedly responsible for the dissemination of the Montessori pedagogical system in 

Russian kindergartens during the tumultuous years of the dawning twentieth century. Progressive 

educational thought had been flourishing within certain circles in Russia as early as the time of 

Fousek!s birth in the second half of the nineteenth century, brought on, in part, by the dramatic 

educational reforms mandated by Tsar Alexander II. Russian intellectuals began looking to child-

centered methodologies, which viewed childhood as a distinct stage of development deserving 

consideration and attention (Kinnear, 2003) to counteract what they saw as the rigid 

regimentation and intellectual stagnation of traditional methods. 

Followers of Froebel had established several schools in St. Petersburg, but their efforts 

dwindled to a single school that managed to stay in operation for twenty-five years by 1898. Many 

of the teachers who were trained in Froebel!s methods found employment with middle and upper-

class families as nannies when attitudes toward the appropriateness of education for young 

children outside the home changed with repressions following the assassination of Alexander II 

(Valkanova & Brehony, 2006). 

Several Russian educators criticized the Froebel system as being too regimented 

(Kinnear, 2003) or overly religious (Valkanova & Brehony, 2006). Among them was Petr 

Feodorovich Kapterev, who had been influenced by the writings of Comenius and Pestalozzi as 

were others such as Konstantin Ushinsky, considered by many to be the father of Russian 

education. Kapterev developed his own theories of the significance of childhood as a life stage 

and the role of families in providing developmentally appropriate education for their children. In 

the early 1880s, Kapterev joined a salon of educated, upper-class parents, formally organized as 

the St. Petersburg Parent!s Circle in 1884, who met in private homes for regular discussions and 

to study more child-centered theories of child development and education. The group was 

convinced Russian education was in transition from “a traditional pedagogy based on superstition 
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and oppression to a scientific one that correctly placed the individual child at the center of the 

educational process and focused simultaneously on his/her physical, mental and moral 

development” (Kinnear, 2003, p. 7). Kapterev was also part of an international group of 

progressive educators, later to embrace Dr. Montessori as a member, who actively articulated 

efforts to transform education through prolific publications (Kinnear, 2003).  

After the 1905 Russian Revolution led to the establishment of a constitutional monarchy, 

renewed enthusiasm for educational reform in general and formal education for children younger 

than age eight in particular, began to swell, especially among the intelligentsia (Kelly, 2007). 

Three years later, governmental legislation first recognized early childhood education as an 

official area of education and formalized rules and guidelines for the operation of schools and the 

training of teachers. Parents interested in the education of their own children again formed study 

groups and associations supporting the development of kindergartens. Articles about the 

methods of Dr. Montessori began to appear in Russian journals such as Education and Training, 

the Educational Herald, and Free Education (Kelly, 2007). In 1912, while teaching middle and 

upper grade girls, Julia Fousek became interested in the education of younger children and the 

methods of progressive education. She began educating herself by reading articles and 

participating in study groups with like-minded, enthusiastic individuals, discovering Montessori!s 

early writing in the process. 

Dr. Montessori!s The Montessori Method, was translated into Russian by S. G. 

Zaimovskii in 1913. It was based on the original Italian and the recently published English 

versions. The translation included the introduction by Harvard professor Henry Holmes and was 

published by Zadruga in Moscow. Two years later, an edition that included an introduction by a 

Moscow pedagogue, G. K. Veber, was published by a competing publishing house, A. K. 

Zalesskii. A second edition of Zaimovskii!s translation based on the revised and expanded Italian 

second edition was also published in 1915 by Zadruga. This version added an introduction by a 

second Russian pedagogue, I. M. Solovev. Three versions published in as many years is an 

indication of high interest in the pedagogy during the years before the Bolshevik Revolution in 

1917. 

Fousek made use of her connections in society to garner the support of several key 

individuals in the educational community, who provided funds to start the first Montessori 

preschool kindergarten in St. Petersburg in 1913. This school remained open until 1918. In the 

summer of 1914, Fousek was sent abroad by the Ministry of Education to gather first-hand 

impressions of progressive methods of education. While in Rome, she met with Dr. Montessori 

and was able to discuss the successes and difficulties she faced during the implementation of the 
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pedagogy in Russia. According to Fousek, Dr. Montessori was very interested in hearing about 

her experiences and thought her methods would be very applicable in Russia with a few changes, 

a few adjustments. When Fousek returned to Russia she wrote that the time she spent in Rome 

exceeded her expectations. Her book, A Month in Rome in Casa dei Bambini, published in 1915, 

included details of her assessment of the pedagogy. It is clear that her impressions were 

extremely favorable. For example, she wrote “whoever meets Maria Montessori once will never 

forget her. They will never forget her words, her beautiful harmonious voice when speaking about 

the education of young children”. Fousek concluded everyone would recognize her as a talented 

individual. Fousek began working in a kindergarten; her interest in the Montessori system 

increased (Fousek, 2007). 

Fousek was not the only Russian to visit the Montessori schools in Rome. Elizaveta 

Tikheeva, a St. Petersburg specialist in early childhood education, also visited schools but did not 

share the positive impressions of Fousek. On the contrary, she returned disappointed that the 

work she observed did not meet her interpretation of what free education should be and openly 

criticized the method as oppressively undermining the spontaneity and genuineness of young 

children (Kelly, 2007). Her book Pre-school Education and Kindergartens, published in 1920, 

stressed taking children on frequent outings in nature, celebrating festivals in the classroom, 

singing songs, playing games, and regularly reading aloud Russian folktales (Kelly, 2007).  

The Russian translations of The Montessori Method published in 1913 and 1915 

broadened awareness of the pedagogy in Russia, but political events in Russia seriously 

hampered its spread. Fousek!s first kindergarten had existed in a time of peace for only one year 

when World War I began in 1914. The Bolshevik Revolution in October of 1917 exacerbated the 

difficulties of daily life and made it even more difficult to support normal kindergarten functions. 

The lives of many families were disrupted, as forced mobility became the norm. Even so, Fousek 

opened a second educational institution for young children in 1918. Now there were two 

functioning schools. In the first, the enrolled students were mostly the children of educated 

parents, of the intelligentsia. The second kindergarten served a wider range of families, a mix of 

educated and working-class families. Fousek kept a notebook for each child, following Dr. 

Montessori!s example of recording data about the child!s development (Fousek, 2007). 

Educational experimentation flourished during the approximately ten-year period after 

1917, until the consolidation of power by Stalin after the defeat of Trotsky in 1928 (Pinkevitch, 

1929; Wilson, 1928). The importation of the American progressive ideas of John Dewey and 

Helen Parkhurst, who was trained as a Montessorian, was encouraged by key members of the 

new Ministry of Education, the People!s Commissariat of Enlightenment, or Narkompros 
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(Mchitarjan, 2000). Nadezhda Konstantinovna Krupskaya, Lenin!s wife and an influential member 

of Narkompros, was particularly impressed by the egalitarian nature of the American school 

system which she, and other leading Soviet educators, believed discouraged social standing or 

class and was more democratic than European systems thought to encourage subservience 

(Mchitarjan, 2000). Krupskaya also believed that the system of Dr. Montessori was better suited 

to the goals of Narkrompros, in part, because Montessori was perceived as more modern and 

had developed Froebel!s ideas a further extent (Valkanova & Brehony, 2006). 

Fousek, determined to continue her research, was able to secure a position teaching 

classes on Montessori pedagogy to adults. In September of 1918, the Pedagogical Institution of 

Preschool Education was established in St. Petersburg. It was the first educational institution in 

Russia to prepare teachers to teach specifically at the preschool level, to fund research, and to 

spread the ideas of preschool education in the country. Highly regarded professionals were 

invited to collaborate at the Institute with Fousek leading the group. She served as chair of the 

Department of Montessori Studies from 1918-1925.  

The institute started a Montessori preschool kindergarten in 1920 to provide on-site 

opportunities for students to practice teach. This became the third school in St. Petersburg. It was 

an educational lab; students, under the supervision of Fousek, studied Dr. Montessori!s works, 

observed a functioning classroom, and practice taught in the lab classroom. In addition, there 

were research study and research groups enabling students to study further and practice the 

applications of Montessori!s methods. 

During this period Fousek wrote several additional books and articles based on her 

research and that sponsored by the institute. Planning the Children!s House System of 

Montessori was published in 1920; Attention of the Young Child Based on the Montessori System 

in 1922; Intellect Development of Young Children in 1922, Theory and Practice of Montessori 

Preschool in 1923, The Importance of Art in Montessori Schools in 1923; The Montessori Method 

in Russia in 1924; Literacy and Speech Development According to the Montessori System in 

1924; Teaching Math According to the Montessori System in 1924; and Speech Arts According to 

the Montessori System in 1924 (Fousek, 2007).  

After the Second All-Russia Congress on Preschool Education in 1921 emphasized 

education as a means to collective socialization and conformity (Kelly, 2007), a three-year 

consolidation of the multiple teacher training institutions in St. Petersburg began in 1922, 

culminating in 1925. The unified institution was renamed St. Petersburg State Pedagogical 

Institute of Herzen, honoring Alexander Herzen, a Russian philosopher. The department, of which 

Fousek was a part, was merged into the new institution, but most of the departments were 
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reorganized or discontinued. Fousek!s position as department chair was discontinued and without 

departmental support, research became difficult. Fousek continued to work as a lecturer in the 

Department of Preschool Education, but she lost control over the separate lab as a sub-

department. Understandably, she was not very happy about this significant change but was 

financially compensated for the loss of her position.  

Fousek was allowed to go abroad again to visit Montessori-based schools. Even though 

many of her friends and colleagues mocked Fousek!s grand travel plans, Krupskaya did not; 

rather, she continued to see value in learning more about alternative methods of education that 

could be used to advance Soviet policy. In addition to holding an influential position in 

Narkrompros, Krupskaya was author of a substantial number of books and articles that shaped 

the direction of Soviet education, including Public Education and Democracy (1917) that “offered 

a new interpretation, from the viewpoint of the working class, of the great democratic 

educationalists Rousseau and Pestalozzi” (Slatkin, 1994; p. 49). She liked Fousek!s ideas and 

was able to give her 500 rubles, not a great deal of money at the time, but it was a sufficient 

amount to travel throughout Europe visiting the best schools and preschools in the Netherlands 

and Germany. Fousek met Dr. Montessori for the second time in Rome, and she wrote that her 

praise was very important to her. Dr. Montessori gave her a portrait with a personal message on 

the back; Fousek later wrote she often looked at the picture for inspiration in the difficult moments 

that were to follow in her life (Fousek, 2007).  

In the early years after the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, Fousek also had the support of 

scientists such as Alexander Ivanov-Smolensky, a student who worked in the laboratory of the 

eminent Russian scientist, Ivan Pavloff. Pavloff himself became interested in the method. Even 

so, in the second half of the 1920s, the situation changed ideologically, and progressive 

educational methods began to fall into disfavor. Researchers and educators wrote articles 

defending the Montessori system, critiquing some of Montessori!s concepts in an attempt to 

highlight aspects of the methodology that were applicable to the education of Soviet children and 

could be politically useful. However, their efforts were not successful. At the state level, the 

Montessori system continued to be misunderstood, and perhaps because attempts to politically 

make it fit into the new system failed, Montessori and all forms of progressive education, including 

Dewey, were considered to be dangerous for young minds. In 1930, the experimental preschool 

stopped functioning due to ideological, not educational, reasons. Fousek!s many years of 

experimenting with Montessori pedagogy as an alternative model of education essentially came 

to an end.  
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Fousek survived financially throughout the 1930s by writing an occasional article for 

publication. She wrote several analytical and theoretical works during that period, synthesizing all 

the results of her many years of practical experience. She made many conclusions about the 

effectiveness of and the optimal conditions for the realization of Montessori pedagogy in Russia. 

Fousek concluded that the Montessori system genuinely reflected many of her own views on 

preschool education. Concepts such as the importance of individual, self-directed work of the 

child with didactic materials, the development of self-control and positive motivation that is 

followed by concentration and polarization of attention, and the child!s adaptation to work in 

preschool as preparation for future study reflected her own views on education. She died in the 

winter of 1941-42 during the WW II blockade of St. Petersburg (Leningrad) by the German 

offensive. 

On three occasions during my visit to Russia, I was told a story about Krupskaya and 

Fousek. Each time the story was told, details varied, but the fundamental plot elements remained 

the same and seem to have entered into the lore of the Montessori movement in Russia. Despite 

efforts by progressive educators, academics, and politicians to overcome what was perceived as 

artificial barriers between the academic subjects and an individual!s development by 

implementing reforms such as student government and the methods of Dewey and Montessori, 

by the 1930s all education was directed to supporting the demands of Bolshevik totalitarianism. 

Montessori schools were closed and even the name of Montessori was stricken from the 

literature. Fousek went to Krupskaya, asserting many elements of the Montessori pedagogy fit 

well with Marxist humanism. Krupskaya replied, according to each storyteller, “You leave Marx to 

us, and we will leave Montessori to you.” Even though there is evidence in the literature that 

Marxist educators identified the compatibility of some progressive methods to Marxism 

(Pinkevitch, 1929), there is no evidence that the conversation occurred or that Fousek was able to 

keep any of her schools open. For the next half-century, as the hegemony of Soviet education 

rigidly reified politicized curriculum and methodology dictated by the state, Montessori and other 

progressive pedagogical developments were buried in Russian archives as mere footnotes to 

events of the past. 

The Post-Soviet Era, 1991-2009 

Helena Hiltunen, credited by many in Russia as one of several individuals responsible for 

the reintroduction of Montessori pedagogy in Russia, sets 1991 as a significant date even though 

there was some experimentation with the pedagogy in various parts of Russia in the late 1980s. 

Most of the earlier programs used the name of Montessori without more than a surface 

knowledge of the pedagogy (Webber, 2000). In 1991 representatives of alternative methodologies 
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were invited to attend an international educational congress in the Crimea. Some say the 

invitation came from the Russian government while others say it was strictly a teacher-organized 

event. Hiltunen, a graduate of the Moscow Pedagogical University, known for introducing 

students to different pedagogical ideas, and a former teacher who had published several articles 

on progressive education, had been asked to attend the congress as an official representative of 

Moscow. Hiltunen had some familiarity with Montessori pedagogy because at the end of the 

1980s, during a visit with family in Luxembourg, she was introduced to a French Montessori 

teacher, Claudia Weiss. Weiss gave Hiltunen a box containing several old Montessori materials 

that she said had once belonged to Maria herself. Weiss instructed Hiltunen to carry the antique 

dressing frames, weight tablets, and writing boards back to Russia and store them there. Included 

in the box was a 1916 French edition of The Montessori Method. “At the time I did not know the 

significance of the pedagogy,” admitted Hiltunen. 

A display of Montessori materials sent by schools in Amsterdam was part of the 

Congress in 1991. The story of the arrival of the Dutch contingency to the congress, similar to the 

story of Fousek and Krupskaya, has become part of the lore of the Russian Montessori 

movement and was told by several individuals throughout my visit. Hiltunen!s version follows: 

I was part of the group sent by the government to meet our foreign guests and 
assist them in getting materials from the airport to the congress site in the village 
of Peschanoe. Many suitcases had accumulated at the gathering spot in the 
airport, including two huge bags sent from Amsterdam. One by one all the bags 
were loaded on the buses, except the two from Amsterdam, which for some 
reason were not loaded on time and remained on the streets. Anxious to proceed 
on to the congress, one of our representatives checked the tags on the bags 
hoping to find the name of the owner for us to page. “Where is this Montessori 
person, and why has he not claimed these suitcases?” the representative 
exclaimed in irritation after reading a label on the side of one. 
 
Not long after, Hiltunen traveled to Europe as a tourist. While visiting friends in 

Amsterdam, she asked them to show her a variety of schools, including Montessori schools. Two 

elderly Montessorians, Elizabeth Van Santan and Maria Roth, took Hiltunen to what they called a 

"real! Montessori school. The visit made a strong impression on Hiltunen. “The children were 

walking around learning independently without the apparent assistance of adults. They were of 

different ages but were together and were free to move from classroom to classroom. They were 

not pushing. For a typical Soviet teacher, it was a shock. At the time I thought it was unusual but 

tempting, and naturally I wanted to create a Montessori school in Russia.” 

Hiltunen was given a suitcase of materials to bring back to Russia. She went to the 

kindergarten her own children attended and asked for permission to set up the materials in a 

spare classroom. “But something horrible happened. The children began to throw the material, to 
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use the pink tower as a train. It was horrible, a nightmare,” she remembered. “I put the materials 

back into the box and shoved it under the bed.”  

But then Elizabeth came to Moscow, and she said, “Of course. This is what should have 

happened because you really don!t know the materials.” Hiltunen traveled to Germany to take a 

year-long course before starting her second classroom. Three years later the successful program 

extended into the elementary. 

Hiltunen was instrumental in the founding of the Russian Montessori Teacher Association 

and served as the first president. She continues to be a frequent contributor to the association!s 

journal Montessori Club, published ten times a year. She also has written or translated several 

books on Montessori pedagogy. Her current focus is negotiating through “the subtlety of Russian 

legislation” to advocate for the profession of "Montessori pedagogue! to be included in the official 

government list of approved professions. Until it is included, any hours earned by teachers taking 

Montessori courses, workshops, or seminars will not be valid for career growth or recertification 

for licensed teachers. A total of 500 hours could be given to those professions on the official list, 

but currently only 360 hours of Montessori training count toward "improvement! of skills and may 

not be counted as official. The Federal Institute for Development of Education has promised to 

work with Hiltunen to develop an online course with a link for individuals to be able to comment on 

the training. The course will offer 500 hours and require exams to satisfy the government. 

Hiltunen hopes the comments will be favorable and official status will be achieved. When that 

happens, she will immediately change the online training course to a magazine.  

When asked by a Russian journalist to summarize her thoughts about the 

appropriateness of Montessori pedagogy to Russian culture, Hiltunen replied, 

I must say that there is no special Russian or Italian or German or any other 
American Montessori pedagogy. There is only the one invented by Maria 
Montessori. We can read about this pedagogy in her books. But at the same 
time, any follower of the system, in whatever country she lives, of course, brings 
her life experiences and talents, her worldview and character. Therefore, all 
Montessori schools in different parts of the world do not resemble each other. 
The same can be said about Russian Montessori schools. Everything depends 
on the people who organize them (Timoshenko, 2009). 
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Figure 5.1 Russia. Research sites are located in the European region of Russia. 

Arrival 

My apprehension increased as the Aeroflot flight approached Sheremetyevo International 

Airport in Moscow. I had entered Russia by land and sea since my first visit, but the memory of 

arrival into the Soviet-era airline terminal overshadowed the civility experienced at those other 

entry points. Customs at Sheremetyevo a mere five years ago had been confusing, chaotic, and 

crowded as flight after flight of international passengers converged down the narrow cement 

stairs to the lone pair of booths staffed by dour custom officials with no patience for non-Russian 

speaking travelers. After nearly three hours of waiting in the hot, airless, smoke-filled passageway 

with dozens of fellow passengers, we cleared customs only to find our luggage had not been 

loaded onto the flight. This trip, not only was I traveling alone, I had limited time to find the agency 

holding the ticket for my domestic flight from Moscow to Belgorod and the driver who would 

transport me to the domestic Vnukovo Airport, located a significant distance across the sprawling 

city. 

Relief replaced anxiety as I descended the same cement stairs and saw orderly lines 

forming at every booth, no smoking signs posted prominently on the walls, and officials efficiently 

processing passengers. I cleared customs and located my checked luggage in record time. An 

affable agent whisked me into the waiting car I had booked for the transfer to Vnukovo airport. 

Traffic at mid-day on the well-maintained expressway was light, and I arrived with time to spare. I 

entered the terminal and immediately got into what I thought was the line to check in for my flight. 

Amenities for international travelers such as signs in any language other than Russian were few, 
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and I had arrogantly assumed the check-in process would be similar to what I had experienced in 

North America, Africa and other countries in Europe. I reached the desk, but none of the agents 

spoke English. They processed my ticket with the assistance of a young man in line behind me.  

Without further complications the flight departed. When the plane landed in Belgorod the 

passengers spontaneously applauded for what I had thought was a routine flight and landing. I 

have since experienced applause on every flight with Russian passengers, a custom I find 

reassuring and charming. I disembarked from the airplane into the glare of lights and television 

cameras. Reporters had been waiting to interview a local hero returning on the same flight from 

Moscow after winning a national arm wrestling championship. My hosts and an interpreter were 

waiting with bouquets of lilacs behind the exuberant crowd of media and fans. As we drove 

through the darkened streets to the university hotel, they enthusiastically informed me of the full 

program they had scheduled during my visit. 

Montessori Pedagogy in the Town of Belgorod 

The town of Belgorod. 

Although Belgorod can be described as a typical Russian town, its strong economy 

makes it atypical in many ways. Meticulously reconstructed after World War II, the town of  

Belgorod has a spacious and uncongested central square surrounded by beautiful, well-kept 

buildings, many exemplifying eighteen and nineteenth century achitectural styles and painted the 

pastel colors for which St. Petersburg is known. A pedestrian boulevard lined with trees, flower 

beds, and benches is frequented by families taking evening strolls. A significant increase in 

automobile ownership causes major rush hour traffic jams according to my hosts, but many 

residents continue to walk or use public transportation, and drivers seem to be respectful of 

pedestrians. Roads and streets in the suburbs as well as the city center are paved and 

maintained.  

A law passed in 2004 prohibits swearing in public, and the consumption of alcoholic 

beverages in the open is not as common as in other regions. My hosts insisted recent social 

problems, such as a rise in racial intolerance plaguing other urban areas in Russia, are not to be 

found in Belgorod. Women dress fashionably, and the click of high heels along the pavement add 

a steady cadence to the cacophony of urban activity. The center of town boasts many 

restaurants, cafes, and coffee shops that would rival those in any European city. The town also 

maintains walking paths along the river, and a cobblestone path through the park was being 

restored during my visit. I found Russians to be fond of ice cream, and Belgorod has kiosks 
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conveniently located on most corners in the busiest areas of town that sell a wide selection of 

frozen treats. 

 
Figure 5.2 Belgorod town park. The park is a popular route to walk between the town center 

and the university. 

It was important to my hosts that I receive an exposure to the culture and history of the 

town, in addition to visiting schools. They scheduled activities such as a dance performance at 

the university and a choral performance at the monestary, and visits to the Childrenʼs Library, the 

Deskaya Music School, and the new art museum in addition to the school visits I had requested. 

A stained glass mosaic adorns the façade of the art deco style art museum. I was the first 

American visitor to the museum officially opened only one month earlier. Eventually several 

galleries will be open, but the first displayed pieces by Russian artists depicting scenes from 

World War II in a variety of genre to commemorate August 5, 1945 when Belgorod was liberated 

from the Germans. The city was destroyed, but the battle became a turning point in the war. 

The diorama and the memorial at the site of the main battlefield at Kursk also were 

integral to the program they had arranged for me. During World War II, or the Great War as it is 

known in Russia, the Battle of Kursk took place not far from the town of Belgorod, on the 

Prokhrovskoe field. The tank battle against the German offensive halted progress toward Moscow 

and remains the largest tank conflict of all time. Each of my hosts had personal stories of family 

members who had fought in the battle or had been one of over 300,000 civilians, mostly women, 

who built roads and railways and dug thousands of miles of trenches. The great-uncle of one of 

my hosts was only seventeen when he was burned in a tank, and the great-aunt of another was 
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executed by the Germans in front of her five children for providing bread to groups of civilian 

guerilla soldiers. Belgorod was first town in Russia to be given the designation of a Town of the 

First Salute, a significant national honor. A large diorama currently under restoration is a popular 

destination for residents of the area who hold participants in the battle in highest esteem. The 

grandfather of one of my translators, had been a tank general, survived the battle and served as 

consultant to the designers of the exhibit, helping to ensure accuracy in the re-creation of the 

battle on display. The memorial on the grounds of the battlefield is a marble pillar crowned by St. 

George and covered with panels sculpted with scenes from the battle. The nearby cathredral is 

dedicated to the saints Peter and Paul. According to my hosts, the ending dates of the war and 

the battle correspond to their saint days.  

 Belgorod State University, sponsor of the Montessori Study Center, has a new and old 

campus. The new campus, located near the river, is one extensive building with multiple wings 

added to the original structure over the years. The maze of corridors, stairways, lecture halls, 

science and computer labs, performance stages, and offices overflows with the 30,000 students 

moving from class to class. The campus includes several commercial enterprises, such as a 

restaurant and a pharmacy where students study as interns, and a hotel for visiting faculty. These 

enterprises are tucked into the walls of the main building but open onto the street and, except for 

the hotel where only a special invitation permits booking a room, are frequented by residents of 

the town as well as the students. Fortunately, my hosts were able to book a room for me in the 

university hotel. Belgorod is not yet known as a tourist destination, and commercial hotels are 

limited to one that is upscale but outrageously expensive and a second that my hosts insisted has 

substandard facilities and is too far from campus. The new campus also includes a small chapel 

for students built in the ancient style, painted white with bright blue onion domes trimmed with 

gold. The old campus, housing the Montessori Study Center is a much smaller, three-story 

building on a quiet, tree-lined street closer to the center of town.  

 The university has been involved with over thirty cooperative projects with institutions of 

higher education, international funds and organizations. This number of projects is evidence of 

the university!s commitment to internationalism. Partnerships with various educational institutions 

in Germany, including the cooperative project between the University of Münster and the 

Montessori Center, are considered by university officials to be among the most effective and 

diverse. When interviewed, the vice-president of the pedagogical college emphasized the 

importance of the origins of the university as a pedagogical institute. As many new departments 

in research sciences were added over the years, the university did not lose sight of its mission 

and continues to be involved in education at all levels.  
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Belgorod Montessori Study Center. 

History. 

The Ministry of Education in Russia and the Ministry of Education and Culture of North 

Rhine-Westphalia, Germany, signed an agreement to encourage cooperative projects between 

institutions under their respective areas of governance as part of the Law on Education of the 

Russian Federation passed in 1992. The reform not only decentralized control of education, 

delegating many of the responsibilities formerly monopolized by the state to regional and town 

governments, it encouraged more learner-centered teaching to replace the rigid knowledge-

centered models of the Soviet system. The law was amended in 1996, bringing even greater 

emphasis on “differentiated and individualized instruction which matches children!s interests and 

abilities and the maximizing of pupils! choice” (Alexander, 2001, p. 67). Based on the strength of 

its Department of Pedagogy, Belgorod State University was chosen to represent Russia. Among 

the proposals focused on innovative methodologies suggested by the university was a project to 

study the work of Dr. Montessori. In 1993, Nadezhda Grigorjevna Tarassenko, a post-graduate 

student in the Department of Pedagogy with an interest in humanistic pedagogy, was asked by 

the administration of the university to lead the work on this project. “At first, I confess, I refused,” 

she admits. “But the administration insisted, and I agreed.” Tarassenko reflected on her 

introduction to the life and work of Dr. Montessori, 

I appreciate the work of Maria Montessori because the study of the life of this 
outstanding, extraordinary personality and her creative legacy has given me a 
glimpse into a significant new vision of the achievement of peace through the 
educational process. It has greatly enriched my own worldview; and has allowed 
me to feel involved in a resolution to the problem, which, in my opinion, should 
have priority in modern pedagogy (Timoshenko, 2009). 
 

 Tarassenko joined a group from the university and traveled to Germany to observe 

schools using the Montessori pedagogy for age three to six, six to nine, and nine to twelve levels. 

She was surprised to see child-centered classrooms where the students initiated activities and 

self-regulated their choices, but thought it would be difficult to create these kinds of schools in 

Russia. The concept of "free work!, a period of time during the day when students could choose 

activities without adult intervention might offer a compromise from rigid policies preventing 

government schools from fully implementing Montessori concepts. She knew her idea would need 

to involve practicing teachers in some way, as the reform would not be as effective if she tried to 

do everything herself. She began to develop the idea of a study center based on Dr. Montessori!s 

theoretical concept of "cosmic education.! Derived from the Greek kosmos, meaning "order or 

world', cosmic education is Dr. Montessori!s holistic curriculum designed to show the six to 
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twelve-year-old how everything in the universe is interrelated and interdependent beginning with a 

framework of key lessons that integrate all the elements of the elementary curriculum. In the 

study center experts in various fields of science would collaborate to study the pedagogy of Dr. 

Montessori, develop and design curricula and didactic materials for the prepared environment of 

elementary schools, and support teachers in the classrooms. Tarassenko presented her idea to 

the administration of the university, and it was enthusiastically supported and funded. To acquaint 

Tarassenko further with Montessori, she was sent to train for six months at the University of 

Münster in Germany. Officially, the Montessori Center was founded in December of 1994 on the 

authority of the Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation and the Academic Council of 

Belgorod State University. The Montessori Center continues to have the status of an independent 

scientific institution within Belgorod State University. 

 Tarassenko!s six-month period of study in Germany was extended to a full year, during 

which time she had ample opportunity to visit Montessori classrooms in the Netherlands, Ireland, 

the Czech Republic, and Poland. During the observations of many classrooms, she noted how 

few students were studying science. The materials that were in use were not as well developed 

as those in other areas, such as sensorial and mathematics, a conclusion shared by many upper 

level, experienced Montessori teachers in the United States. The work and the materials in the 

classrooms did not fully exemplify her vision of cosmic education. Cosmic education as she saw it 

was more global, but the few hands-on materials she examined did not emphasize whole 

concepts or the interconnectedness of various ideas. She began to consider the possibility that 

subjects such as geography and history could be presented from a more scientific point of view. 

To create optimal opportunities for children to internalize the integration of topics, Tarassenko 

believed materials should have a better system of connecting to each other. The main task 

became the development of all the spheres of cosmic education for the mind of the child to 

develop a better picture of the whole and of humanity!s and his or her own place within it. 

Participation in international conferences and partnerships. 

During the six years of the initial cooperative international project, the Belgorod 

Montessori Study Center and Münster University jointly sponsored two international conferences, 

and Russian staff periodically traveled to Germany for further training or to participate in 

professional conferences and discussions with their German Montessori colleagues. In 2000, a 

contract was signed extending the partnership until the year 2005, when it was renewed for 

another five years. The Ministry of Education in Moscow and the University of Belgorod (BelGU, 

2008) support the cooperation. 

In October of 1995, an international conference entitled “Maria Montessori!s Pedagogy: 
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Theory and Practice” took place at Belgorod State University. Participants of the conference 

included scientists from Münster University, the representative of the Ministry of School, heads of 

Montessori institutions, and Montessori teachers of the North Rhine-Westphalia region in 

Germany. Participants from Russia included representatives from the Ministry of Education of the 

Russian Federation, the Management of Education and Administration of the Belgorod region, 

and Belgorod State University, and teachers of kindergartens and schools in Belgorod town and 

region. Representatives from the Ukraine and other Russian cities such as Moscow, Voronezh, 

Lipetsk, Ekaterinburg, Volgograd, Nizhni Novgorod, also attended.  

A second international conference, “Maria Montessori!s Pedagogy and a Paradigm of 

Education for the Twentieth Century”, was sponsored four years later by the Center and the 

University. International participation increased as scientists and teachers from Germany, 

Holland, Poland, Belarus, Byelorussia, Ukraine and Russia took part in the conference. Faculty of 

Münster University again made key presentations, and representatives of other Russian cities 

and towns, such as Moscow, Kursk, and Cheboksary, took part in the conference. A collection of 

scientific papers on the material of both the 1995 and 1999 conferences was published. 

In 2002, the Montessori Center at Belgorod State University became a member of 

Montessori Europe, an organization founded in 2000 to create a network of Montessori activities 

in Europe and an information channel for its thirty-seven member countries and to sponsor yearly 

conferences. The university views membership in Montessori Europe as an important landmark 

on the way to integration into the European educational and academic communities. Staff 

participated in seven conferences and seminars held in Germany and in other international 

conferences organized by Montessori Europe, including Lodz, Poland in 2002; Dublin, Ireland, 

2003; Prague, the Czech Republic, 2004; Gothenburg, Sweden, 2005; Vienna, Austria, 2006. 

International awareness of the work of the Montessori Center of Belgorod State University was 

highly augmented in 2006 when it co-hosted the annual conference of Montessori Europe with the 

Montessori Center of Münster University. The conference entitled “Montessori!s Idea of Cosmic 

Education in the Twenty-first Century” was opened with a greeting sent in a letter by the General 

Secretary of AMI, Renilde Montessori, granddaughter of Maria. The aim of the conference was “to 

show the urgency and the importance of Dr. Montessori!s idea of cosmic education, to emphasize 

the possibilities of the development of this idea from the viewpoint of modern scientific 

philosophical knowledge and to show ways to integrate it in the education of the twenty-first 

century.” Sessions covered the anthropological, philosophical, and theoretical foundations of Dr. 

Montessori!s plan for the elementary curriculum and also practical applications of cosmic 

education in the classroom. Staff at the Center published six of the articles in the journal resulting 
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from the conference.  

 A commitment to internationalism is evident from the list of universities sending participants 

to this seminar on cosmic education. The home universities of participants include Kath University 

Taegu and Sangji College from Andong, Korea; Kanto Gakuen University, Sophia University and 

the Montessori Training Center from Kyoto, Japan; University of Münster, Germany; Pädagogic 

Academy of Vienna, Austria; PABO Eindhoven, the Netherlands; University Lódz, Poland; 

University of Prague and University of Pardubice, Czech Republic; and Belgorod University, 

Russia (BelGU, 2008. Glaringly absent was any representation from the United States academic 

or Montessori communities or from the American Montessori Society or Association Montessori 

Internationale, the largest school and teacher training accrediting organizations. 

The relationship with University of Münster has strengthened over the years. Professors 

have served as evaluators of the implementation of the Montessori methodology in kindergartens 

and schools of Belgorod, determining in 2001 that implementation had progressed “on an 

astonishingly large scale and according to high standards”. Russian scholars also assessed 

schools in Germany; Andrei Dorofeev, formerly on the staff of the Montessori Center in Belgorod, 

spent the year of 2003 at the Montessori Center in Münster gathering material for his dissertation 

entitled Die Umsetzung pädagogischer Ideen der Pädagogik Maria Montessoris in vorschulischen 

und schulischen Einrichtungen des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen or The Implementation of 

Montessori!s Educational Ideas in Preschools and Schools in North Rhine-Westphalia. Although 

Montessori pedagogy is more often chosen as the subject for dissertations in academia than in 

the past, only in Italy has scholarship been initiated in departments of education to the extent it 

has been in Germany. Scholars at several German universities have chosen the Montessori 

pedagogy as the subject of much academic investigation over the past two decades. It appears 

that those in leadership positions within the Department of Pedagogy at Belgorod University are 

following a similar path. 

Intellectual influences. 

Two questions became the guiding focus upon which the Center built its work. First, What 

should be taught? Second, How would a united vision of the world based on Dr. Montessori!s 

cosmic education look considering educational goals of the twenty-first century? Believing that 

humanity of the twenty-first century must transform relationships with nature if there are to be 

peaceful solutions to global ecological problems, Tarassenko asserted, “Education must have a 

global outlook that is ecologically friendly, looking not only inward to one!s own nation, but also 

outward to other nations.” She is optimistic that economic and political transformation into 

oneness is growing. 
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As I began to immerse myself in the problem of how to implement humanistic 
ideas of self-development and self-realization in a practical way in the classroom, I 
realized how deeply multifaceted the cosmic philosophy of Dr. Montessori is and 
how relevant her idea of cosmic education is for modern pedagogy. 
 
Within the context of historical and cultural experience, she believes the prepared 

environment of a Montessori classroom should also influence the development of ecological 

systemic thinking in the next generation. The research conducted by the Center looks to the 

tradition of Russian scientific thought, specifically the works of those "cosmic philosophers!, 

Nikolai Fedorovitch Fedorov, Konstantin Eduardovitch Tsiolkovsky, Nikolai Alexandrovich 

Berdyaev, Konstantin Nikolaievich Ventsel, and Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky, whose work in the 

late nineteenth, early twentieth centuries, best complement that of Dr. Montessori. Vernadsky, 

born seven years before Dr. Montessori, spoke several languages and traveled abroad 

extensively participating in international networks of scientific collaboration and dialogue and 

doing scientific work in museums and libraries. He visited Canada and the United States in 1913, 

the year of Dr. Montessori!s first visit to the United States. Although there is no conclusive 

evidence that they met at any time, Vernadsky!s “awareness and knowledge of intellectual trends 

and developments both in Europe and beyond” (Oldfield, 2006), could also be said to be true of 

Dr. Montessori.  

Vernadsky!s concept of "noosphere!, is especially relevant to the research of the Center, 

and Tarassenko was surprised that more American Montessorians, myself included, are not 

familiar with his work. According to Vernadsky, the noosphere or the global sphere of human 

intellect and reason, follows the geosphere and biosphere and fundamentally transforms them. 

The influence of Vernadsky is apparent in the research conclusions of the Center, which state: 

The anthropological and philosophical aspect of Maria Montessori!s cosmic theory 
is crucial. It implies the thesis of unity of the macro and microcosmos. A human 
being is a "rational being! of the Cosmos, and the human mind and activity are 
integrated in the Universe. According to the philosophy of the Italian educator, 
existence of a human being on the Earth is a result of the activity of the whole 
Cosmos, and every individual!s life is universally important. A crucial factor in the 
unity of the world is the holistic cosmic characteristic of the human mind. 
According to the educational aspect of Dr. Montessori!s cosmic theory, to have a 
"cosmic mind! with the means to acquire and evaluate knowledge of the Universe 
as wholeness, cognizant of the fact that human activity should be in conformity 
with laws of nature and morality. It also means to treat oneself as an active part of 
the world, responsible for the evolution of society and nature. 
 

Tarassenko insisted that Dr. Montessori corresponded with Russian scientists, Ventsel 

specifically, and was influenced by their conceptualization of cosmic education long before 

traveling to India in 1939. Ventsel is included in a group of progressive Russian educators and 
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philosophers who looked to author and pedagogue Leo Tolstoi for inspiration. Tolstoi!s daughter 

Tatyana founded a Montessori school in St. Petersburg after hearing an inspirational lecture on 

the pedagogy. Krupskaya, Lenin!s wife, like Ventsel, was inspired by Tolstoi and was an advocate 

of children!s rights and autonomous schools (Mchitarian, 2000). She looked favorably on the 

writing of Montessori. Evidence of a correspondence between Ventsel and Dr. Montessori has not 

emerged, but the circumstantial evidence of like-minded colleagues and shared belief systems is 

strong. As scholarly ideas suppressed during Soviet times become more accessible through 

translation, a more complete picture of Dr. Montessori!s possible collaborations will be better 

understood. According to Tarassenko, 

The ideas of Maria Montessori are not an alternative; they are not something new. 
They are very close to ideas that have always been in Russian pedagogy. 
Cosmism is a very rich tradition in our country. We can recall the names at least 
fifteen Russian philosophers who had these ideas. People at the time of 
Montessori developed similar ideas, and now, at the present time, Maria 
Montessori!s ideas are very interesting to people working on theoretical ideas, not 
to establish separate schools, but to integrate ideas into what we have always had 
in Russian education. Integration is not meant to dissolve her [Dr. Montessori!s] 
ideas into our system, but to preserve them. 
 

Mission. 

The mission of the Center is to study the theoretical basis for Dr. Montessori!s pedagogy 

in her writings and to develop and apply her framework for cosmic education to current research 

in natural and social sciences, philosophy, pedagogy, and psychology. The Center has published 

study guides and proceedings of the international conferences it has sponsored, translated and 

published several works originally published in Germany, and published sixty-five articles in peer-

reviewed Russian and international journals specializing in theoretical scientific and 

methodological literature on current problems of Dr. Montessori!s pedagogy. Grounded in both 

Montessori pedagogy and current scientific research, the Center also develops self-teaching, 

individualized materials to be used by students in the classroom. The Center staff continually 

evaluates the success or failure of the materials through observations in the classrooms and 

discussions with the teachers. Continual interaction with teachers and students also helps them 

to understand and better support the growth of students! understanding of their place in the 

universe. Lastly, an important aspect of the Center!s mission is to work with pre-service and 

practicing teachers through teacher training and retraining, sharing the results of the Center!s 

work and workshops to support the implementation of the materials in classrooms. 

Nadezhda Tarassenko has remained the director of the Montessori Center at Belgorod 

University since it was founded. The assistant director of the center, Galina Anatoljevna 
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Jemeljanova, has worked at the center for ten years. She began to concentrate on Montessori 

education when she was a student in astronomy at the university. She develops didactic material 
for astronomy and manages the manufacture, sale, and distribution of all the materials. Three 
additional staff work on a part time basis, holding joint appointments in their respective 
departments at the university or teaching in local schools. Liana Wassiljevna Telewinova has 
been working at the center since 1996 and specializes in physics. Irina Leonidovna Krajazhkova, 
the geography expert, joined the Center in 1998. The most recent addition to the department, 
Larissa Alekseevna Ksenova has been working at the Center since 2000 developing didactic 
material in the area of biology. Krajazhkova and Ksenova hold individual patents by the Russian 
Federation for the materials they have developed. 

 
Figure 5.3 Cosmic education activities. Center staff and local teachers display examples of the 
material for cosmic education developed and marketed by the Center. 

Learning Activities for cosmic education. 

Over forty lessons consisting of colorful card material, depicting vocabulary, stories, 

illustrations, and graphics researched and designed by the Center staff, are available 
commercially through a catalog and online via the Internet. It is in use in Montessori classrooms 
in many towns in Russia and several Russian-speaking classrooms in former Soviet republics of 
Belarus and Ukraine. The staff explained the uniqueness of the didactic materials and their value 
to the development of cosmic thinking in children at theoretical and practical levels. First, the 
system of knowledge developed by the didactic materials is integrative, based on both a scientific 
and a philosophical vision of the world. “The materials encourage the child to become aware of 
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the importance of the world order, to accept the world order as a value, to understand that a 

human being is a part of the world and is responsible for its harmonious development,” stated 

staff of the Center. The content of the materials, the manner of working with them, and the 

structure of the environment encourage the child to think theoretically. On a more practical level, 

working with the didactic materials in the prepared environment helps the child become more 

intimately involved in his or her own learning process. The materials spark the child!s imagination, 

at the same time building strong habits of self-correcting activity and self-acceptance. 

Two recent additions to the catalog, numbers 03-007 #$%&'$() * ++ ,-./-0+0'1 

(Culture and its Components) and 03-008 2(+-3()4-5)00)6 /(*(-7) (Transformed Nature) are 

popular with the students. Both cost 1000 rubles, approximately $35 US. The educational aim of 

the first activity is to guide students in their abstract understanding of the essential content of the 

archetypic components of all human culture. The pictures are wedge-shaped, designed to be 

sorted and placed onto sections of a large circle labeled by category. Purple arrows radiate from 

the center of the circle. Students manipulate the attractive pictures and read the accompany 

stories using critical thinking skills to single out the main ideas of material and spiritual culture. 8 

The material is similar to the Montessori elementary chart material Fundamental Human Needs, 

formerly called Needs of Man, used in classrooms in Western Europe and the United States. The 

second activity, Transformed Nature, is uniquely Russian but clearly has roots in the philosophy 

of the noosphere. The educational aim of Transformed Nature is to distinguish between nature 

that is wild and nature that has been transformed by humans, and to specifically analyze the role 

played by essential elements of culture in its transformation. 

The material was laboriously hand-made by staff and teachers until 2003 when the 

Center entered a national competition sponsored by the Ministry of Education and Science of the 

Russian Federation to encourage educational research and to assist development of small 

scientific and technical enterprises in the legislative area of federal and regional policy in science 

and education. The university encouraged the Center to apply for the grant. The competition had 

two levels. Applications for the grant came from all over Russia, but only those applications 

passing the first level of consideration by a panel of education experts were invited to Moscow to 

be interviewed for the second level of competition. During the interview the applicants explained 

goals for the development of the project, their plans for the manufacture of the learning materials, 

and the potential of the materials to innovate work in the classroom. The Center!s project, 9 1418 

“Development and implementation of Maria Montessori!s pedagogy in modern education” was 

awarded a grant carrying a one-year contract. Quarterly reports, often averaging up to 250 pages 

including photos, theoretical and practical descriptions of the material, and financial reports, were 
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submitted to the Ministry of Education. The Center successfully competed for an extension of the 

contract for the sum of two hundred thousand rubles (approximately $8,000 US), enabling them to 

purchase additional computer software to be used in the design process and a plotter from Japan 

to increase and streamline production.  

Staff said that many innovative ideas come from the provinces, but then are developed by 

Moscow. “Moscow gets all the fame,” they asserted. To ensure the originality and novelty of their 

developed didactic materials are protected, the Center applied for and received eight patent 

certificates by the Federal Institute of Industrial Property of Russia for the material they have 

developed. Two are held by individual staff members and six, 9 51375, 18490, 31460, 37426, 

51773, 52236, are held by the Center. The Center also holds an exhibition certificate for 

participation in the exhibition, “The World of Childhood in School,” organized by the Belgorod 

Chamber of Industry and Commerce. 

Workshops for teachers on cosmic education.  

 To increase collaboration with schools in the community, in 1996 the Center began 

offering scientific and methodological staff development seminars totaling 180 instruction hours to 

practicing elementary teachers in Belgorod on behalf of the Management of Education and 

Administration in Belgorod. In the same year, the Center initiated an association affiliated with the 

Belgorod Department of Education to support kindergarten and secondary teachers implementing 

Montessori practices in their classrooms. Teachers from other regions access information about 

the Center through the Internet, and the Center also has contacts with other educational 

institutions to encourage participation. “Continued funding from the administration of our own 

university is crucial to the continuation of the seminars,” stated Tarassenko. 

Center staff introduces Dr. Montessori!s pedagogical ideas to schools of the city and the 

region and offers staff development workshops to teachers and principals at no cost. The 

teachers commit to two to three weeks of training in the summer and monthly meetings during the 

school year. During the school year, interested teachers usually come to the Center four hours a 

week to continue the study of Dr. Montessori!s theoretical framework and its parallels with 

Russian education. The weekly meetings are very interactive, according to former participants, 

and teachers often bring their own ideas to share with the group. In the past they have shared 

ideas for selecting curricular content, for setting up their classroom environments to encourage 

independent work, and for successfully working with parents.  

As new materials are developed by the Center, these study groups, averaging 25-30 

teachers, work with the prototype before more widespread marketing ensues. Even the 

experienced teachers continue to collaborate and share ideas, especially for the classroom group 
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projects that integrate several subjects and culminate in an elaborate classroom presentation put 

on by the students for families and guests at the end of each year. Center staff admitted that not 

all teachers who have taken the summer workshop continue to come to meetings during the year. 

Some teachers began to implement new ideas discussed in the workshops, but stopped for 

reasons unknown to the Center. Informal conversations have indicated to Center staff that other 

teachers have ordered materials from the Internet only to implement fragments of the program or 

use methods without the consultation of the Center, which is considered to be crucial to gaining 

insight into the philosophical intent embedded in the material. Extending research into the 

secondary level is being considered by the Center. Secondary teachers have asked to have 

materials developed for older students, but currently the Center!s focus is on strengthening Forms 

1 to 4, the age equivalent of grades 2 to 5 in the United States. 

Since the Center was founded, more than 70 courses for teachers of Belgorod have been 

held. The Institute of Regional Advanced Teacher Training and Retraining in the Belgorod region 

has begun giving month-long courses in Montessori pedagogy using the books written by the 

Center as part of their broader selection of offerings. Several Montessori teachers of schools in 

Belgorod take part in the Russian competition of educational projects under the guidance of the 

Center and have won three prizes, including two Montessori teachers who have won the title 

Honored Teacher of Russia. 

One of ten points elaborating Standard 159 of “Training and Retraining the Teaching 

Force”, chapter three of the document The Reform of Education in New Russia: Towards 

renewing the educational content in pedagogical institutions (1997) discussed by the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) relates specifically to the work 

being done by the Belgorod Montessori Study Center. The standard states that pedagogical 

institutes of teacher training must make ideological shifts in the educational content of their 

programs to better prepare future teachers to achieve success in a changing K-12 environment. 

Closer scrutiny of Standard 159 shows how well it fits with the Montessori pedagogy. It states, 

The humanization of educational content corresponds to the humanization 
process is to give a humanist orientation to all subjects. This process is a 
powerful resource, fostering self-exploration, the growth of personal capability, 
and readiness for self-determination and self-realization. As a principle 
humanism means recognizing the personal values of every human being, 
respecting individual rights and freedoms, and accepting human welfare as a 
criterion in evaluating the activities of every social institution (OEDC, 1997). 
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The implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Belgorod schools. 

University kindergarten. 

The university sponsors a Montessori kindergarten housed in two rooms within the 

Department of Pedagogy. Professors with joint appointments to the Study Center and other 

departments teach the classes. The number of children average fifteen, ages five and six. The 

first room is lined with antique wooden cabinets with glass doors. The cabinets, similar to the type 

used to display museum curiosities decades ago, are reminiscent of those Dr. Montessori 

described in her first classrooms in Rome. Those in the first room contain classic Montessori 

wooden math and language materials. Large university tables form a circle in the center of the 

room. The perimeter of the second room is bordered with open shelves stacked with the thin 

boxes containing the card material designed by the Center. Trays of scientific equipment are also 

available to the children to use in setting up the experiments that accompany many of the 

activities. The curriculum includes activities in astronomy, physics, geography, biology, history, 

computers, English language, and music. Parents choose to send their children to the classrooms 

because they believe their children will be well prepared to enter Russian secondary school at 

age seven. Three parents specifically mentioned the astronomy and physics work developed by 

the center as good preparation for further work in science. One grandmother has spoken to 

officials at the gymnasium her grandchild will attend in the future to ensure they will look favorably 

on the preparation received at the center. Members of the center also teach courses for university 

students in the pedagogical department on incorporating elements of Montessori pedagogy into 

the traditional curriculum used in government schools. 

Belgorod government schools. 

 I observed five classrooms in four schools in Belgorod in addition to the university 

kindergarten. The classrooms are small islands of Montessori within large, all-age government 

schools serving students from age 7 to 15. Three classrooms are the solitary Montessori class in 

their respective schools, and the other two are located in the same school. All the school 

buildings are two or three-story, cement block structures surrounded by grim-looking Khrushchev-

era apartment high-rises, many decades past their length of intended use when built as 

temporary housing for the great numbers of people migrating to larger towns and cities after 

World War II. Most of the students attending the schools live in the neighboring apartments, but in 

Russia, families are not required to send their children to the school closest to them and may 

choose to send their children to a more distant school if willing and able to transport them. 

Parents in the adjacent apartments may request the Montessori classroom, and parents from 
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other areas of the city who have heard of the Montessori classrooms may select not only the 

school but also the classroom for their children. Students in Forms 1 to 4, the equivalent of 

grades two to five, remain with the same teacher and peer group for four years, and parental 

input into class selection is more flexible than in many schools in the United States. One school 

offers an “Open Door” workshop at the beginning of the year for parents to get a taste of possible 

choices by offering prospective parents an opportunity to simulate the work of Montessori and 

traditional methods by getting involved in actual lessons presented by the teachers before making 

a final choice for their children. The principal of this school said parent choice does not create an 

adversarial atmosphere within the school, and teachers using different methodologies frequently 

collaborate. 

The only features that immediately identify each building as a school are the centrally 

located entrance and the small plaque engraved with the school number placed next to or above 

the door. Stepping into a large dimly lit foyer, it is typical to find framed pictures of star students 

and teachers, certificates of individual and team accomplishments, and portraits of the past and 

present principals lining the walls. Occasionally there are rows of wooden lockers or cubbies 

where students stop and store their outdoor wraps, assisted by a student volunteer, before 

proceeding to their classrooms through the wide corridors that serve as play areas for younger 

students or gathering places for older students to socialize during breaks from classes, especially 

when the winter weather limits time spent outdoors. Upper and lower levels may be separated on 

different floors or wings, but the layout of each classroom is similar. Rooms are rectangular and 

high-ceilinged with a blackboard affixed to the wall at one narrow end, wooden cupboards or 

shelving on two walls opposite to the chalkboard and one of the longer walls, and tall windows, 

usually curtained with white lace, rising from desk height to the ceiling on the fourth wall. Plants, 

posters, charts, timelines, perhaps a large rug for floor work, and shelves storing the independent 

learning activities, classic Montessori material, and models built by the students from previous 

years for projects and festivals distinguish the Montessori from the traditional classrooms.  

All the visits were tightly scheduled to enable me to see the year-end presentations, 

loosely translated as festivals, put on by the students to showcase the year-long class projects 

integrating the concepts learned from materials they have worked with individually throughout the 

year. Parents, grandparents, and community members crowded into the classrooms to view the 

festivals. The students usually wear a uniform of sorts; girls wear a dark dress or pants and jacket 

and boys dark pants and sweater or jacket. The precise style of the garments varied according to 

the preference of each student. For special days, girls wear a white pinafore over the dark dress. 
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The current style dictated a variety of hair adornments worn by the girls, usually white, created 

from ribbons, netting, or stiffened organza as shown in figure 5.4. 
In two of the classrooms, a Form 1 and a Form 3, members of the local media filmed the 

festival and a portion of the free work period and interviewed the teacher, select students, and 
Center staff. Video of the Form 3 class shows the teacher in the process of being interviewed by 
a female reporter in a black leather jacket with two camera men filming close by, all standing in 
the center of the room. The children continue to work, undisturbed by the adults and politely skirt 
around the interview team as they choose and return material to the shelves. None of the children 
watched the interview; all were deeply engaged in their own work and seemed not to need adult 
direction. One determined girl gently tapped one of the camera crew on the shoulder and 
motioned for him to move when she could not pass by to return her work to the shelf.  

 
Figure 5.4 Student studying a story about the planets. The material is stored on shelves in 
the flat boxes. The reading level is advanced, but Russian students manage without difficulty. 

Tarassenko said media interest in Montessori is not unusual, and even though 
assessments from the reporters are generally neutral, the exposure given to the schools and the 
Center is positive. One film crew interviewed me, asking questions about my impressions of 
Montessori pedagogy in Belgorod and my experiences in the United States. The video segment 
was shown for a morning news program on a local television station. Consequently, the structure 
of my observations was significantly different from Tanzania, Switzerland, India, and even other 
cities and towns in Russia. The teacher in the Form I classroom said her students are 
accustomed to frequent local and international visitors and would not be distracted from their 
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independent work. At first I thought the scheduling of observations at a time that seemed not to 

be part of the daily routine of the classroom was artificial. I was concerned that the more organic 

observation I would have planned to maximize data collection would not occur. But I concluded 

that special events are a normal part of the classroom routine and actually create an opportunity 

to observe parent involvement that may not have been as apparent had I observed on other days. 

The festivals are also the most concrete manifestation illustrating the integration of disciplines 

within the Centerʼs interpretation of Montessoriʼs theory of cosmic education. 

 The schedule of each visit was similar. Student representatives from an upper level 

greeted us upon arrival, proudly showing off their knowledge of English while delivering us to the 

office of the principal. The Montessori classrooms in Belgorod are uniformly isolated within a 

traditional school, but in all but one the teacher has the enthusiastic support of the principal. To 

begin each visit, before going to the Montessori classroom, I was shown a media presentation of 

the history of the school and the accomplishments of its students and teachers and was given a 

tour of the building. In one school, the principal proudly took me to a practice session of the 

schoolʼs award-winning boysʼ basketball team. After the tour, I was able to spend time in each 

classroom observing free work, the period of time when students independently choose and work 

with Montessori material. Free work was shortened to maximize time needed for the students to 

prepare for their festival presentation.  

 
Figure 5.5 Student folk choir. The arts are encouraged in every school. Students are proud to 

share their talents with guests. 

While the students prepared costumes, props, and any technology they would need, I 

was taken to special presentations prepared by students from other classes in the school. 
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Traditional folk arts are stressed in all the schools, and in one school, music students gave a 

concert playing balalaika, the triangular-shaped, stringed instrument of Russian origin. In another, 

a group of girls dressed in traditional regional costumes shown in figure 5.5, sang several folk 

songs. In a third school, students reprised an elaborate spring concert with a variety of musical 

and dance performances and interactive media presentations. Student guides in three schools 

gave me short tours of small school museums of folk art and the art studio for visual arts and 

crafts. 

In two schools I was served lunch specially prepared for my visit before returning to the 

classroom for the presentation of the class festival. Lunch was served after the presentation at 

the other two schools. In all the schools the principal ate with us and graciously answered all my 

questions about the successes and difficulties they had encountered in the implementation of 

Montessori pedagogy. The principal in one school confided he felt it is easy to give knowledge to 

students, but it is much more difficult to bring up “a more cultured person” in society. His comment 

indicates the continued importance on Russian education of the differentiation between imparting 

knowledge and the upbringing of a child. The new government standards must be met, but there 

are different levels of training enabling traditional teachers to do so. He believes the Montessori 

innovative methodology helps to bridge the gap between standards and traditional training. 

“Grades in a traditional school can be stressful”, he continued, “But in Montessori there is no 

pressure. Even so, contests in the town are often won by Montessori students.” The Form 1 

teacher also mentioned grades. 

“The problem is the oblast requires grades,” she added. “How to "grade! the projects and 

festivals is the question.” 

The principal in another school had positive assessments of the Montessori alternative in 

her school. Many schools in Russia have on-site psychologists. She told me how the psychologist 

in her school had asked students to draw their favorite subject. Most often it was free work 

labeled "Montessori!. When asked to create an ideal timetable in an attempt to understand student 

attitudes toward work, every child put free work in their timetable.  

 Free work in each class I observed was shortened for the presentation of the year-end 

festivals but usually extended for approximately two hours on more normal days. During my 

observations the students usually worked individually, and the rooms were extremely quiet except 

for the whispers of the teacher helping one or two students with their work or of small groups who 

had chosen to work together rather than alone. In the Form 3 class, the teacher presented a new 

piece of material to all the students. The students grouped around the card material she laid out 

on the rug in the center of the classroom. The students leaned forward on their knees to get 
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better views or to participate in arranging the colorful, attractive material during the lesson. The 

teacher varied her position from standing to kneeling at the level of the students as the lesson 

progressed. She also reviewed several pieces of material she had presented in a previous lesson 

to show how the new material fit into the sequence. The students actively participated by asking 

and answering questions, commenting on the responses of others, or just stating their opinion of 

previous materials. In contrast to the silence of the free work period, the students were boisterous 

and enthusiastic. At times the teacher stepped back and allowed the students to work together 

matching the pictures and labels without her guidance. The teacher then called their attention to a 

short PowerPoint managed by one of the students. The group ignored the traditional bell 

indicating the end of a period. The teacher sat down at the small keyboard in the corner, and the 

students stood, made a circle, joined hands, and sang a song about the planets to end the 

lesson. The circle then dispersed as the students collected the costumes and props they would 

need for their role in the festival. 

 Possible topics for projects and festivals are discussed each summer and throughout the 

year by classroom teachers and staff of the Center. The teachers commented on how pleasant it 

is to work together sharing ideas at the beginning of the process because each individual comes 

with interesting and different talent. The topics are always new and different. Each Form studies 

topics that build on knowledge from previous years and themes based on the ontological 

organization of the earth. Integration of the intellectual, moral and aesthetics guide the formulation 

of topics. The final festival presentations I observed included theatrical skits, speeches, 

experiments, student created charts and pictures, three-dimensional models, videotaped 

interviews, and student-led question and answer sessions. What each teacher or school does 

may be different or only a part of the selected theme.  

The work of each child will also be different. The topics are introduced through lessons 

that are meant to be inspirational, motivating individual students to use the materials during free 

work and to collect additional materials at home or after school to put together in this major 

presentation at the end of the year. The topic the year I visited in the Form 1 class had been: 

What are the conditions necessary for life on earth? The presentation began with an introduction 

narrated by one of the students wearing a flowing white gown and crown of flowers. Her charming 

speech, embellished with many dramatic gestures, was followed by presentations by costumed 

classmates playing the role of scientists, creatures of field and forest, and Mother Earth. The 

father of one of the students accompanied the musical selections with his accordion. Props 

created at home and at school were plentiful and added to the theatrical presentation. 
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Students in Form 4 shared their thoughts about their last festival and memories of the 

three they had been a part of in Forms 1 to 3. The students answered my questions confidently 

and with a great deal of enthusiasm. Several who had not participated in the question and answer 

section of the festival, were willing to talk with me. Before I asked them questions, they asked 

about my experience with Montessori schools in the United States. They were intrigued by my 

comment that there are Montessori schools on six continents and that there have been schools 

using Montessori pedagogy for over one hundred years. Each student also wanted to show me 

the model of a futuristic shelter he or she had designed and built. Finally it was my turn to ask 

questions of them.  

First I asked, “If you could, would you continue with Montessori in Form 5?”  

All enthusiastically replied, “Da!” 

Next I asked, “How did you find information for your part of the presentation in this 

festival?” 

Their answers varied. “On the internet”, replied several. 

Others said, “I went to the library.” Having managed theatrical presentations in my own 

classroom, I was interested in how the students decided who would do each part. 

A confident boy shrugged his shoulders as if the answer is obvious and stated, “We 

chose the part that interested us.” 

I continued, “But what if two people wanted the same part?” 

“That would be okay because then there would be two groups working on that part,” 

shared another. 

Finally I asked, “What skills have you gained from your Montessori work that will help you 

in your future education?” 

“To complete a large work.” 

“To learn a great deal of information.”  

“To cooperate with others.” 

Belgorod town government and Montessori pedagogy. 

The success of the relationship between the Center and the government school teachers 

is due, in part, to the support of officials in the Education Department of Belgorod town 

government and the administration of the university. Tatiana Anatlievna Kobzareva, head of 

elementary education for the town for the past ten years is often invited to the Montessori 

festivals. She said, “The idea of free work and the summary of knowledge embedded into the 

Montessori festivals are efficient methods so we should add the materials into more classrooms.” 

She had some reservations concerning further implementation.  
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The town has a curriculum that is necessary for every school so it is difficult to 
implement an alternative in an entire school. We have tried to integrate 
innovations into what is already in the schools by broadening the curricular 
content to include cosmic education and by using new techniques to present the 
required standards. Maria Montessori!s method is good because it is close to 
what is already in elementary schools and can be easily implemented. 
 
Kobzareva explained that the 1990s saw many political and social changes in Russia. 

These changes demanded changes in many other areas, including education. The main goal of 

education today is the development of the personality, helping students to be able to adapt and 

make decisions. Theoretical approaches reflect “new paradigms” in education where skills should 

not be the ultimate goal but a means of developing the personality. “We are trying to find new 

methods of education without a total rejection of all aspects of Russian education. A weakness of 

the old paradigm is the emphasis on knowledge without taking the necessary steps toward 

application of what is learned. The acquisition of deep knowledge is a strength of the old 

paradigm, not to be rejected by a new paradigm implying new methods and goals.” 

Kobzareva stated that Belgorod was an early leader in establishing village schools built 

under one roof with music, sports, computers, plots of land for gardens and workshops, using a 

system close to the methods of Dr. Montessori and John Dewey. Government schools continue to 

have opportunities for students to work the land. Some schools have large plots of land where 

children from all ages can make gardens. “We try to provide all schools with such opportunities,” 

said Kobzareva. 

A search for ways to help students to be self-reliant, to be able to take initiative, and to 

think globally led the town department of education to establish three systems whereas before 

there was only one. Teachers are free to select any one of the three including the use of any 

materials necessary to implement their choice. The first system is a fusion of traditional methods 

deemed successful with new methods. The second follows the methods of Zankoff and has a 

developmental emphasis that is very close to the theory of Dr. Montessori. The third follows the 

theoretical thinking of Alconin and Davidov. A group of teachers in Belgorod region was interested 

in new methods, and the addition of the ideas of Maria Montessori arose from their grassroots 

initiative. 

Since 1996 the Department of Education Methodological Association has had close ties 

to the Montessori Center, and teachers take courses and seminars at the universities offered by 

both organizations. “The Montessori phrase "Help me to do it myself! has become the logo of all 

government teachers in a broad sense, even classrooms that are not Montessori,” Kobzareva 

explained. “If we consider the years from 1930 to 1970 in detail, educational approaches did give 

fundamental knowledge, but ideas of child initiative ran very deep. The concept of "self-
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management! has been a deep theme in the writing of Malinkov. The elements of Soviet 

education that had a humanistic, child-centered approach, owe a legacy to Ushinsky, Vygotsky, 

and Zankov.”  

 Kobzareva concluded, “We observe students who leave Montessori classrooms, and 

most are very successful. Our master teacher, Svetlana, has a good chance of getting a 

presidential grant of 100,000 rubles. Selected teachers are free to use the money to develop their 

classrooms. Svetlana!s application documents mention that she is a Montessori teacher. 

Applications are made public, so other teachers will be able to read information about Montessori 

and Svetlana!s success using the methods.” 

The Montessori Study Center is an example of the university!s commitment to innovative 

pedagogy at the primary and elementary levels. The vice president of the pedagogical 

departments stressed that the university!s support of the Center acknowledges the two-way 

partnerships between departments of science and the Center and encourages Tarassenko to 

continue presenting materials to the science departments. 

Montessori Pedagogy in the Town of Vladimir 

 Support of government officials has been a key factor in the success or failure of 

Montessori schools and classrooms in other parts of Russia. Dr. Elena Rogacheva, Professor of 

Education at Vladimir Pedagogical Institute in Vladimir, a town in the Golden Ring of ancient 

Russian towns, similar in size to Belgorod, two hundred miles northeast of Moscow, has served 

as oblast and town school inspector. Rogacheva stated, “My job was not to close down innovative 

programs, but to strengthen them by helping the school to clarify their methodology. Many 

programs are authentic alternatives in name only. If they call themselves Waldorf or Montessori, 

they need to be good Waldorf or Montessori.” John Dewey is the subject of Rogacheva!s 

dissertation, written just as the explosion of new ideas and the revival of interest in progressive 

methods that flourished in Russia before the 1930s emerged with perestroika in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. Rogacheva also participates in a collaborative project with Indiana University, 

known for its strong early childhood programs. These two factors perhaps have influenced her 

more democratic and friendly approach to school evaluation. 

The implementation of Montessori pedagogy in a Vladimir school. 

Government Kindergarten #1. 

 I visited a Montessori classroom in a kindergarten near Vladimir with Dr. Rogacheva and 

my good friend, Olesya, mother to Olga, an bright, energetic six-year-old who attends a different, 
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traditional kindergarten in Vladimir. The kindergarten I visited is a twenty-year-old government 

school, open from 7 am to 7 pm, staffed by forty adults. The school serves approximately 200 

children ages one to seven. At the time of my visit there were four teacher vacancies, but the 

school attempts to keep the student teacher ratio at 10:1. Parents may choose from different 

programs within the school for their children, including Montessori, although Rogacheva believes 

they do not look deeply at the methodology when making a choice. When new students are 

admitted, parents come to meetings where the teachers explain the methodology of the 

classroom they have chosen for their child. Parental involvement continues to be strong and 

many features of the school, including a beautifully painted sky-blue, child-sized washroom, are 

the result of parent effort. There is no fee for enrollment, but parents do pay twenty rubles per 

day, approximately 0.75 US dollar, to cover food costs and miscellaneous expenses. 

The kindergarten is in a typical two-story building surrounded on three sides by high-rise 

apartments. A cluster of pine trees provides shelter and shade on the remaining side. The 

grounds are landscaped with child-sized gardens, play equipment, and a fountain. Wall murals 

brighten the foyer and the stairwell to the second floor. Childrenʼs artwork is hung profusely on the 

walls. All children have access to special rooms for music, computers, large muscle activities, 

Russian crafts, and art. The large music room, which also functions as a gathering place for adult 

meetings, has tall windows on two sides hung with lace curtains. 

 
Figure 5.6 Child-size, khokhloma chairs.  

Figure 5.6 shows a row of small chairs painted in the traditional red, black, and gold floral 

designs characteristic of Russian decorative craft art khokhloma placed in a neat row under the 

windows. Attention to aesthetic details, such as matryoshka pencil holders, lace curtains, and the 

beautifully illustrated books of skazki, Russian folktales shown in figure 5.7, give the classrooms a 
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uniquely Russian identity much the same as similar artifacts reflect the culture of classrooms in 

other countries. 
The Montessori classroom is lined with open shelves on all sides storing the classic 

materials and many hand-made language and cultural material for the older students. The 
practical life area includes water activities, and a child-sized iron and ironing board was a popular 
activity during my observation. Parents help make the extension activities in the classroom 
including animal card material used for the study of zoology classification. Many of the classic 
Montessori materials also have been made by parents because the expense of commercially 
manufactured material is prohibitive for the school. Even the material manufactured internally in 
Omsk, Russia, substantially less expensive than the material from Neinhuis in the Netherlands, is 
too expensive. Parents have made the geometric constructive triangles, the sound cylinders, and 
wooden boxes to store many of the materials. The excellent craftsmanship rivals any 
commercially manufactured material. Parents have also assembled science experiments, similar 

to the art activities, for the children to choose in the science area of the classroom. 

 
Figure 5.7 Classroom aesthetics. Matryoshka and skazki (folktales) reflect culture. 

Boys and girls of several ages work in the computer room with five older-model personal 
computers. The first large muscle room has two child-sized basketball hoops and a variety of 
creatively hand-made equipment. A group of boys were building a tall structure using cardboard 
tubes scavenged from a construction site. In a second room an imaginative play area is created 
from a mosquito net suspended from the ceiling. A small room tucked away from the main 
corridor is decorated with a hand-sewn appliqué of an ancient town. Traditional Russian crafts are 
taught in this room. The art room has floor to ceiling wooden cupboards on one wall. Tatiana 
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Petrovna, the Montessori teacher, showed me examples of activities stored in boxes stacked on 

the shelves. Each box contains all the necessary supplies a child would need to do the activity. 
When a child is finished with the activity, he or she puts it back on the shelf for another child to 
choose in Montessori fashion. Olesya lavished praise on the richness of the physical 
environments, which she felt is contrary to the starkness of the kindergarten her daughter 
attends. 

 
Figure 5.8 Student using the geometric solids. Parents at Kindergarten #1 have made many 
of the materials for the school. 

Petrovna is the only teacher in the Montessori classroom. She has ten years of 
experience teaching Montessori. She enrolled in a two-year course in Moscow with trainers from 
Germany but could only afford to complete one year. Further questioning determined the course 
offerings were compartmentalized and spread out over a two-year period of time, requiring 
frequent return trips to Moscow. The total contact time to receive a diploma is actually much less 
than two years. The training courses in Moscow and St. Petersburg will be discussed in greater 
depth later in this chapter. Petrovna completed albums of the lessons she uses to guide her 
presentations and also has access to several Montessori books translated into Russian. Because 
Petrovna is the only Montessori teacher in the kindergarten, the children are divided into two 
multi-age groups to use the prepared environment with the Montessori materials. Movement 
between the Montessori room and the other rooms for art, music, and computer use is controlled 
because of limited time for two groups to use the room, but within the Montessori room children 
freely choose activities and work uninterrupted. Petrovna has a “published timetable” for lessons 
she said was helpful, but my observation of her lesson presentations did not indicate the 
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timetable prevents her from observing and giving lessons following the needs and interests of her 

students. 

Significant cultural differences in Montessori pedagogy were not evident in Petrovna!s 

classroom, but before I left Vladimir, I was able to attend six-year-old Olga!s graduation party at 

her kindergarten where a particularly interesting cultural difference emerged. The celebrations on 

the first day of school, September 1—the Day of Knowledge, and the last day of school, May 

31—the Last Bell, are shared by all schools in Russia, government or private, alternative or 

traditional. The celebration at Olga!s school, and the reception for families that followed, were 

also typically Russian according to Olesya. The young graduates and their teachers had prepared 

a program for the families including dances, songs, skits, and even a trivia contest with audience 

participation. Before the ceremony anxious mothers dressed their daughters in fashionable party 

frocks and brushed their hair into elaborate styles embellished with curls, ribbons, and 

spectacular white organza bows. Sons were dressed to look as dashing as any seven-year-old 

could in a suit and tie, with unruly locks of hair tamed into submission by combs dipped in water. 

Olga, although she is only six and would return to the kindergarten for her last year before going 

on to secondary school, had participated in the lessons for the older cohort and is included in 

their ceremony. Proud parents, grandparents, Olga!s great-grandmother, and a few friends like 

me crowded into the main room for the performance, cameras flashing and video cameras filming 

every smile, song, and swish of satin. 

When the program was over, the children were quickly fed a traditional school lunch and 

sent off to play in an adjoining classroom. The adults then began arranging a feast of dishes 

brought by everyone to share. The Russian names of each delicacy overwhelmed me, but the 

selection began to look like one of the most bountiful potluck lunches I had ever seen. I live in 

Lake Wobegon country. I know potluck protocol. When the dishes were uncovered I expected a 

line to assemble; people would fill their plates with favorite selections, and then go off to settle in 

small groups around the room or into the hall if space was scarce. This did not occur. Instead, all 

the small tables in the room were rearranged into one large communal table with a place for every 

adult. All the food and drink was put in the center. Everyone, including all the teachers, families, 

and one non-Russian speaking stranger, then sat around the table, crowding together to make 

more room for latecomers rather than excluding anyone. The food was passed family-style after 

many wine toasts by parents and teachers. Two days before I had laughed and enjoyed pickles, 

wild strawberries, and tea with Olesya, her husband Alex, and her parents, wearing silly woolen 

hats to protect our heads from the extreme heat while sitting in their banya, a traditional Russian 

sauna. It struck me then that Olesya!s parents and I are children of the Cold War. We grew up 
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knowing the significance of school drills of "duck and cover!. But sitting with them again around 

this communal table, it was the immediacy of Montessori!s profound belief that the potential for 

world peace lies with children and families that I felt; the "noosphere! in the moment transcended 

the cultural difference manifested in an expression of community. The next evening I boarded the 

night train to St. Petersburg. 

Montessori Pedagogy in the City of St. Petersburg 

Introduction. 

I am fond of train travel. Olesya and Alex asked the steward of my compartment, a 

pleasant older woman, to take special care of me considering I do not speak Russian. Despite 

limited English, she accepted the task cheerfully and provided me with linens, tea, and a snack 

packet containing food and extra travel amenities. I slept soundly as the train traversed the White 

Night of northern Russia, arriving in St. Petersburg the next morning. 

I am not fond of taxi drivers. I was prepared to negotiate ruthlessly, but again inadequate 

language skills put me at a disadvantage. I persisted, passing by the entrepreneurs who had 

laminated official-looking lists of all the hotels in the city and corresponding, outrageously 

expensive fares, hoping to trap naïve, exhausted travelers. Finally, a driver, perhaps pitying my 

status as a single older woman, accepted the fare at a reasonable price and delivered me to the 

Hotel Neva, not far from Nevsky Prospect, the Neva River, and the famed Hermitage museum. I 

made arrangements to meet Oksana Volkova the next day. 

Volkova, a former English teacher and professional interpreter who travels internationally 

with business clients, had worked with the National Council of Economics Education tour for k-12 

teachers sponsored by the United States Department of Education. I was a participant three 

years previously. Volkova had made the connection to Irina Luzhetskaya at Herzen University 

and graciously offered her services to make the initial introductions. We discovered that 

Luzhetskaya is a department secretary, not a Montessori trainer as we had thought, but 

fortunately she had made arrangements for me to attend the two-week workshop for Montessori 

teachers that had begun that morning. The lecturer was Helena Hiltunen, who I was to learn later 

is the Russian equivalent of Nancy Rambusch, the American woman credited with reintroducing 

Montessori pedagogy to the United States over fifty years ago. Organizers of the workshops at 

Herzen bring in a certified international AMI-trained teacher for one seminar per year, but this 

year the scheduled teacher from Germany was called unexpectedly to Albania. Fortunately, 

Hiltunen was able to fill in for him at the last minute. Later, several trainees confided they were 

very happy with the unexpected arrangement. I concurred. 
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Montessori training in St. Petersburg. 

Herzen University has offered two-week Montessori seminars for four years. The focus of 

the first week of the seminar I observed was history and zoology, specifically a timeline of 

Russian history and teacher-created zoology projects. Participants come from all over Russia and 

several former Soviet republics. All the participants have university degrees; several have 

advanced degrees. Their initial exposure to Montessori varies, but several commented that they 

had discovered the pedagogy while searching for an alternative method of education for a 

daughter or son. The experience of Victoria, an out-going young woman from Riga, Latvia who 

also graciously translated for me during school visits is typical. Eight years ago when her son was 

four, she took him to a Montessori school where he was very successful. She decided to learn 

more about the pedagogy for herself and searched for a training course. She would like to attend 

a full course, but there are none in Latvia and few in Russia. Moscow is too far away and too 

expensive. Victoria realizes the seminars at Herzen only give her the minimum of what she needs 

but accepts the seminars as better than no training at all.  

 
Figure 5.9 Herzen Montessori workshop. Trainees, guided by Helena Hiltunen at the rear of 

the picture in the dark shirt, work with a timeline of Russian history.  

Three trainees are licensed psychologists. Samara, from a town on the Volga River, 

learned about Montessori from a speaker at a rehabilitation center where she was employed. 

After becoming interested, she found a book to read and decided what she learned would be 

appropriate for many of the children in her center, especially those from problem families. She 

said the expectation that many of these children should sit in traditional desks is unreasonable. 
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Svetlana, a psychologist from Stavropol north of the Caucuses, said parents who traveled 

extensively asked for Montessori as an alternative within her organization that operates several 

schools using different methods. Svetlana!s older son attended a Froebel school run by this 

organization. Svetlana will be in charge of a new branch of the school that will be a Montessori 

school; her second son will attend. The organization has begun to publish a journal Academy 

Alphabet, with descriptions of lessons including many photographs, articles on philosophy and 

theory, and advertisements for other publications for interested readers to order.  

Yelena, another trainee, is trained as an economist. She believes the root of many social 

problems lie in childhood by not giving individuals what they really need, when they need it. 

Yelena also is interested in the philosophy of Theosophy, Madame Blonsky, the Russian founder 

of the organization, and the connection of both to Dr. Montessori who had become a member of 

the organization early in her career.  Dr. Montessori first traveled to India in 1939 under the 

auspices of the Theosophical Society!s third president. These representative stories, give only a 

brief glimpse into the interest in Montessori pedagogy that continues to grow in all areas of 

Russia. 

 For three years a private school in St. Petersburg has sponsored a training program for 

the ages 3-6 level. Designated the St. Petersburg Academy of Post-graduate Teacher Education, 

the two-part course was initially co-taught by Hiltunen and an American teacher, but as Hiltunen 

is essentially retired and living in Finland, the American teacher has assumed the majority of the 

responsibility. Documents state that part one offered during the summer consists of 220 hours of 

lectures, presentations, and practice with Montessori materials. Upon completion of all 

assignments and a written exam, trainees receive a professional development certificate. To 

receive a diploma, trainees must also complete a year interning in a fully equipped Montessori 

classroom under the supervision of licensed Montessori teacher. The feasibility of trainees 

completing this portion of the course is not clear considering the limited number of schools and 

fully trained teachers in St. Petersburg. During the year, trainees also are required to complete 

albums and make required hand-made materials. Trainees who successfully complete the 

summer series of lectures, the internship, albums, all assignments, and the exam are issued a 

diploma from World Wide Montessori, an organization that appears to have limited status beyond 

the training course itself. The cost of the full course is 30,000 rubles, approximately $1200 US. 

 A school-year alternative sponsored by the school and taught by the lead kindergarten 

teacher is now offered with even fewer contact hours. Advertised as an “immersion in Montessori 

pedagogy under the guidance of an experienced teacher” the trainees will meet one day per week 

for approximately six hours. During the first three hours they will be placed in the classroom while 
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children are working. It is unclear if the intent is to have trainees observe or interact with the 

children. After a fifteen-minute break, the trainees will practice with materials without children for 

one and a half hours. A one-hour session of debriefing time in the classroom will follow a second 

fifteen-minute break. The breakdown is 130 hours of contact time with children and 52 hours of 

“theory and practice of Montessori-based activities”.  

 During the summer of 2009, the school contracted with the same American teacher to 

present a weeklong introduction to the elementary curriculum. Advertised as World Wide 

Montessori Teacher Certification Program, the ambitious schedule includes lectures and 

presentations in the stages of development appropriate to the age level and philosophy of Dr. 

Montessori, an introduction to cosmic education, all the great lessons, a nearly complete math 

and language curriculum, classroom management and record keeping, and adaptations for 

“Russian demands”. The fee for the five days is the equivalent of $400 US. 

 Models of elementary training elsewhere vary, but all include a significantly greater time 

commitment. The training program begun by Mario Montessori in Bergamo, Italy, is a full year 

and continues to be the standard by which other elementary courses are judged. Training courses 

are now offered in the summer by both AMI and AMS with minor differences in scheduling as an 

alternative to the year-long courses. AMI runs three-summer courses averaging 16-18 weeks with 

three, 3-week internships in an AMI classroom during the intervening school terms. AMS requires 

two summers totaling 12-16 weeks with a full year internship under the supervision of a master 

teacher to receive a diploma. Both models require a week workshop during the school year, 

album completion, written and oral exams, theory papers, and proficiency in material making. 

Teachers in St. Petersburg expressed an urgent need for training, and perhaps the 

Russian courses are meant to fulfill that need. One concern is that what may have been intended 

to fill a need temporarily will become the standard for training, and teachers will not be willing to 

participate in a longer course because they believe it is not necessary. A second concern is that 

teachers in St. Petersburg may not fully understand the diploma from World Wide Montessori, 

despite its global sounding title, has little value internationally. Fees are high considering the 

average teacher salary in Russia. 

According to Elena Timoshenko, editor of a Montessori journal, a certified AMI Russian 

teacher holding an Assistant to Infancy (age 0-3) diploma approached the annual meeting of AMI 

in Amsterdam recently to request opening a branch of AMI in Russia. The teacher stated, “We 

need to have Montessori schools operating under the standard of AMI. The opening of the branch 

will facilitate this. Professionals and parents will have access to sound information on the 
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Montessori method. Now, unfortunately, in Russia there are organizations and sources of 

information skewed toward "pseudo Montessori!”. 

 “We support and welcome this initiative,” responded AMI President Andre Roberfroid. 

The next step will be offering memberships to interested Russians who support the idea of AMI 

and pay membership dues. AMI members will receive the print edition of the Association, which 

will be translated into Russian. Creating a branch in Russia by 2013 is included in the master plan 

for development by AMI. A branch would have its own site, similar to AMI-USA in the United 

States, which would disseminate all information from AMI in the Russian language, as well as 

information about the development of the Montessori movement in Russia, training courses and 

other publications and events. Hiltunen proposed the establishment of an AMI Montessori Center 

in Moscow years ago. Elizabeth Van Santen, a member of AMI, offered her intention to assist in 

establishing the center that would include a school, a permanent training course for the 3-6 age 

level, an exhibition of teaching materials, research laboratory and model school. A letter was sent 

to the main office of AMI in Amsterdam. A portion of the response from AMI dated November 25, 

1991, states: “Madam Hiltunen, 8The committee is informed of your efforts to open a center for 

Montessori-pedagogy in Russia and the importance of building a firm foundation upon which your 

new direction can be preserved and flourish. This is a formidable task, and our organization will 

act as adviser in this matter.” It is doubtful the teacher making the current request was aware that 

a similar inquiry had been made eighteen years earlier with so little progress having been made. 

The implementation of Montessori pedagogy in St. Petersburg schools. 

Government School # 1034. 

The seminar at Herzen included observations at two schools, a government kindergarten 

and a private school for children from infancy through age twelve. I was able to accompany the 

seminar participants to both schools and returned again later on my own. It was unclear what the 

expectations were for the teacher of the government school during the first observation. I was not 

told she is a trainer, and the trainees had discussed on our way to the school the observation 

they expected. The visit began in the teacher!s office where she proceeded to lecture to the 

seminar participants from behind her desk. When I realized her lecture was simply a description 

of the materials in her classroom, I told Natasha, a young English-speaking participant, that she 

could concentrate on the lecture without translating for me to make her own note-taking easier. I 

became intrigued by the symbolism of the teacher!s position behind her desk with the trainees 

crowded into the small office dutifully taking notes. The sun was shining through the typical tall 

windows, and the decorative lace curtains did little to shield us from the intense rays. We had not 
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had lunch and could smell something delicious cooking elsewhere in the building. As the room 

became uncomfortably warm and no water was offered, I began to hear sighs of fatigue coming 
from the other women. To get to the school we had taken the metro, a tram, bus and then had 
walked for eight blocks. Observation of the classroom was clearly the expectation of the trainees, 
not a lecture from the teacher. 

After nearly two hours of listening politely, signs of irritation began to emerge. When the 
teacher suggested several commercially made materials to supplement the hand-made 
Montessori materials, one of the trainees questioned whether the suggested material should be 
considered didactic, self-teaching material since there were no labels for the children to use, and 
consequently would need teacher direction. The trainees were not in a mood to observe 
objectively when they finally entered the classroom. Several whispered to me that they had been 
told this was not a very good classroom. Others quietly made critical comments about the 
classroom. 

 
Figure 5.10 Free work at Kindergarten #1034. The students sit on their work mats, similar to 
students in Lushoto, Tanzania. 

In my opinion, there were many positive features in the room that the visiting teachers did 
not acknowledge, whether because of their irritation at being held ʻhostageʼ when they had 
expected to actively observe children working or because they had indeed heard a negative 
assessment of the class before they actually were able to observe. The beautiful environment 
pictured in figure 5.10, the respectful way the children spoke to one another, the variety of 
material in use, the posters placed at a childʼs level, the quiet voice the teacher used when 
speaking to the children, the independent activity of all the children, all seemed to go unnoticed 
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by the visiting teachers. The group of children did include ages four, five, and six, although the 

majority were five and six. My criticisms of the classroom were the short work period—only one 

hour in the morning and one in the afternoon—and, of course, the very traditional way the head 

teacher had introduced her classroom to the trainees. 

Mikhailova Montessori School. 

The following day we traveled to a large private Montessori school on the edge of the city, 

accompanied by Hiltunen. It was clear this was her favored school of the two as she made 

several positive comments about it to the seminar participants as we again traveled on the metro 

to the school. Having made a transition from a private to a public Montessori school myself, I am 

quite aware of tension arising from interpretations of Montessori that are constrained within 

government expectations and those that perhaps have evolved in complete freedom, never 

having to confront what is truly essential in the pedagogy. Difficulties arise with both extremes. I 

also was becoming more sensitive to off-hand remarks made by individuals that were beginning 

to form a pattern of collegial competition, a theme to be addressed in the final chapter of this 

document. During my first visit I found the school, including the founder, the teachers, the 

parents, and the students, to be quite remarkable, but not significantly more so than teachers who 

successfully implement an alternative pedagogy within a more restrictive environment. I returned 

to the school several times during my first visit to St. Petersburg and then again eight months 

later for a follow-up visit. Multiple visits are merged into the description of the school. 

 The school was founded ten years ago by Valentina Mikhailova. Documents state the 

mission of the school is to: 

Create an educational environment with a wide variety of opportunities for 
learning and exploration of the world, with a particular awareness and realization 
of the needs of all stakeholders involved in training, research and creative 
activity. We are inspired by the pedagogy of Montessori, but also look to Waldorf 
education and the ideas of former and contemporary Russian educators. We 
have created a school based on our interests, aspirations and desires, taking into 
account the state education standards related to the needs of a modern 
democratic society.  
8  

The inspiration for a school based on genuine respect for the interests of the child, freedom of 

choice, openness and trust came three years before the school opened. Valya
1
 and her husband 

were part of a group of young Russian friends who had made a vow to choose untraditional ways 

of raising their future children. For some, including Valya, acting on the vow would began at birth 

                                                
1
 Teachers in the school are referred to by first name by both colleagues and children. Valya is 

the diminutive of Valentina and is the name I used in St. Petersburg. Referring to her as 
Mikhailova feels artificial. I am choosing to use Valya out of affection, not disrespect. 
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as several women in the group had become pregnant at the same time and chose unconventional 

ways to deliver their babies, such as underwater or home deliveries. The families continued to 

have parent-child get-togethers, but when the children were three years of age, Valya, the 

teacher in the group, began to notice the individual differences in the children and began to think 

about the difficulty of teaching children with different needs. None of the young parents had 

known of Dr. Montessori!s work at the time, but Valya met Helena Hiltunen who told her about the 

method and suggested she read a book about it. Valya shared what she read with the other 

parents. Before the others agreed to help set up a school, “I had nailed the shelves and prepared 

the trays!” said Valya. 

 Valya admitted that it was difficult at first because although some parents liked the 

concentrated work of the children, others backed away from the group!s original vow and wanted 

a more traditional way of learning. Valya said, “I stayed true to the method, looking in the eyes of 

the parents to convince them the children would do it this [the Montessori] way.” Valya never 

advertised the school, but the small classroom in her home quickly expanded into the institution 

for over three hundred students that it is today. Valya!s daughter is a student in the upper level, 

ages 9-12.  

 For several years the school had rented a traditional kindergarten building owned by the 

surrounding neighborhood. Private schools are considered commercial enterprises by the St. 

Petersburg city government. During the 1990s the city government experimented with the idea of 

nonprofit designation for private schools, but whether to increase tax revenue or for some other 

reason, the status of nonprofit was eliminated. A small private Montessori school in St. 

Petersburg had to go through the cumbersome process, mired in red tape, twice when the policy 

change dictated a change from nonprofit to profit. Valya did not file for nonprofit status initially, but 

even so the city government does not want former government school buildings to house 

commercial enterprises, putting the school in a precarious position. I describe the classrooms as I 

observed them in the rented building, but considering the government!s rental policy, the potential 

for change in the relationship with the neighborhood, and the expanding population of the school, 

Valya had begun the search for a new building to bring greater stability to the community and 

come closer to realization of the ambitious vision of the school which is to: 

Create an innovative educational institution for 500-600 children aged 0 to 17 
years. In addition to the basic programs and prepared environments for 
kindergarten and secondary education guided by qualified personnel, the school 
will include a Children!s Theater, workshops for parents, a fitness center for the 
whole family, a Center for Montessori training with courses for teachers and 
administrators, 8space to host international conferences, and establishment of a 
network of kindergartens and family education centers for children from 0 to 3 
years with parents. 
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 Many of the oldest students have attended the school since they were three years old. 

For the past two years the school has had to enter into a collaborative relationship with the 

nearby government secondary school to gain access to the required tests for the students ages 

eleven and twelve. St. Petersburg educational policy requires students to attend government 

schools at age ten. Until then, even home schooling is acceptable. The arrangement has been 

satisfactory so far, according to the teachers. The government school officially lists the students 

on their roll but sends the required tests to the Montessori school. The Montessori school 

administers the tests in a "Montessori way! and returns them to the government school for 

submission to officials along with the tests taken by their students. 

 Training for the age 9-12 level is not available in Russia, and Dr. Montessori!s book From 

Childhood to Adolescence, which also includes the article on Dr. Montessori!s vision of her 

pedagogy for children ages 12-15, the Erdkinder, is not translated into Russian. As an 

experienced 9-12 teacher, I was intrigued by the program developed by the school without 

teachers trained for the level. In the morning there is time to work independently with the 

advanced Montessori math materials, and naturally the literature focus is Russian. Students may 

choose French or English as an additional language when they are younger but at this level study 

both. In the afternoon the subjects other than math and language are taught in a format that is a 

combination of intensive seminar and research lab. Experts in various disciplines come for two-

week sessions to present lessons focused on their expertise and interests arising from student 

projects. During my visit the students were studying the 100 Years War. The day before they had 

participated in a simulation, and during my time in the classroom they were debriefing what they 

had learned. The teacher had prepared a PowerPoint presentation contrasting Roman and British 

law, and the students were enthusiastically discussing the information as it related to what they 

had experienced the day before. The fifteen students seated at tables arranged in a semi-circle 

around the screen were actively engaged in the discussion and were taking notes during the 

discussion. Several computers were set up along the back wall of the room. 

At the conclusion of the lesson the students took a break to ask me questions. I was told 

they had eagerly requested time to do so, but at first they were hesitant to speak. I knew they had 

traveled to France the year before, so I asked them about the upcoming return trip. They all 

began to talk at once telling me all about the train trip, the home stays with French families, how 

they had managed their money, and many details of cultural differences they had noticed. I 

complimented them on how international they seemed and asked if I could join them on the next 

trip. “Da, da,” they responded, laughing as they gathered their warm coats and boots to go 

outside. Later, I happened to glance out the window and noticed one group of students building a 
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geodesic dome out of branches and a second playing a game with the teacher, similar to the 

simulation they had described from the day before. 
The younger elementary students have a classroom set up in typical Montessori 

fashion—a prepared environment with shelves for material, tables for individual and group work, 
and a large rug for floor work. Two small adjoining rooms are reserved for the classroom animals 
and the class collection of fiction and nonfiction books. The shelves store most of the Montessori 
materials appropriate for the level and many of the science activities developed by the Montessori 
Study Center in Belgorod. The students had also asked to have a question and answer session 
with me, but only a few were willing to practice their English. I asked them simple questions about 
their favorite work, which Olga, the English teacher, translated. They shyly nodded their heads or 
gave brief answers in Russian.  

 
Figure 5.11 Science in the 6-9 prepared environment. The elementary classroom includes a 
prepared space for students to engage in ʻmessyʼ science activities. 

They seemed relieved to go back to their work. Two boys and a girl returned to a 
complicated kit to build electrical circuits and were soon engaged in collaborative work. The 
teacher whispered to me that they had had significant social difficulties with each other the day 
before. Four students worked in the animal room preparing seeds in small trays to put under a 
grow light; another student chose to work with the eight chain, a Montessori math material for 
counting or learning multiples depending on the need of the child using it. The teachers admitted 
to me that they felt what they were doing was an experiment; they wanted any advice I could give 
them. I told them I was impressed that they understood the change in the role of the teacher from 
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directress to guide at the elementary level and the increased need for the students to do research 

projects based on their own interests. My compliments were genuine. The program the teachers 

had developed was amazingly authentic, and if I turned off the audio on videotapes of the 

classroom to quiet the chatter of the students speaking in Russian, it would be difficult to tell the 

geographic location of the room. 

 There are two art rooms in the building, a small room for the very youngest toddlers and a 

somewhat larger room for the older students. During my first visit Helena Hiltunen complimented 

the art teacher because the room was based on what she believed to be the principles of 

Montessori. Shelves were organized according to art medium. Children may choose the activity 

that interests them, coming together at the end of the session to share with others what they have 

done. Later, a staff member told me they had tried to allow children to have free access by choice 

to both the art and music rooms at any time of the day, but the narrow corridors of the building 

and the open stairwell created safety issues for the youngest children. The age 3-6 groups of 

children now rotate between the classroom, art and music. Consequently their independent work 

time is shortened. 

 
Figure 5.12 Collaborative work. Two five-year-old friends share a quiet moment.  

 The age 3-6 classroom is opposite the lower elementary classroom. Before entering the 

main room, it is necessary to pass through a small adjoining room filled wall to wall with a 

tumbling mat and large muscle equipment. A large egg timer rests on a shelf in the classroom. 

Children may choose to use the large muscle room independently as they would any other activity 

in the classroom and take the timer with them to self-monitor how long they are in the room. 
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The main classroom has large windows on three sides giving the children a wonderful 

view of the trees surrounding the school. There are many plants on the shelves and sills, and the 

teacher stressed her belief that children should be outside often. She uses the outdoor 

environment whenever possible and takes the class on field trips and excursions. The room is 

quite spacious with plenty of room for the many child-sized tables and chairs. A U-shaped 

community table is placed near the sink on the remaining side of the room. Several children were 

eating lunch at this table; others had finished, cleaned their place and returned to the other side of 

the classroom to continue with their work. Many of the practical life activities are in this area of the 

room. Ironing was again a popular choice for both boys and girls.  

The children were very independent in work choice and other task completion. Those 

who chose to work alone and those working in groups were focused on work. Tasks such as 

moving chairs or carrying large work were completed with boisterous enthusiasm; the quiet, 

controlled movements of a Children!s House were absent. Many subtleties of a normalized 

classroom were not evident. Additional observations would have been necessary to determine 

whether or not this was a normal day. I did not observe children in the toddler classroom. 

 The school restaurant is the gathering place for parents, teachers, and children. Located 

next to the main offices on the first floor of the building, the small room is the heart of the school. 

Only a handful of tables and chairs fill the room that doubles as the school cafeteria. Two parents 

cook a nutritious lunch each day in a kitchenette that would be considered small for a single-

family house much less for an entire school. The tables were filled with mothers and a few fathers 

with very young children, chatting with each other or teachers stopping for tea or lattes, or just 

passing through on their way to the office. It was difficult to tell teachers from parents; many 

teachers are parents of children in the school, and the sense of community is powerfully strong. 

Most children bring their own lunch, but several did come to the counter separating the cooking 

area from the tables to buy a bowl of noodles and sausage. 

A girl from the age 3-6 level needed to heat her food brought from home in the restaurant 

microwave. She left the classroom by herself, came to the restaurant, confidently pulled up a 

chair so she could reach the controls, put her food into the compartment, and set the timer. She 

chatted merrily to several people sitting at tables the entire time. When the timer buzzed, she 

removed her item and skipped back to her classroom. No one asked her if she needed help or if 

she had permission from her teacher to be there. Even though her classroom had been a bit too 

noisy, it is authentic independence such as this that I believe is the true gauge of the depth of the 

Montessori-ness of a school. Sipping a latte as I sat at a corner table, I let the harmony of the 

moment envelop me. 
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 I returned to St. Petersburg several months later. In the time that had passed since my 

first visit, six staff members had been able to tour several Montessori schools in Amsterdam, and 

a new site for the school had been located. Arrangements were being made for the move. Valya 

admitted to being very anxious about the future of the school when last we had chatted in the 

corner coffee shop near my hotel months before. Now several staff members, Valya, and I were 

gathered in the Olga!s apartment, overlooking a wooded park, with a view of St. Isaac!s Cathedral 

in the distance. I had introduced Marina, the London-trained Russian teacher from the American 

International Montessori School hosting my stay, to her Russian colleagues. The teachers from 

the school were relieved to meet a Russian teacher with excellent training willing to give them 

advice and guidance, and Marina seemed pleased to find Montessori colleagues with whom she 

could build professional and personal relationships. Tea was served and as we savored the 

selection of sweets, Valya told the story of how a new building in a village twenty minutes from 

the last St. Petersburg metro stop had been located. 

 She began by stating, “I think the officials do not know the full extent of what they have 

decided to do.” I was not alarmed because through email Olga had shared a brief sketch of the 

story before I had arrived. I knew the resolution of the dilemma would be in the school!s favor. 

Valya had come directly to the apartment from her new position in the village school and even 

though her exhaustion was clearly evident, the twinkle in her eyes would have been another 

indication had I not known.  

The first real estate proposal had come from a group of business professionals who 

wanted to organize a chain of schools across Russia. Accepting their offer would put the school in 

a lucrative financial position. St. Petersburg so far has avoided the proliferation of for-profit 

Montessori schools plaguing Moscow, and Valya knew her position as educational leader of the 

school would change to what she called “a translator of what the owners wanted”. The Russian 

term she used to describe the group loosely translates in English as "smooth operators!. She 

knew the bottom line was commercial and refused their offer. Valya believes Montessori should 

be available to everyone. 

 A second option appeared. Government officials offered her a beautiful historic building in 

central St. Petersburg. Unfortunately it would take 45-60 million rubles of renovation to make it 

appropriate for a school. At the time one US dollar was the equivalent of about 29 rubles. This 

was a significant amount of financial responsibility for a small school to assume, and they tried to 

convince a group of investors to work with them. “I began to have dreams of writing Sarkos Oil for 

money like you would write to Bill Gates,” sighed Olga. The staff was concerned that any 

partnership would again risk becoming commercial. 
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 “Something stopped me from accepting this offer,” said Valya. “But I began to worry that I 

had refused all the options that would come to us.” 

 In September she attended a seminar in St. Petersburg on technological innovation in 

Russia. The purpose of the seminar was to encourage public awareness of new technologies, 

and Valya gave a presentation on Montessori. She met Marina Yakushkina, a woman 

representing the Leningrad region surrounding the city of St. Petersburg, who had been 

impressed by her speech. “Three days later, on my birthday, I received a call from her offering to 

help the school,” said Valya. Yakushkina arranged a meeting with the chair of the regional 

Department of Education to discuss the difficulty the school had encountered in locating a new 

site.  

 During the meeting, the official unexpectedly offered Valya use of a village secondary 

school with the stipulation that she would immediately take on the job of principal of the school for 

the remainder of the year. The school would remain a government school the following year, but 

would be self-managed, a new concept for Russia. Valya accepted the proposal. The positive 

factors include ample space to expand the Montessori program, a limited need for renovation 

because the building is already a school, an onsite farm with potential for developing an 

adolescent program, and even though it is in a village, a location convenient enough so the 

majority of the current parent community will be able to continue enrolling their children. “We are 

planning to arrange a school bus for those families too far from the metro,” said Valya. 

 The challenges taken on by Valya go far beyond assuming a position for which she has 

no formal government training. The building is a functioning, traditional secondary school. There 

are many empty rooms as the village population has dropped, but the current students and twelve 

teachers will remain at the school. Valya!s plan is to merge the programs. “The problem of how to 

integrate the teachers into a new methodology is serious and difficult. At first the village teachers 

could see the dedication and hard work of the Montessori teachers. We had two days of 

workshops with them,” she said. I was told some of the village teachers are open-minded, having 

visited schools in Sweden not long ago.  

 “But now they are beginning to understand the changes that are coming. One village 

teacher said their students will destroy our teachers because we are too white and fluffy,” said 

Olga. In addition, the Montessori staff has had limited, if any, upper level Montessori training, and 

there are no Montessori adolescent or high school programs in Russia. There are only a few high 

school programs anywhere in the world. Even training for the age 3-6 level is not consistent in St. 

Petersburg. 

 “Combining staffs is a necessity, but neither group wants it,” said Katia. 
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 Valya agreed, “The most difficult challenge will be the difference in imposition of the will. 

State teachers do not believe or never have seen student motivation. Their students have always 

had things done for them.” She hopes the cost will be lower than it is currently, but the parents 

from the government school are not used to paying anything and will have to be convinced that 

any fees are justified. “The first two years will be the most difficult, and we will have to find more 

funding,” admitted Valya. 

 A passage from the school brochure foreshadows events that have changed the course 

of the school and exemplify Valya!s broader vision. It states: 

The President and the Government of Russia are taking steps aimed at reforming 
and developing the education system. The priority national project “Education”, a 
complex project of modernization of education, is to become the modern model of 
education focused on meeting the challenges of innovation economy, as well as 
state programs aimed at partnerships with business and human resource 
development, provide hope for the establishment of new projects in education, 
based on public and private partnership. We would like to actively participate in 
this important work for all Russians. 
 

The success or failure of Mikhailova Montessori School!s experiment in integrating Montessori 

pedagogy into a self-managed government school may determine whether Montessori remains 

on the periphery of pedagogy in St. Petersburg or moves to the center, influencing future policy. 

Montessori Pedagogy in the City of Moscow 

Introduction. 

 I had attempted to make arrangements to visit Moscow on my first visit. The sprawling 

city of twelve million official residents and perhaps again as many who are unofficial is home to 

over ninety schools and the offices of the two main Montessori teacher associations, the Russian 

Montessori Teacher Association and the Regional Montessori Association. Each association 

sponsors a training course for the age 3-6 level. I did not receive any response to my initial 

requests to visit. Although Belgorod and St. Petersburg are thriving centers of Montessori 

pedagogy, Russia as a unit of study would be incomplete without even a cursory introduction to 

activities in Moscow. 

When I returned to the United States after my first extended visit, two synchronous 

events enabled me to return to Moscow for a shorter visit several months later. First, I had been 

able to correspond through email with a young Russian teacher, Katia Borisova, who had taught 

in Moscow but had left to teach in Shanghai, China. Not long after my first visit, she returned to 

Moscow to await visa clearance to teach in New Zealand. Fluent in English, she offered her 

assistance and hospitality. Second, Elena Timoshenko, Russian journalist, free-lance writer, and 
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editor of an online Montessori journal, had found and responded to my inquiry requesting 

information about the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Russia. She also offered her 

assistance, and arranged all the visits and interviews in Moscow I had been unable to get on my 

own. She confided that she had been interested in visiting several of the schools herself, and my 

visit gave her the opportunity to do so. Borisova, a four-continent Montessorian, shared her 

assessment of the visits as we traveled each day on the Moscow metro and into the evening 

before retiring for the night. A citizen of Russia, trained in the United States with teaching 

experience in Moscow and Shanghai and now on her way to New Zealand, Borisova is one of the 

new generation of international Montessori teachers, successfully crossing borders and 

negotiating cultures while grounded in Montessori pedagogy. 

Montessori Training in Moscow. 

There are several organizations offering Montessori training in Moscow and beyond. The 

Interregional Montessori Association, the Russian Montessori Association, the Moscow Center for 

Montessori, and the newest center, sponsored by the Academic Council of the Academy for 

Advanced Studies and Retraining of Educators, headed by Konstantin Evgenievich Sumnitelny, 

train dozens of teachers each year. I was able to conduct short interviews with the president of 

the Interregional Montessori Association (formerly the Montessori Association of the Urals), 

Nadezhda Nikolaevna Sitina, and the president of the Russian Montessori Association, Larissa 

Klimanova. Sitina had learned of the Montessori pedagogy while studying at the Moscow State 

University. In 1992, she was part of an interested group who decided to create a Montessori 

kindergarten, although they had neither the materials nor the classroom experience. According to 

Stitina, their enthusiasm and great desire to work carried the project forward in the early years. 

She established the first Montessori kindergarten in the Urals in 1992, which expanded to an 

elementary school as the children who had graduated from the kindergarten remained with the 

school. Stitina also helps to organize teacher-training courses for Montessori teachers in 

Chelyabinsk, Omsk, Rostov, Novosibirsk, Surgut, Yakutia, Poltava and other towns in Russia. 

She is one of the founders of and is a frequent contributor to the magazine Montessori Club.  

The basic structure of the training course offered by the Interregional Montessori 

association consists of four workshops totaling fourteen weeks. The first workshop, two weeks in 

length, introduces Montessori philosophy including sensitive periods, observation, and the 

prepared environment. During the second and third workshops, each five weeks in length, 

trainees work with the materials and spend time assisting in a functioning Montessori classroom. 

The length of time each student is in a classroom is not clear, but the number of classrooms in 
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Moscow could support the requirement with greater ease than could St. Petersburg. Lectures on 

working with parents and exams fill the two weeks of the final workshop. 

Klimanova began our conversation by asserting that Russian educational standards are 

higher than in the west and specialized instruction is needed for elementary-age students. She 

stated elementary-trained Montessori teachers are not able to teach the high standards in the 

Russian curriculum. She told the story of a German trainer who had come to Moscow to give a 

workshop on the elementary Montessori curriculum. The content intended for grade six would 

only be for grade two in Russia because serious studying starts earlier, according to Klimanova. 

The Association sponsors several conferences and workshops each year and also gives training 

consisting of fourteen weeks of workshops scheduled over a period of one year. 

I was not able to interview Sumnitelny personally as, in his words, he “does not meet with 

Montessori tourists,” but he explained the motivation behind opening a new center seemingly 

quite similar to the one he already supervises in Moscow to the Russian journalist, Elena 

Timoshenko. In Timoshenko!s interview, Sumnitelny stated the Moscow Center for Montessori 

implements one of the directives of AMI associated with opening a branch of the organization in 

Russia AMI, the requirement of working with government agencies. Sumnitelny asserted it is the 

next logical step in the development of a fully accredited AMI Montessori Center in Russia. 

Operating the Center at the Academy as a self-supporting division of the Academy, a legal entity, 

gives Sumnitelny the opportunity to operate under the auspices of the Academy and benefits 

students because they will receive a certificate of training honored by the state government. The 

program is designed for 360 hours for two groups totaling fifty people. The Center will also 

develop a refresher course for teachers who have taken a full course of study at the Moscow 

Center for Montessori, run by Sumnitelny, since 1992. The cost of the Moscow Center for 

Montessori course in US dollars is $1000. The average salary in US dollars for a teacher in a 

government school in Moscow is $350-$500 per month. 

The implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Moscow schools. 

Schools of Montessori City. 

 The schools I visited represent the variety of institutions in Moscow using the name 

Montessori. I visited four schools run by a businesswoman for profit, a multiage classroom for age 

3-7 in a government kindergarten, a school-wide Montessori program for age 2-7 in a government 

kindergarten, a small private school for age 3-9, and a multiage classroom for age 7-11 in a 

government secondary school. Three of the four schools run for profit are located in former retail 

buildings and have classes for toddlers and preschoolers. The rooms are small and groups 
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average only nine children. The teacher in one school said more than nine would be difficult to 

manage as many had special needs. Each group attends for 1.5 hours, morning or afternoon, two 

to thee days per week. When asked why the sessions are so short, the owner said parents would 

not be able to afford the fee for a longer session. Montessori materials were visible on the 

shelves interspersed with a variety of learning activities that would be found in traditional Russian 

kindergartens.  

Several of the rooms at one Montessori City site were windowless, and the walls were 

bare. The number of parents crowding the hallways waiting for their children indicate the schools 

are financially successful even though the fragmented work periods, the homogenous age 

groupings, and the proliferation of unnecessary, non-Montessori activities provide clear evidence 

there are serious flaws in the implementation of Montessori pedagogy. The fourth classroom is 

part of a kindergarten run by the same individual but housed in a traditional kindergarten building. 

There are three classrooms, a Montessori, a Waldorf, and a traditional Russian kindergarten, 

from which parents may choose. All three environments have materials true to the respective 

philosophies, but the Montessori shelves were once more crowded with additional commercial 

materials. Some of the Montessori material ordered from China had significant design flaws. For 

example, the cube of a thousand golden beads critical for learning place value was not a cube. It 

was, in fact, a rectangular prism. The owner of the schools also runs a financially lucrative 

business importing and selling Montessori materials from China. Materials are available to 

anyone online or in a small showroom in one of the schools. 

Government Kindergarten #1775. 

 School #1775 is the only government kindergarten I visited in Russia that uses 

Montessori throughout the school. The administrator, Ludmilla Ivanova, has been in charge of the 

large staff of 56 since 1988 when the school was built, and recently celebrated her twentieth 

anniversary at the school. Fifteen of the staff members have been with the school since the 

beginning. The building was constructed to house twelve classrooms but the school limits the 

number to eight to allow space for enrichment programs and the necessary nap rooms for the 

youngest children. Ivanova remembers watching the construction of the school from her 

apartment overlooking the site and admitted that if she retires, she would have to move to a new 

apartment because “her heart would be with the school”.  

During the early years of the school from 1993-1995, they were able to bring in an 

American teacher to assist with setting up the Montessori environments and to give two weeks of 

training to the staff each summer. According to Ivanova, the American teacher was very 

conservative and insisted that the classrooms were to be set up according to strict Montessori 
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guidelines. She thought the teacher would be very proud if she came back and saw the school 

today. Ivanova also traveled to Lithuania to observe an eighty-five year old teacher who had 

trained in India. During the early years as the school was making the transition from a traditional 

to a Montessori government kindergarten, Ivanova admitted it was hard for the veteran teachers 

to change how they would teach, and she had many sleepless nights before opening the first 

classroom. Personally she had realized it was a better match for children and would be the way 

she would have wanted her own children to be treated. Ivanova hesitated for a moment and 

added, “It is the way I would have wanted to be treated”. 

In 1993, the first Montessori classroom opened, and not long after parents requested a 

second. Currently there is a waiting list. Ivanova said unofficially parents are encouraged by the 

City Department of Education to come to the school if they ask where to send their child. “Some 

will rent out their apartment if they live closer to the center of Moscow, too far to travel each day, 

and rent a closer apartment so their child may attend the school.” A committee decides which 

children to enroll from the waiting list, considering first the date of application. A new system 

enables parents to register and make school choices over the Internet. The staff would like class 

size to remain at 20 but have increased the number to 25 to accommodate the strong interest in 

the school. Each room has one teacher, an assistant teacher, and an aide. 

Parent involvement in the school is evident from the moment visitors approach the front 

door. Three beautiful mosaics, designed and paid for by parents, adorn the exterior of the 

building. The first is a large lotus with the name Montessori. The second is a black and gold art 

deco, floral design framing the traditional plaque identifying the school number, and the third is a 

Greek border over the entryway with two ionic columns on either side. Mosaics are found 

throughout the interior of the school. The small, three-season porches that frequently are found in 

Soviet-era structures have been winterized and designed as miniature themed environments for 

the children. One is for reading with a small couch and gas-burning fireplace, a botany room is 

filled with potted plants, another for astronomy is equipped with globes and a small telescope, 

and a fourth is for Russian crafts. Finally, a Russian folk and fairy tales room with a stuffed 

dragon hanging from the ceiling and other creatures stored in blue netting is the among the most 

popular. Children may leave the Montessori environments independently to use these rooms, all 

furnished with child-sized furniture. 

Other amenities in the school include a small indoor pool lined with bright blue tile. Pools 

are not uncommon in Russian government kindergartens, and the children have swimming 

lessons two times a week. The pool is drained and cleaned every Monday and is first filled only 

half way for the youngest children. The school also has a music room with a small stage and a 
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large muscle room. Children rest for naps on small beds complete with coordinated comforters 

and dust ruffles. The cafeteria, designed more like a child-sized restaurant, has small tables with 
four chairs. A parent area has a variety of reading material including one entitled Montessori 

Rights of the Child.  
The Montessori environments are fully equipped with extensive practical life areas. Some 

of the material is from Neinhuis; the rest is from St. Petersburg Montessori, a Russian 
manufacturer. Several items from traditional Russian kindergartens crowd the shelves, and may 
not be necessary. Computers found in the classrooms for older children are controversial for 
many Montessorians who view them as a distraction for children who need to work with the 
traditional materials. Computers were not in use during my visit. 

 
Figure 5.13 Kindergarten # 1775 lunchroom. Parent involvement in the school is high, 
evidenced by the added amenities such as the beautiful lunchroom for the children. 

Unfortunately, the classes are not multiage. Ivanova stated the government does not 

allow multiage groupings in government schools. It is difficult to know the accuracy of this 
statement since I observed other government schools that are multiage. Katia made a quick 
phone inquiry to an official in the Moscow Department of Education who verified that it is not 
against regulations to have a multiage classroom. The difficulty of maintaining a three-year 
grouping of children in a Montessori classroom is not a problem unique to this school or to 
Russia. Of the three public Montessori programs in my own city, one has abandoned the three-
year grouping at the lower elementary level in favor of a complicated system that rotates two of 
the three ages within each classroom over three years. The teachers believe the range of student 
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needs is too great with three age levels. Teachers who were traditionally trained before exposure 

to Montessori have a greater resistance to the change in the teacher/student dynamic necessary 
for full implementation. This may be the case with School #1775.  

Over the years the staff has made several accommodations to the age grouping of 
children. The youngest children, ages 2.5 to three, stay together as a group from the time they 
enter the school. The teacher will stay with them for the next three years which is typical for 
Russian schools, changing the environment by bringing in new material each year appropriate for 
the age of the children and removing old. Classrooms of older children appeared to have more 
than one age level in the room and a greater range of material on the shelves than would be 
expected for a single grade. There was much movement of children between classrooms, and it 
is possible the formal groupings are single age, but informally the children mix as they move 
about the school. The work cycle of 1.5 to 1.75 hours is shorter than what is considered the ideal. 
I was able to observe during the work cycle, and children did freely self-select activities. The 
oldest children are involved with a UNESCO ecology project, and the outdoor environments are 
used extensively, even during the frigid Russian winter. 

 
Figure 5.14 Practical life shelves. Several pouring and spooning activities use bowls and 
pitchers painted in traditional styles. Two matryoshka are for children to use.  

I asked about the studentsʼ transition to government secondary school at Form 1. Ivanova 
had several positive stories to tell. A father of a recent graduate said during orientation he had 
been asked what school his son had previously attended. He told them #1775, the Montessori 
kindergarten. The school officials responded by telling him no placement tests would be 
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necessary because they knew his son was well prepared. She told another story describing a first 

day experience of a new teacher. The young woman had been very anxious her first day but was 

convinced the success of her lessons was due to the enthusiasm of six former Montessori 

students in her class. The teacher was so happy she brought flowers to the school and asked 

many questions about the program. Ivanova became overcome with emotion when she told of the 

many Form 1 students and parents who come back to the kindergarten with flowers and even 

bottles of champagne on September 1, the Day of Knowledge, to thank the staff. 

Ivanova, a consummate storyteller, also told a humorous story about Helena Hiltunen. It 

seems Hiltunen was looking for a school to enroll her grandson and had made an appointment to 

observe the school. Her appointment was at 1:00 but she arrived at 12:45. The secretary kept to 

the strict schedule and did not begin the tour one second early. “The teacher was being very high-

minded, too,” said Ivanova, “until Helena identified herself. The teacher was very embarrassed 

when she found out who the observer really was.” 

Ivanova explained that there had been much resistance to Montessori in the Moscow 

Department of Education because the previous director, who had served in the position for thirty 

years, did not look favorably on Montessori. Ivanova believes attitudes will change because the 

new director in place as of September, 2008, gained a reputation of being positive toward 

Montessori from previous appointments in the southwest region of Russia. She said her school, in 

particular, would benefit from her personal relationship with the new director. 

Government Kindergarten #485. 

The third type of kindergarten I visited in Moscow was a single classroom within a 

government kindergarten. We were told not to expect much, but to say we were pleasantly 

surprised does not fully acknowledge the extent to which the essential elements of Montessori 

pedagogy are implemented. The school is located in a working class neighborhood of Moscow. 

The classroom has 24 children, age 2.5 to 7. The teachers try to keep a balance of ages by 

bringing in younger children as the older ones graduate. There were two teachers and one intern 

in the room on the day we observed. The teachers also train for the course offered by the 

Russian Montessori Association. The intern was a trainee in the course. This was the only school 

in Russia where I observed a student teacher, in contrast to Tanzania where every classroom 

had three. 

We quietly entered the room as the children were walking the line, a quintessential 

Montessori activity, accompanied by soft music. Two chairs had been placed in opposite corners 

of the classroom for us to observe without intruding upon the children!s work. The children sat 

quietly when the music ended, waiting for the silent teacher to speak. She remained silent for 
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some time. Silence as an activity is also very important in a Montessori classroom. Children 

continued to arrive and quietly joined the circle. After a few minutes the teacher began a lesson 
on the calendar. The children actively participated, raising their hand in traditional Russian 
fashion, arm bent at the elbow with palm of the raised hand facing out toward the teacher. 
Children were frequently observed supporting their elbow with the opposite hand if they began to 
tire before their turn to speak. Impatient or overly enthusiastic children do stretch their arm as 
high as possible and may even wave their hand hoping for the teacherʼs attention. At the end of 
the short lesson, the children put away the material. Then they all stretched out on the carpet with 
their eyes hidden. An older boy circulated among them and tapped each child one by one on the 
head with a crocheted ball of yarn. When tapped each child silently got up, chose an activity, and 
settled at a table to work. 

 
Figure 5.15 Circle at Kindergarten #485. Activities at the circle were appropriate for the large 
multiage group of children. The total time spent in the circle was kept short to maximize time for 
the children to work independently. 

Many of the Montessori materials such as the pink tower, knobless cylinders, hundred 
board, sound boxes, constructive triangles were freely chosen by the students. Young children 
worked with a variety of practical life activities; there were many variations of water pouring. Each 
activity was attractively arranged on a tray and placed on the shelf for children to choose. One 
boy, about age four, choose bread cutting. He expertly cut small pieces of bread with a sharp 
knife, popping each piece into his mouth, chewing thoroughly before cutting the next piece. 
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Materials for science, geography, and history were plentiful, all attractively stored and 

accessible to the children. Collections of real artifacts grouped by category support the card 
material. The oldest children have use of a special room called the laboratory, where advanced 
science experiments are stored on shelves. Strings of beads are strung over the entrance to the 
room, not much more than a closet, and only the oldest children are allowed to enter and choose 
activities.  But they may work next to a younger child who then observes the activity. I had not 
paid full attention to the significance of these activities until I began to smell something burning. 
My attention was directed to an older girl who had chosen a tray with the tools to investigate the 
question: Will it burn? She very carefully proceeded to test a variety of different materials, 
recording her results in a small notebook. Several older children worked with activities on paper 
that could be called worksheets. Each activity on paper was directly connected to a hands-on 
activity as an extension and had been freely chosen by the child doing the work. The work cycle 
extended beyond the two-hour maximum observed in other schools. 

 
Figure 5.16 Building the pink tower. This young boy found a quiet, private spot to build the pink 
tower. He repeated the process several times before carefully returning the material one cube at 
a time to the shelf.  

One of the teachers was very interested in Katia Borisovaʼs impressions of the school. 
Katia suggested that the teachers try and extend the work period even further and resist adult 
intervention when children move from one activity to the next. This was the first time a teacher in 
any of the schools asked her opinion even though she was always introduced as a fully trained, 
experienced Montessori teacher. Unfortunately, the parents of children graduated from this school 
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do not tell their Form 1 teachers that they attended a Montessori classroom. The perception in 

this area of Moscow is that Montessori is only for special needs children. 

Lubaʼs Montessori School. 

This small private school was in its first year of operation after a split with a former co-

owner and relocation to a new site. The school now rents the third floor of a former music school, 

but the owner, Luba Romanova, had to leave all the materials behind. She said the entire 

summer was spent making new materials; she hadnʼt had time to even think of a name for the 

school. There are two classrooms, a lower elementary with nine students ages 6-9 and a 

kindergarten with seventeen children ages 3-6. Two older students come to the school after their 

day in a government secondary school. The number of children in the younger group is limited by 

space for the number of cots for naps. Romanova said a classroom of 20 students in each of 

three levels would meet the schoolʼs budget. Five staff members, including an English teacher, 

are employed at the school. The school is essentially bi-lingual because students study English 

from the earliest age. The English teacher is not confined to the English room and also works in 

the main classroom. The environment for the elementary students includes the main classroom 

with the Montessori materials and several small rooms for English, art, and theater. 

 
Figure 5.17 Weighing snails. Romanova assists one of her students using a scientific scale to 

weigh snails that she had photographed moments before. 

The students worked independently without unnecessary intervention by either adult. I 

was particularly charmed by a girl about age six who was totally engaged in a self-chosen project 

on snails. She lovingly tended to a small terrarium housing two large snails and proceeded to 
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scientifically photograph them from a variety of angles, standing on a chair for birds!-eye views. 

She then weighed the snails on a small scale, shown above in figure 5.17.  She took one out of 

the terrarium to observe more closely, brought it over to me, and in halting English told me 

everything she knew about snails. After putting the snail back in the terrarium, she found a place 

at a table and entered her observations for the day into a notebook. 

Romanova has a small area in the large classroom for her own material-making. She has 

created a stunning Russian version of the classic elementary Timeline of Life consistent with the 

classic Bergamo version. She updated the scientific information on the timeline and found images 

on the Internet or scanned photographs to replace the hand drawn pictures. The red lines of 

extinction have been color-coded to correspond to the era of origin. The timeline was printed by 

an advertising agency on heavy commercial plastic. It includes a blank chart and loose pieces for 

the students to use. The students told me they like the material very much. Timelines also are 

used by the English language teacher. A student-created timeline of Russian authors hangs on 

the wall of the English room. It was not clear how Romanova became aware that timelines are a 

crucial material in Montessori classrooms. Elementary training had not been available in Russia 

when she began the work, and she does not speak English, which would enable her to access 

material in English on the Internet. 

Government Secondary School #1190. 

The last school I visited was a mixed age classroom within a traditional government 

secondary school. The youngest students are age seven and the oldest are twelve. They are not 

divided by age or level. The class uses two rooms in the government school, and the 23 students 

move between the two rooms. The students are from both traditional and Montessori 

kindergartens, although this year the teachers were able to accept only students with experience 

in a Montessori environment. They clarified the statement somewhat and said it is the parents 

who they feel need to understand the pedagogy. The class is not official with the City Department 

of Education. The department head doesn!t know the classroom is within the larger secondary 

school. The teachers have the full support of the principal, but Nadezhda said if the principal 

leaves, the teachers would have to find another location. Both teachers said the class is a "big 

secret!. They do not advertise. Even so, several parents have found apartments in the area so 

their children would be able to conveniently attend the school. 

There are usually three teachers but one was on maternity leave at the time of my visit. 

The two remaining teachers, Angela and Nadezhda, sat with Katia Borisova and me in one of the 

two classrooms. I asked who was in the second room with students. “No one,” said Nadezhda. 

“The children do not need control. They have a list of activities and choose what to do.” We 
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continued to have tea. A few students had questions about their work, politely approached the 

adults who returned the respect shown to them, and went back to work when their question had 

been answered. Interactions were student-initiated and respectful as shown in figure 5.18. 

 
Figure 5.18 Guiding a student. An upper elementary student seeks the advice of his teacher 

concerning a difficulty with his research.  

The class began six years ago as an age 6 to 9 environment, but the parents asked to 

have it extended. Both teachers discovered Montessori through friends and took Montessori 

training for age 3 to 6 after finishing a traditional teacher education course. The rooms are 

spacious with wooden, Ikea-style shelves lining the walls, some jutting into the room creating 

small study areas. The teachers own most of the materials, the majority are handmade or 

collections of artifacts. Nadezhda said before they were married her husband asked why she 

didnʼt have any hobbies. “I told him my hobby is my classroom,” she said. The class lacks any 

materials for cosmic education, and I suggested they contact the Center in Belgorod. Nadezhde 

made two comments that indicated to me further training in upper level Montessori pedagogy is 

necessary for her to fully implement an authentic Montessori program for older students. First, 

she said a student/teacher ratio of 10:1 would be ideal. Second, she believes subjects such as 

chemistry and math should be taught by specialists. In my opinion, proper training would give her 

the confidence and knowledge to build on the essential elements of an upper level program, such 

as independently chosen work and student time management, that are evident in the classroom. 

Despite the limited elementary training of the teachers and the limited budget with which 

to purchase materials, the shelves were filled with interesting activities. The teachers own all the 
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materials and the shelving used to display the activities. No more than one group lesson is 

presented each day, and Nadezhde prepares work plans for the students with their individual 
needs and interests in mind. The morning of my observation a specialist in literature gave a 
lesson on Russian folktales to the all the students who had arranged their chairs in a circle for the 
presentation. At the conclusion of the lesson, the students returned to work alone or in pairs, 
many with a backpack draped over the back of their chair as shown in figure 5.19. They were 
remarkably self-managed and worked without any adult intervention for a long period of time. 
Several students worked stretched out on the floor. The work period is four hours, from 8:30 to 
12:30 followed by a half-hour lunch break and an hour outside, often taking a walk in the 
neighborhood. Some students return to the class in the afternoon while others go on to special 
classes for art, music, dance, or sports. 

 
Figure 5.19 Independent work. In the classroom at School #1130 there are a variety of work 
spaces for students to use as they engage in independent study. 

Montessori Materials in Russia 
 In 1993 Olga Laptev and her husband Eugene pioneered the establishment of a 
Montessori materials factory in Omsk, Russia, east of the Urals. Four years earlier Laptev had 
opened a kindergarten, and happened to purchase a book of games that mentioned several of 

the classic Montessori inset materials. Her husband was able to re-create the materials from the 
written description, but Laptevʼs attempts to find more information about other Montessori ʻgamesʼ 
in Omsk were not successful. She did not abandon her quest to find any information about Maria 
Montessori, and when the Omsk Pedagogical Institute sponsored a lecture on Montessori 
pedagogy by a visiting professor from Novosibirsk, she was in the audience. After the lecture, she 
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asked the professor where it would be possible to become more acquainted with the Montessori 

method. Laptev was given the phone number of the Moscow Center for Montessori. A week later 

she traveled to Moscow and enrolled in the informational course on Montessori pedagogy. 

According to Laptev, 

I was very happy! It was so unlike what I had experienced as a child. I've always 
dreamed of a school where it would be interesting to learn, where there would be 
no boring lessons, where children do not sit, without stirring for 45 minutes and 
listen to the teacher, and then simultaneously do the same exercises, or choose 
the same examples. I am so glad that I no longer need to invent such a school, 
because Maria Montessori long ago thought it all up. I only had to join the 
admirers of her genius. The most humane philosophical and pedagogical theory 
is what I have been following for 15 years now (Timoshenko, 2009). 
 
During an interview with Elena Timoshenko (2009), Laptev shared the story of how she 

began the company to manufacture Montessori materials. According to Laptev, in the early 

1990s, even though materials were needed for the many schools springing up across the country, 

the majority of Russian teachers were not able buy the expensive Dutch Montessori materials. 

Laptev was among the teachers needing materials but were financially unable to import them 

from the Neinhuis Company in the Netherlands. Her husband was a skilled woodworker and, with 

the loan of several of the key Neinhuis materials to use as prototypes from an American teacher 

in St. Petersburg, planned to make several sets of Montessori materials, one set for her own 

school and the rest to sell to teachers taking the course in Moscow. The first factory was founded.  

Initially it was a family-run operation. Laptev recalled the long days, often ending work 

close to midnight with planning sessions extending into the wee hours of the next morning. “Every 

day, no weekends or holidays. But the work did not seem difficult because we were committed to 

what we were doing.” She continued to travel to Moscow to study, and each time showed Mary 

Roth, the AMI trainer, the Montessori materials currently in production. Roth closely monitored the 

pieces and suggested changes when necessary. For example, at one point the geometric solids 

needed to be smaller to fit a child's hand. After several years of commuting between Omsk and 

Moscow, Laptev and her family moved to Moscow. 

In 2001, a second factory, employing forty workers, opened close to St. Petersburg. Not 

long after, the Laptevs split the company and immigrated to Toronto, Canada. The factory in 

Omsk was separated from the second in St. Petersburg, and the distribution center that had 

opened in St. Petersburg along with the second factory was renamed St. Petersburg Montessori. 

The company was sold to Valery Kovshirov. The Laptevs opened a new company in Canada, E 

and O Montessori that sells materials manufactured in Russia. The new company has extended 
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the product line to a variety of learning materials in addition to the Montessori line. The E in the 

company name gives credit to Elena, designer of several of the materials for the toddler age level. 

I was able to interview Kovshirov in St. Petersburg. Specific financial reports were not 

available, but Kovshirov stated that in 2008 orders for Montessori materials had come in from all 

eight-six of the Russian oblasts as well as from former Soviet republics and several western 

European countries. In the previous two years the demand for Montessori materials has 

increased substantially, but the company has managed to keep prices at half the cost of what is 

charged by Neinhuis. Import tax as high as fifty percent on imported goods raises the price of 

Neinhuis Montessori material even higher. 

The Russian schools I visited all used materials from St. Petersburg Montessori; 

consequently, I examined closely the quality of several pieces and could find no observable 

difference or flaws in any. A retail store with Montessori materials recently opened in St. 

Petersburg. According to Kovishirov, the prices are not higher than in the company!s catalog. 

Kovishirov hopes the retail store will help to meet the demand of customers more efficiently 

because they will not have to wait for delivery. More convenient access to materials may also 

make the company more viable in face of increased competition from Chinese companies that 

have begun manufacturing Montessori materials. 

Conclusion 

The essential elements of Montessori pedagogy are manifested in teacher training and 

classroom practice differently in Russia than in Tanzania. The size of the country, a strong 

tradition of education for young children, access to an extensive body of literature past and 

present on educational theory and methodology, the level of education of the majority of 

individuals before enrolling in Montessori training, and a strengthening economy able to support 

entrepreneurial aspiration to open schools are factors that strengthen select links and create 

irregularities in others in the chain of evidence supporting any conclusions based on the overall 

findings (Yin, 1981) in Russia. Considering the profound changes in the country as a whole that 

occurred during the same twenty years framing the renaissance of Montessori pedagogy since 

the early 1990s, the Montessori movement is still in its formative period. Many of the challenges I 

documented are not necessarily unique to Russia and actually may be analogous to those in 

countries of comparable size and level of development. 

Classroom inconsistencies resulting from the quality of training for the age three to six 

level and the lack of thorough training for the elementary age six to nine and nine to twelve levels 

are significant factors influencing the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Russia. Training 

for the age three to six level is provided by several organizations, including the Interregional 
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Montessori association, the Russian Montessori Association, Herzen Pedagogical University, and 

the Moscow Center for Montessori. Collegial competition between individuals within and between 

several organizations and schools was noted and may hinder agreement on standards for 

training. Every training institution does require student teaching of some sort, but in only one 

classroom was a student teacher observed. The Montessori classroom in Kindergarten #485 in 

Moscow functioned with two teachers certified by the Russian Montessori Association and an 

intern studying for a certificate from the same organization. The essential elements of a 

Montessori prepared environment for children age three to six were most evident in this 

classroom when compared to others I observed. Placement of student teachers in classrooms of 

similar quality would advance the implementation of the pedagogy in Russia.  

Whether or not teachers demonstrated an ability to observe students and respond to their 

needs appropriately also was not as straightforward as it was in Tanzania. Several elementary 

and kindergarten teachers support a low student-teacher ratio—a ratio so low it may impede 

independence, in my opinion. Often teachers intervened when children made a transition from 

one activity to another, perhaps because there were too many adults in the room. Most of the 

elementary students were able to work independently for extended periods of time, and their 

freedom to choose activities within understood guidelines was encouraged by the teachers, even 

though there too, an excessive number of adults were observed.  

Few of the observed classrooms have the 3-year grouping of students as organized in 

Montessori!s Planes of Development, but Russian kindergartens serve children from age three to 

seven; children attend secondary school from age seven to fifteen and gymnasium from age 

fifteen to seventeen or eighteen. Consequently, several schools organized multi-age groupings 

that reflect this difference. The Montessori kindergarten classrooms at School #1 in Vladimir and 

School #485 in Moscow that are part of a building with traditional classrooms, serve children from 

age three to age seven. The teachers in both schools have done an exemplary job of providing 

appropriate and challenging individual work for the older children age seven. It is likely the 

younger children benefit from working next to and observing these older children in the same way 

children would in an elementary classroom with a six-year age grouping. The kindergarten at 

Michailova Montessori School in St. Petersburg also keeps the seven-year-olds, and this 

grouping had significant implications for the elementary and adolescent groupings—age 7-8, 8-

10, 11-14—in the school. The lack of thorough elementary training is a factor in the organization 

of the upper levels of the school. Every classroom in Kindergarten #1775 in Moscow is 

Montessori, but whether because teachers have fallen back on previous training or the city 

government at some point did not allow multi-age groupings, classes are not officially multi-age. 
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The children are free to move about the building to a great extent and classrooms often become 

multi-age informally as children move between classrooms. Luba!s School and the elementary 

classroom at School #1190 in Moscow also had a more informal grouping of students that 

included a wider range of ages. Only in Belgorod, where classrooms functioned within 

government schools, and teachers remain with a group of students throughout the first four levels 

of secondary school, were single-age cohorts the norm. 

The schedule of most classrooms allowed for a block of uninterrupted work time, 

commonly translated from Russian as "free work,! averaging 1.5 to 2 hours. Factors such as 

needing to share a space—the art room at Michailova or the Montessori classroom at Vladimir—

and government regulations for "timetables! were the most common reasons for not extending the 

work period beyond two hours. Neither private versus government school nor kindergarten versus 

elementary predicted the length of uninterrupted time when children could work independently. 

Luba!s school, a private kindergarten and elementary school; the elementary classroom at School 

#1190, and the kindergarten at School #485 scheduled work periods beyond two hours. The 

length of time children were allowed to work independently did not affect their ability to 

independently engage in concentrated work and complete the work cycle. Cooperative groups 

and peer teaching was evident in all the classrooms. In addition, although it was not an essential 

element on the checklist, parental involvement was clearly evident in every school. 

Classroom observations were scheduled during the final months of the school year in 

Russia; grace and courtesy lessons may have been given more toward the beginning of the year, 

especially in the kindergarten classrooms. The yearly school calendar is organized differently in 

Tanzania, enabling me to observe more objectively many group lessons in grace and courtesy 

given by the teachers. For this reason, assessment of the extent to which classroom 

environments in Russia encourage grace and courtesy is based on observed behavior of the 

children, which was more likely to be influenced by "observer effect!, rather than the lessons 

presented by the teachers. I did not observe any behavior in any school that would indicate grace 

and courtesy was not valued in Russian Montessori schools. It may be that the excessive number 

of adults in several classrooms intervened quickly when any potential for difficulties emerged, 

similar to the frequent guidance given to children as they finished one activity and were making a 

transition to another. Respectful actions toward peers and adults also may reflect broader 

Russian expectations; for example, children in Russian government schools rise and greet their 

teacher when he or she enters the room. Although I did not observe this traditional manner of 

greeting a teacher in the Montessori classrooms, I did observe elementary students interacting 

with adults confidently and respectfully. I also observed more independence than in schools in the 
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United States, especially when children moved between classrooms, which is similar to the 

independence given to children in non-Montessori schools in Russia. 

Classroom spaces were all clean, orderly, neat, and aesthetically pleasing prepared 

environments designed for different levels of students to encourage and support their 

independent work choice. Although several classrooms had extra, unnecessary non-Montessori 

material displayed on the shelves, the Montessori materials were organized from concrete to 

abstract. Practical life, sensorial, literacy and language arts, mathematics/geometry, science, 

geography, history activities were appropriate to the age grouping of the students in all the 

classrooms, although the number of activities and the condition of the material varied somewhat 

from classroom to classroom. St. Petersburg Montessori manufactures and markets high-quality 

Montessori materials that are reasonably priced for most schools in Russia considering the high 

fees attached to materials imported from Western Europe. Materials for cosmic education were 

an important part of the elementary classrooms; several used the manufactured material from the 

Belgorod Montessori Study Center. In the single classrooms located within larger government 

schools, the teacher purchased or made the Montessori materials herself. Parents also made 

material in at least one school. 

The physical spaces of schools in Tanzania were most often one or two-room concrete, 

one-story buildings. The classrooms had bare, concrete floors, many windows, and shelves lining 

the walls. Russian schools were also similar to each other but different from Tanzanian schools. 

With the exception of the three for-profit City Montessori schools in Moscow housed in rented 

commercial spaces, all the schools or classrooms—public and private—were housed in 

government secondary or elementary school buildings. The extent of parent involvement was 

quite evident in the physical space of two schools—School #1 in Vladimir and School #1775 in 

Moscow. Parents were responsible for the beautifully painted washroom and many of the wooden 

activities at the school in Vladimir and the conversion of the three-season balconies into learning 

spaces and the mosaics at the school in Moscow. 

It is difficult to summarize the movement in Russia. It is tempting to marvel at the 

progress made in the past decade and predict continued growth in the future, but signs of discord 

among those with exclusive ties to AMI and others who are attempting to forge relationships with 

several international organizations, including AMI, portent stagnation of the movement, in my 

opinion. Fortunately, impressive islands of individual initiative continue to move the pedagogy 

forward, and efforts such as the online Montessori journal edited by Elena Timoshenko help to 

raise awareness of the pedagogy by providing timely, accurate information about training, 

schools, workshops, and conferences to a broad audience.  
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 Finally, the work of the Belgorod Montessori Study Center is unique within the movement 

internationally. The staff members at the center each hold a joint position at the center and the 

university in one of several areas of scientific concern in the curriculum for cosmic education. The 

didactic activities the center develops are scientifically accurate, attractive, and inexpensive. Even 

though the classrooms in Belgorod using the materials lack many of the essential elements of an 

elementary environment, the collaborative work of the teachers during the school year is 

commendable, and the student production of the festivals are developmentally appropriate for the 

sensitive period for imagination in the elementary age students and encourage their stewardship 

of the earth. The center also explores the intellectual legacy of Russian scientists who may have 

influenced Dr. Montessoriʼs later work. The research conducted by the center in many ways 

harkens to the time Maria and Mario Montessori lived in the hill town of Kodaikanal in India and 

experimented with the elementary curriculum and the essential elements of cosmic education. 
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Table 5.1 Summary of Schools in Belgorod, Russia 

 

SCHOOL LOCATION AGE  STATUS STRENGTHS CHALLENGES 

School # 31 Belgorod Form 1 

(age 8) 

public cosmic education; parent 

involvement; teacher 

collaboration; technology 

integrated into festivals 

lack of principal support; not 

multi-age; Montessori 

program is incomplete; 

festival topic is adult chosen 

School # 39 Belgorod Form 4 

(age 11) 

public cosmic education; parent 

involvement;; exceptional 

teacher; music; student led 

discussions  

not multi-age; Montessori 

program is incomplete; 

festival topic is adult chosen 

School # 46 Belgorod Form 1 

(age 8) 

public cosmic education; parent 

involvement; teacher 

collaboration; exceptional 

teacher; music  

not multi-age; Montessori 

program is incomplete; 

festival topic is adult chosen 

School # 46 Belgorod Form 3 

(age 10) 

public cosmic education; parent 

involvement; teacher 

collaboration; enthusiastic 

students; hands-on work 

not multi-age; Montessori 

program is incomplete; 

festival topic is adult chosen 

School # 47 Belgorod Form 1 

(age 8) 

public cosmic education; parent 

involvement; teacher 

collaboration; technology 

integrated into festivals  

not multi-age; Montessori 

program is incomplete; 

festival topic is adult chosen 
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Table 5.2 Summary of Schools in Vladimir and St. Petersburg, Russia 

 

SCHOOL LOCATION AGE  STATUS STRENGTHS CHALLENGES 

Kindergarten 

# 1 

Vladimir 3-7 public trained teacher; parent 

involvement; art room 

designed in Montessori style; 

outdoor environment 

one teacher for large school; 

cost of materials; short, split 

work periods 

Kindergarten 

#5 

St. Petersburg 3-7 private program for special needs 

students; exceptional teacher; 

relationship with trained 

psychologist 

lack of government support 

for special needs; small 

groups do not generate 

enough income 

Michailova 

Montessori 

School 

St. Petersburg 0-3, 3-6, 

6-9, 9-12 

private relationship with Herzen; 

trained 3-6 teachers, multi-

age; strong school 

community; visionary leader 

physical space; government 

regulations; lack of upper 

elementary training; 

integrating into new school 

Kindergarten 

# 47 

St. Petersburg 3-7 public attractive environment; child-

centered; multiage; 

appropriate activities 

short work period; 

government regulations;  
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Table 5.3 Summary of Schools in Moscow, Russia 
 

SCHOOL LOCATION AGE  STATUS STRENGTHS CHALLENGES 
Lubaʼs 

Montessori 
Moscow 3-6, 6-9, 

9-12 
private multiage; appropriate 

materials; teacher 
collaboration; extended work 
period; science and English 

increasing enrollment; 
meeting budget; government 
regulations 

Kindergarten 
#1775 

Moscow 3-7 public whole building is Montessori; 
visionary leader; parent 
involvement, multiage, 
experienced staff; UNESCO 

short work periods; too much 
teacher direction; pull-outs for 
special classes; some 
classrooms single age  

School #1190 Moscow 6-12 public physical space; students 
have Montessori experience; 
parent support for program; 
enthusiastic teachers 

dependent on principal 
support; not an ʻofficialʼ class; 
teachers must provide 
materials 

Kindergarten 
#485 

Moscow 3-7 public multiage; trained teachers 
and intern; peer teaching; 
science material; work period 

single classroom in building; 
neighborhood perception of 
Montessori; teacher 
intervention; worksheets 

Montessori 
City 

Sites 1, 2 

Moscow infant 
toddler 

private competent management; 
appropriate toddler activities 

high rent; short split sessions; 
too many adults; small rooms 
with no windows 

Montessori 
City 

Site 3  

Moscow toddler 
3-7 

private competent management; 
parent involvement in toddler 
classes; multiage 

age 3-7 has much non-
Montessori material; poor 
quality Chinese Montessori 
material; lacks practical life 

Montessori 
City 

Site 4 

Moscow 3-7 private competent management; 
teacher collaboration; 
extensive art environments; 
multiage 

Montessori, Froebel, Waldorf 
classrooms; Montessori focus 
may get ʻlost in the crowdʼ; 
lacks practical life 
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Through the study of children I have scrutinized human nature at its origin both in 
the East and the West and although it is forty years now since I began my work, 
childhood still seems to me to be an inexhaustible source of revelations and, let 
me say, hope. Childhood has shown me that all humanity is one.  

Maria Montessori 
Letter to all governments, 1947 

Chapter Six 

Introduction 

Two anniversaries celebrated by the Montessori community frame the time during which 

the major part of the research, travel and writing necessary to complete this project was 

conducted; 2007 is the one hundredth anniversary of the opening of the first Casa dei Bambini in 

Rome, and 2010 is the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the American Montessori Society. 

During the three years from planting the seed of an idea in the halls of academia to the 

blossoming of these final thoughts, I have searched the archives for details humanizing the often 

mythologized life of Dr. Montessori, often allowing myself to be lead astray by an unknown fact 

found here and there, eagerly sharing with my colleagues in the movement but knowing the 

details will not be entered into the more scholarly passages I must write. I have traveled three 

continents by plane, train, dalla dalla, Mercedes, and the St. Petersburg and Moscow metros 

visiting schools and classrooms small and large, public and private, Tanzanian and Russian. I 

have observed the intense concentration of young children building the pink tower and 

manipulating the constructive triangles, the creative imagination of an elementary student 

dramatizing the words of Mother Earth as she calls for ecological awareness, and the intellectual 

prowess of preadolescents participating in a community of inquiry with their peers discussing 

Roman law. I have been warmly welcomed by strangers, savoring cups of tea while sharing the 

stories of our Montessori commonalities and our national differences. Composing the narrative of 

what I observed and experienced and acknowledging what the profound implications my 

membership within the extraordinary international movement that is Montessori entail are only the 

first steps; going the necessary steps to deconstruct and discuss the data is difficult considering 

its rich diversity. I question whether I will be able to compare and contrast schools for different 

ages in different countries, schools privately or government run, schools economically rich or 

impoverished, schools that on the surface appear to have little in common other than they profess 

to implement the Montessori method.  

As the number of schools I observed increased, so did the concern that I had begun to 

know less about the pedagogy that had been a part of my life for so many years than I had known 

at the initiation of this project. I sought guidance in the words of Dr. Montessori. I discovered she 
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had written years ago that answers to questions similar to mine were a “mystery,” and although 

she had not visited either Tanzania or Russia, her response reflects my dilemma. 

Can it be that these schools conducted by African and Indian people, in 
backwards, rural areas, or for that matter, in the most civilized nations, are all 
perfect? Experts say that there is not so much as one good school among them; 
yet all agree that the Montessori method is more widely spread than any other 
modern method of education. How to explain its popularity, if many of the schools 
using our name fall so short of perfection? How did it spread so far afield, without 
any publicity campaign, when there are only a few regular reviews or organized 
societies working in harmony with an organic superstructure? (Montessori, 
1955/1971, p. 4). 
 
In this final chapter I attempt to answer my lingering questions. To do so, first, I revisit the 

research questions established in chapter three to present comparisons of the data from 

Tanzania and Russia described separately in chapters four and five. I then address the 

implications of the data for teachers, trainers, and organizations within the movement, for those in 

mainstream education, and lastly, for those making educational policy. I conclude with 

recommendations for further research and study. 

Discussion of Research Question One 

The manner in which the essential elements of Montessori pedagogy are manifested in 

teacher training and classroom practice in Tanzania and Russia can best be compared by 

grouping those factors that deal with the classroom prepared environment separately from those 

that are teacher and trainer specific. In chapters four and five I described the classrooms I 

observed at each research site and rather than attempt to compare and contrast classrooms that 

include so many variables, I compared them to the idealized environments identified by Dr. 

Montessori to meet the needs of children at different stages along the planes of development. I 

also referred to the classroom checklist of ten essential elements of a Montessori environment I 

compiled as a research tool, although the inventory intended to be objective would have been 

more so if the data collection had been on a much larger scale. In this chapter I compare 

differences in the implementation of the pedagogy in Tanzania and Russia which can be traced to 

factors such as the prior knowledge and preparation of teachers before taking Montessori 

training, availability of comprehensive training given by qualified trainers, and the utilization of 

local resources. The levels of teacher engagement described by long-time colleague and 

collaborator of Dr. Montessori, E. M. Standing, in the epilogue to his book, The Montessori 

Revolution (1962) provide a useful framework for this task. 

Standing (1962) separates those individuals with at least a rudimentary awareness of Dr. 

Montessori!s work and its influence into four groups, in part, to explain the diverse developments 
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that had occurred after the first fifty years of the implementation of the pedagogy in countries on 

six continents. Although Standing does not specifically indicate that his four groups categorizing 

the development of adults within the movement are patterned after the four planes of 

development, he limits the categories to four, adding a fifth almost as an afterthought, even 

though the fifth group is the most significant and poignant. The categories he delineated continue 

to be applicable to the present study even after an additional half-century of growth and 

expansion of the movement, providing an organizational framework to help make sense of the 

range of individual engagement observed in the two diverse research locales. 

Engagement with Montessori pedagogy at level one. 

Standing!s first category includes the general public to whom the name Montessori, if 

indeed they have any awareness of the name at all, means a special kind of school for young 

children. Most in this group would be surprised to learn that Montessori pedagogy is inclusive of 

birth to university. Erroneous ideas held by members of this group are both negative and positive. 

Those that are negative range from believing a Montessori school allows children total freedom to 

do whatever they choose to do guided by limited discipline from adults, to believing Montessori is 

a rigid program that stifles creativity and imagination in children. On the other hand, some of 

those with minimal awareness of Montessori hold more positive assessments, perhaps learning 

about the method from friends, the media, or other parents. They may believe a Montessori 

education will give their children certain advantages in their later schooling or will bestow status 

on the family because others, who they want to emulate, send their children to such schools. 

Entrepreneurs in both Tanzania and Russia have been quick to capitalize on the latter 

perception for their own financial gain, starting training centers and opening schools that use the 

name Montessori even though they may have very little actual understanding of the philosophy at 

the foundation of the pedagogy. Only in Switzerland is there a copyright on the name 

"Montessori!; throughout the rest of the world anyone may call an educational establishment a 

Montessori school or Montessori training center without having to abide by uniform standards. In 

Russia I observed several schools that have made accommodations to Montessori classrooms 

that are not cultural in nature, but rather bring more profit to the owner by meeting the scheduling 

preferences of parents, teachers, and administrators. The physical spaces of the classrooms 

were not all homogeneously deficient in Montessori materials or lacking attention to detail. A few 

classrooms in Moscow were drab, dreary classrooms lacking key materials, but others were well 

equipped with materials displayed in aesthetically pleasing environments. One classroom in St. 

Petersburg was an exceptionally beautiful environment, but the children arrived throughout the 
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morning, and many had difficulty engaging with self-selected activities. I did not peruse financial 

records of any school as part of the collection of documents for this project other than for details 

of tuition charged to parents, but the profitability of selected schools was clearly evident in several 

cases after discussions with school owners and observations of the lifestyle they were able to 

maintain compared to the average standard of living in the area. 

Starkness was not a reliable indicator of the extent to which Montessori was implemented 

in either country. Rather, it was the three-hour, uninterrupted work cycle, crucial to the 

development of concentration in young children and deep engagement in research for older 

students, that in Russia was frequently sacrificed to accommodate adult time schedules or to 

increase the number of sessions offered within a single building, and consequently, the number of 

tuition-paying enrollees. This problem did not occur in Lushoto, Tanzania. To the contrary, school 

personnel sought a variety of small, money making enterprises to supplement the meager tuition 

they are able to collect and to provide scholarships for those children whose families are 

impoverished without affecting the programming of the classrooms in any way. The classrooms in 

Lushoto, Tanzania, were not lacking the essential Montessori material because each teacher 

manufactures her own complete set, but the classrooms did not provide much else in the way of 

educational material for the children. An occasional poster on the wall was all that brightened the 

rooms. I did not observe schools in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, where the problem of opening 

Montessori classrooms as a profit-making endeavor would most likely occur, if indeed it does, due 

to the greater concentration of households able to afford higher fees charged by private schools. 

The three-hour work cycle was not consistently maintained in Tanzania, but not due to the same 

reasons as in Russia. Teacher-directed, full-group lessons often extended beyond what would be 

considered appropriate for age three to six-year-old children, significantly reducing the time 

children could self-select activities.  

Training centers have also capitalized on the name Montessori. Centers such as Global 

Montessori in the city of Arusha, Tanzania, as recently as five years ago enrolled large numbers 

of students, providing them with lectures based on material downloaded from the Internet, given 

by untrained individuals in overcrowded classrooms accompanied by little, if any, student practice 

with materials. The strength of the Tanzania Montessori Association has begun to limit the 

influence of for-profit training centers by encouraging owner participation in full training courses 

and sponsoring a yearly conference open to anyone interested in Montessori.  

Montessori training in Russia is much less consistent than in Tanzania, and it was the 

belief of several individuals that training programs have been established with the clear goal of 

financial gain. My assessment is that, even though several centers in Russia are not losing 
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money by training teachers and most likely operate in the black, the fundamental purpose of the 

provision of training is the training itself, not the financial gain that may or may not result from it. 

In the late 1980s this may not have been true, and the name Montessori was used 

indiscriminately as the government!s grip on education began to loosen. There are individuals no 

longer working in Russia who may have embellished their academic credentials to include 

involvement with Montessori pedagogy in Russia before 1990, perhaps knowing such entries 

would impress western institutions. The authenticity of such claims would be difficult, if not 

impossible, to verify. Montessori educators currently working in Russia were not able to 

corroborate any claim of work with Montessori pedagogy before 1990. 

The most vocal complaint that potential profit may be the driving force behind the 

provision of training in Russia came from a nonRussian owner of a highly profitable school who is 

in direct competition for students with another school sponsoring a training course. In addition, 

laudable attempts are being made by several individuals in Moscow to bring qualified trainers to 

Russia to train teachers. Most of their efforts, including trips abroad to network at conferences 

and to visit established Montessori schools, are self-financed. Consequently, despite the many 

observed difficulties and inconsistencies with training in Russia, I would not include the current 

providers of training in this first category that includes those with only a superficial knowledge of 

Montessori or use the name for financial gain. I did detect a simmering undercurrent of 

competition among the leadership of the various teacher associations and training centers within 

the Montessori movement in Russia. These organizations need to commit to the same degree of 

collaboration shown by the Tanzania Montessori Association to better portray a united front in 

face of governmental regulations if Montessori pedagogy is to make a significant impact on 

national educational policy in Russia. 

Engagement with Montessori pedagogy at level two. 

 Standing (1962) includes the average kindergarten teacher with a “somewhat better 

acquaintance with the Montessori method” (p. 200), in a second group. He states that teachers in 

the early 1960s, when he formulated the hierarchy of teacher engagement, may have learned 

about the method in their college courses, along with others of historical interest such as Dewey, 

Froebel, and Decroly but were told these methods are outmoded and other, more modern 

methodologies have incorporated the best of each into what is more applicable for the modern 

child. Anecdotal interviews with elementary and secondary teachers and parents of children in 

Montessori schools in Tanzania verified that lectures on Montessori were included in their 

university education courses. Several individuals claimed all teachers in Tanzania are aware of 
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the Montessori method. Their assessment of the method is positive, although information about 

the method was limited to programming for children ages 3-6, the first stage of development. 

Contrary to Standing!s assertion that lectures from academics portray Montessori pedagogy as 

outmoded and old-fashioned, university professors in Tanzania appear to view Montessori 

favorably. 

Most trainees at TMTC would not have been influenced by university instructors as few 

kindergarten teachers in Tanzania, including those with Montessori training, have any university 

course work. Form 4, equivalent to the eleventh grade in the United States, is the required level of 

education for training to teach young children. It is difficult to place Tanzanian kindergarten or 

early childhood teachers into Standing!s categories; they do not fit category two because they are 

deeply committed to the materials they are trained to use and spend much time and effort 

creating a complete set that will enable them to open a classroom when they obtain employment. 

Montessori teachers believe their work using these materials will bring significant changes to the 

way young children are taught in Tanzania. But they also do not fit the third group that follows, 

because it originally included those who are better informed or trained, and professionals in the 

fields of psychology, medicine, and education. 

Although the training young women received at TMTC more than adequately prepares 

them to open their own classrooms for young children, most were surprised to learn the pedagogy 

extended to older children and did not have much awareness of the planes of development and 

consequently, could only see Montessori as a method for young children, not as a complete and 

comprehensive pedagogy from birth to university. 

 It is also difficult to place Russian teachers in either the second or third group for several 

reasons that are similar to those experienced by the teachers in Tanzania but also for others that 

are not. Most of the Russian teachers were older than the Tanzanian teachers and better 

educated before coming to Montessori. Many of the government teachers who attended university 

before the early 1990s would not have heard of Montessori in their university education training, 

although those who had taken courses within the last fifteen years had at least heard the name in 

historical context, along with other progressive educators. The fact that two of the most 

prestigious pedagogical universities in different regions of Russia, Herzen Pedagogical University 

in St. Petersburg and Belgorod State University in Belgorod, sponsor Montessori workshops or 

study centers, is evidence that academia views Montessori favorably. 
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Engagement with Montessori pedagogy at level three. 

Standing includes many of Montessori!s followers and others who “realize that 

Montessori!s ideas, taken as a whole, constitute a new and seminal principle in the sphere of 

education” (p. 200). He states that individuals he places in the third group all have one thing in 

common: “They look upon Montessori primarily as someone who has invented a new method of 

education—the Montessori method” (p. 200). Tanzanian and Russian teachers are not unique in 

believing they are part of an alternative way of educating children; trained Montessori teachers in 

most countries would be placed in the third group. Tanzanian and Russian Montessori teachers 

face many of the same challenges experienced by teachers worldwide, but the expense of 

classroom materials, the scarcity of children!s literature in Tanzania, limited quality translations of 

Montessori!s writing in both countries, and the educational level of teachers in Tanzania before 

taking Montessori training magnify them. Increased access to literature would facilitate a deeper 

understanding of the philosophy and ground the methodology at all levels and could do more to 

support the transformation of practice in ways that often must contradict the traditional 

educational worldview. The dichotomy between work and play is an example.  

Materials. 

Despite some level of resource scarcity individuals in Tanzania and Russia have found 

ingenious and enterprising ways to provide the materials necessary for the prepared 

environments of Montessori classrooms. The set of materials made by the trainees in Tanzania 

are high quality and durable to withstand harsh conditions in remote villages. Most training 

centers in all countries require trainees to assemble a selection of activities for a classroom. At 

the age three to six level the requirement might be to create practical life activities such as sorting 

or water pouring using purchased implements, but the requirement maintained by three of the 

four largest training centers in Tanzania that trainees make the classic wooden material and the 

provision of the raw materials and time for them to do so is unique to countries of East Africa. 

After leaving the training centers teachers in Tanzania have the skills to repair their material and 

are encouraged to use the workshop at TMTC. According to Sister Gaspara, groups of teachers 

employed in neighboring villages often collaborate on material making and will bring copies to sell 

to teachers from distant regions at the yearly conference.  

This same can-do spirit was evident in the founding of St. Petersburg Montessori, the 

manufacturing company begun by Olga Laptev in Russia. The high tax on material imported from 

companies in the West that manufacture Montessori materials make the total cost of the materials 

prohibitive for most schools in Russia. Even without the governmental tax that can be as high as 
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fifty percent of the cost of the material, the retail price of imported material is high. For example, 

the pink tower, a quintessential sensorial material comprised of ten cubes decreasing in size from 

a decimeter to a centimeter cubed, currently is priced at $139 US dollars in the catalog of 

Neinhuis, the Dutch company licensed by AMI to manufacture materials. E and O Montessori, 

Laptev!s current company based in Toronto, lists the same material imported to Canada from 

Russia for $129 US dollars. St. Petersburg Montessori sells the pink tower in Russia for the 

equivalent of $51.75 US dollars.  

The trainees interviewed in Tanzania frequently mentioned the materials as the salient 

factor in their decision to pursue Montessori training. The set of materials created by each young 

woman during the two years of her training seemed to be venerated by many trainees to the 

extent that classrooms displayed nothing else and even the lush natural environment in the 

Lushoto region was not used as a potential source of learning materials. Several classrooms 

displayed the botany inset puzzle of leaf shapes, but not once did I see evidence of living 

specimens brought from the out-of-doors into the classroom to compare with the wooden puzzle 

pieces. The great variety of potential sorting and practical life activities made with items from the 

natural environment could be a rich resource for schools that are limited financially. Resistance to 

using materials from the natural environment also cannot be considered cultural because the 

teaching and learning objectives in the Tanzania government science syllabus for primary 

schools published in 2005 states “the teacher is advised to make use of locally available 

resources to his or her teaching” (Science Syllabus for Primary Schools, 2005, p. vi). 

Education level. 

An area of difference between teachers in Tanzania and Russia is that ithe most common 

reason given by individuals in Russia for seeking Montessori training was not the materials or to 

learn a skill to become employable as it was in Tanzania, but to learn a new way of teaching to 

benefit his
2
 or her own child. Many Russian teachers were trained in other professions—history, 

psychology, mathematics, diverse sciences, economics and education—before deciding to take 

Montessori training. A higher level of education before taking Montessori training has enabled 

teachers in several areas to publish journals or magazines that spread awareness to an even 

broader audience. For example, Svetlana, a licensed psychologist who participated in the 

                                                
2
 Men in Montessori were rare in Russia, as they are in many countries in the West, but I did meet 

three. TMTC of Lushoto does not enroll men because trainees board at the center for the two 
years of their training, and the facilities cannot accommodate men. Several have shown an 
interest, according to Sister Gaspara, but had to be turned away after they made initial inquiries. 
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workshop I observed at Herzen University, edits Academy Alphabet, a Montessori magazine for 

parents, teachers and other interested individuals in Stavropol, a town in northern Russia. 

In addition to having more education before deciding to take training, Russian teachers 

have access through a variety of media to a rich pedagogical history that supports and 

supplements their study of Montessori theory and methodology. In chapter five of this document I 

recounted the work of Julia Fousek and briefly touched on the work of Tatiana Tolstoi. The 

teaching of her father, Leo Tolstoi, considered by many to be the father of Russian progressive 

education (Mchitarjan, 2000), inspired his followers including Kapterev, Krupskaya, and Ventsel 

to pursue reform in the nature of Free Education. American progressive educator John Dewey 

spent significant time in Russia and his work received great scrutiny in the years before 1930 by 

those supporting Free Education but also from those who advocated for a more conservative 

“realistic, scientific, and practice-oriented education (Mchitajan, 2000, p. 111). The Dalton Plan, 

developed by the Montessori-trained Helen Parkhurst, was also looked upon favorably by both 

groups.  

In the introduction to The Discovery of the Child (2004/1948) Montessori acknowledges 

her appreciation for the growing mass of literature written in the English, Spanish, and Russian 

languages by many individuals around the world and singled out two individuals to whom she 

wanted to express particular gratitude, the Indian poet, Rabindranath Tagore, and “Tatiana 

Sukotine Tolstoi, the beloved daughter of Leo Tolstoi, who was pleased to see in the Children!s 

Houses the realization of a dream which her father had cherished so fervently” (Montessori, 

1948/2004. p. ix). It is understandable that she would acknowledge gratitude to Rabindranath 

Tagore, the esteemed poet of India—a country that embraced her for so many years, but her 

relationship to Tatiana Tolstoi remains unclear. It is interesting to note that Tatiana Tolstoi left 

Russian in 1925 and traveled to Paris before settling in Rome, where she spent her last years 

before passing away in 1950 at age eighty-six, two years before Dr. Montessori. 

Work versus play. 

Teacher attitudes toward what the youngest children do in the classroom generate a 

second area of difference between teachers at level three in Tanzania and Russia. I was struck 

by the number of times trainees and teachers in Tanzania used the Kiswahili word kucheza, "play! 

in English, to describe children!s use of Montessori materials. At first I thought it could be a 

translation difficulty; the Kiswahili words may not translate well into English. The use of the word 

"play! could also be indicative of a deeper dichotomy between what is work and what is play, a 

division that goes to the core of Montessori values as well as the criticisms that historically have 
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plagued the pedagogy. "Work! as I understood it defined by several Tanzanian teachers, is when 

the older students sit in desks with booklets and pencils and the teacher gives lessons at the 

chalkboard. "Play! is what the younger children do when they are using the Montessori materials.  

Sister Xaveria was willing to chat with me about Kiswahili-English difficulties. I asked her 

to tell me the Kiswahili word or phrase she would use to describe several scenarios of children!s 

use of materials in the classroom. I thought the literal translation of the Kiswahili would give me 

insight into the use of the word "play! to describe the work of the children in the classroom when 

they are using Montessori materials, but not when they are sitting in desks with pencils and 

paper. Working is kufanya kazi, and playing is kucheza. Writing activities sitting in desks are 

wana andika. Activities that involve running and kicking a ball are mapumziko, but activities with 

materials that are not balls are described as navitendo. Using Montessori materials is kucheza 

navitendo, playing with materials that are not balls. Sister Xaveria insisted that the activities I 

described are equal, and with the materials, the students are learning.  

An example of how the work/play dichotomy is manifested in the classroom can be 

clearly identified in a classic Montessori literacy activity. All the trainees make the sandpaper 

letter material, but I did not see presentations of the material in any school except Iberi 

Montessori School. The material, consisting of large cursive or manuscript letters cut from a fine 

grade of sandpaper and mounted on pink or blue fiberboard to differentiate vowels and 

consonants, is for tactually learning the shapes of the letters leading to writing but also for 

learning beginning sounds. Except for the lessons at Iberi, the language work for letter sounds 

and patterns occurred in a large group with the teacher writing on the board, pointing to the letters 

followed by children repeating the letter names and sounds in a loud chorus. The work of the 

hand, so important for the learning process, was removed. The habit of pulling older children out 

of the Montessori environment to give them direct instruction in reading and writing was excused 

by referring to government regulations, but in reality may be rooted in deeper value judgments of 

activities expressed and perpetuated through language.  

Further discussion with other individuals did not reveal deeper insight into the frequent 

use of the word "play! and none viewed it as a potential language problem, but all are 

Montessorians who know what words should be used. They may not have acknowledged how 

their everyday use of language may influence how they prioritize literacy activities in the 

classroom and how their practice affects the multiage grouping essential to a Montessori 

classroom. Theory may not match practice. An attitude shift might be necessary in order to 

preserve truly multiage environments where the older students remain in the classroom. 
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I did not encounter use of the word "play! in Russia to describe the activities of the 

children. This may be due, in part, to the availability of competent language translators during 

most of the interviews and observations I conducted in Russia. It may also be because the use of 

the word "work! in Montessori schools is not incompatible with Russian educational thought. 

"Work! as a concept in Russian education in general and Russian Montessori schools in particular 

owes its legacy to the socialist labor school of the Soviet era and, as such, is fraught with 

complexities beyond the scope of this project, but a brief explanation follows. 

In 1929, Albert P. Pinkevich, at the time president of the Second State University in 

Moscow-the largest school in Soviet Russia-wrote The New Education in Russia. His account of 

education in during the early years of revolutionary Russia was meant to be accessible to an 

international audience and to counter fragmentary reports that were “impressionistic in tone, 

fragmentary in scope, biased in emphasis, and untrustworthy in content” (Pinkevich, 1929, p. x). 

Although much of what Pinkevich wrote about education and schools for the youngest children to 

those for university age was obsolete a mere ten years later with the standardization of Soviet 

educational policy, it gives a glimpse into the pedagogical thinking behind policies such as the 

distinction between education as teaching of subject matter and education as moral upbringing 

and the teaching of behavior and the value placed on work that persist in Russian schools to the 

present day. Pinkevich quoted Krupskaya!s description of the most characteristic feature of the 

labor school. “This does not mean!, she writes, " a school in which one studies several trades, but 

rather a school where children learn to understand the essence of the laboring processes, the 

substance of labor activity of the people, and the conditions of success in work. It is a school 

where children learn to know the extent of their powers” (Pinkevich, 1929, p. 200).  

Although most of what Pinkevich describes is based on education for children age seven 

and older, and at the time New Education was published, Dr. Montessori!s experiments with 

programming for older elementary and adolescents were just beginning, further similarities 

between the Bolshevik ideology fundamental to the labor school as described by Pinkevich and 

the Montessori Erdkinder program for adolescents are intriguing. For example, the role of the 

teacher as described by Pinkevich foreshadows the transformation of the relationship between 

the student and teacher Dr. Montessori asserted is necessary to enable students to self-actualize 

fully. Pinkevich writes, “At the beginning of our discussion of the question of the organization of 

conduct we wish to emphasize one guiding principle of Soviet pedagogy. We assign to the 

teacher the role of organizer, assistant, instructor, and older comrade, but not the role of superior 

officer. In the old school the teacher was a dictator. In the liberal bourgeois school he is at best a 

leader. With us he is primarily an organizer” (Pinkevich, 1929, p. 202). 
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Literacy. 

Literacy emerged as a third area of difference between teachers at level three in the two 

countries. I discussed the Tanzanian work/play linguistic quandary with Father Damian, hoping 

for insight from a fluent speaker of Kiswahili and with a more academic knowledge of Montessori. 

He was not able to provide any definitive explanation for the work/play dichotomy but did assert 

that Tanzania is not a “reading culture”. He pointed out that his secondary school has over 3,500 

books in the library but said not more than 100 of them are used frequently by the students. He 

also showed me a collection of books in the nun!s residence but lamented that the women never 

read them. The teachers did not read or tell a single story in any of the classrooms I visited. 

There were neither fiction nor nonfiction books in any of the kindergarten classrooms, and the 

standard one to three classrooms at St. Catherine!s also did not have books of any genre. The 

readers belonging to each girl are small, government-issued texts of poor paperback quality. 

 The lack of books persists to the level of Montessori training in Tanzania. Even the first 

book written by Dr. Montessori, The Montessori Method, has not been translated into Kiswahili. At 

one time, according to Sister Gaspara, plans were underway to provide a translation, but for an 

unknown reason, the plans never came to fruition. The library of TMTC has one English copy 

each of The Montessori Method, The Absorbent Mind, and Dr. Montessori!s Own Handbook, but 

the English proficiency of many of the trainees is limited. And without the books that are 

collections of Dr. Montessori!s later writings such as Discovery of the Child, From Childhood to 

Adolescence, To Educate the Human Potential, and Education and Peace even the trainees who 

are able to read the few books in the library collection are confined to an understanding of the 

pedagogy that is marginal and dependent upon lecture notes. Limited access to the range of 

writing of Dr. Montessori, her earlier books that tend to be methodological to the later works 

written after decades of international implementation and theoretical and philosophical reflection, 

is a significant factor affecting the depth of understanding for all but the few teachers who have 

the financial resources to be able to train abroad or have access to English translations and have 

the linguistic skill and motivation to read them. 

Although the name Montessori had been purged from the literature for decades, with the 

resurgence of interest in the early 1990s, Russian educators are now able to read the works of 

Russian psychologists, educators, and scientists with strong historical connections to Dr. 

Montessori, both as an individual and as the leader of the methodology bearing her name, in the 

years prior to 1936 in ways that teachers in Tanzania are not. Supporters of reform in the private 

sector in Russia as well as the “upper echelons of the State Committee on Education” (Webber, 

2000, p. 43) from the late 1980s onward, actively promoted child-centered methodologies and the 
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importance of understanding the child as an individual. Russian teachers who do not speak 

Italian, English, or German are limited in their deep understanding of Montessori as a pedagogy 

because, similar to Tanzania, most of Dr. Montessori!s books have not been translated into 

Russian or, according to the bilingual Russian teachers I was able to interview, the translations 

are of poor quality. Two books have received AMI endorsement for the quality of the translation, 

The Montessori Method, first translated in 1913 with further editions published in 1915, 1993, and 

2006, and The Absorbent Mind published in 2009. A third, not endorsed, #$%&-'()*&$ (Children 

with Others), is a translation of The Secret of Childhood. It was first published in 2004 and again 

in 2005. The Russian edition is based on a German translation. It is possible that the German 

version came from the Italian or possibly from an English translation of the original Italian. 

Variations that may have occurred in translating from Italian to English to German to Russian 

compounded by a translator!s limited understanding of the pedagogy support statements that 

question the quality of the writing. 

Followers of Montessori, such as Julia Fousek, Helena Hiltunen, and Konstantin 

Sumnitelny have written their own interpretive studies of the pedagogy, but only selected chapters 

or individual essays written by Dr. Montessori are included in their publications. For example, the 

book +,-,./0,1 234., 540%$664(&: 7%,%/&, ($348$0',9&&, :(,3%&-$63&; 4:<% 

(Montessori Elementary School: Articles, Advice, Practical Experience), edited by Sumnitelny and 

published in 2009, consists of two sections. The first, “Theory and Practice of Montessori School 

Education”, includes a translation of one section of Dr. Montessori!s To Educate the Human 

Potential and an article by Sumnitelny on cosmic education. The second section of the book 

contains articles about Julia Fousek, Montessori school materials, and how to implement 

independent study for students in the Forms 1 to 4. The fifth edition of a second book, =484*& 

80$ 6'$.,% $%4 6,848): 6%,%&, 64>$%< & ($348$0',%6&&, (Help Me to Do It Myself: Articles, 

Tips and Recommendations of M. Montessori) was published in 2005. The book includes an 

article by Dr. Montessori, but the majority of the writing is by modern teachers who claim to be 

students and followers of the Montessori pedagogy. Hiltunen has written several books, all of 

which include her own interpretations of Montessori pedagogy with only selected passages of Dr. 

Montessori!s original writing. For example, her recent publication, ?(43& 0, 34(%4-3,@ (Lessons 

from the Floor), is a collection of her own lessons and procedures to aid parents in raising their 

children “in the spirit of Montessori” (Hiltunen, 2006). 

Consequently, the average Russian teacher is not able to read much of Dr. Montessori!s 

original writing. Tatiana, the Montessori teacher in the kindergarten in the town of Vladimir, said 

the school library had several Montessori books, but close inspection revealed that they were 
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authored by others and were not the translated writings of Dr. Montessori herself. The Montessori 

Elementary Material (Montessori, 1917/1973), From Childhood to Adolescence (Montessori, 

1948/1973), and To Educate the Human Potential (Montessori, 1948/1973), foundational texts for 

understanding age 6-12 children at the second plane of development and providing environments 

that build upon the earlier level, but are substantially different in order to meet their needs, are not 

translated in entirety into Russian.  

Engagement with Montessori pedagogy at levels four and five 

 Those in the fourth group, according to Standing, if asked to elaborate on the 

accomplishments of Dr. Montessori, would state the most significant is not the methodology 

bearing her name, but her work to understand the true nature and, consequently, the needs of the 

child. Dr. Montessori believed that adults, including many who have taken training and utilize the 

materials within beautifully prepared environments, perceive the needs of children from an adult 

point of view. In The Secret of Childhood she wrote, “Adults look on the child as something empty 

that is to be filled through their own efforts, as something inert and helpless for which they must 

do everything, as something lacking an inner guide and in constant need of direction” (p. 16). 

Montessori pedagogy is more than the training, it is more than the materials; it is more than the 

precise scripts for lesson presentation or classroom design details such as whether or not the 

hand-washing activity is on the shelf or placed on a permanent stand; it is more than the teacher 

ridding herself of “pedagogical prejudices” (Montessori, 1974/1946, p. 86). Montessori pedagogy 

is a complete transformation in the relationship of the adult to the child. Dr. Montessori wrote, 

Adults have not understood children or adolescents and they are, as a 
consequence, in continual conflict with them. The remedy is not that adults 
should gain some new intellectual knowledge or achieve a higher standard of 
culture. No, they must find a different point of departure. The adult must find 
within himself the still unknown error that prevents him from seeing the child as 
he is” (Montessori, 1966/1942, p. 15). 
 

Later in her life Dr. Montessori said that the discussions of whether the manifestations noted in 

children were the result of her method “were arid and useless”; rather it was the manifestations 

she observed in children that lead to the method. In the introduction to The Formation of Man 

(1971/1955), published after her death, Dr. Montessori stated, 

The defense of the child, the scientific recognition of his nature, the social 
proclamation of his rights, must replace the piecemeal ways of conceiving 
education. A The "human personality" belongs to all human beings. Europeans, 
Indians and Chinese, etc., are all men. If therefore certain vital conditions are 
found to be a help to the human personality, these concern and affect the 
inhabitants of all nations (p. 8). 
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 Classroom observation is not sufficient to assess whether or not individual teachers 

acknowledge the transformative power of the prepared environment to allow students to follow 

their innate inner tendencies to self-educate and their educational relationship to the students. My 

own linguistic limitations prevented me from engaging in the intellectual discourse with teachers 

critical to the consideration of their individual growth and understanding of Montessori as 

pedagogy, and at this point to attempt to objectively state whether or not any could be placed in 

category four would ring false. Brief glimpses of individual classroom practice indicate that neither 

culture nor training may be an indicator. In Russia, for example, Angela and Nadezhda, the 

kindergarten-trained teachers guiding a class of students ages seven to twelve, clearly had an 

understanding of the developmental needs of older children and had designed an environment 

that allowed them to thrive. Dr. Montessori stated that, “The task of the teacher becomes that of 

preparing a series of motives of cultural activity, spread over a specially prepared environment, 

and then refraining from obtrusive interference” (Montessori, 1946/1974, p. 3). In this sense it was 

not what Angela and Nadezhda did (sit and have tea with their international guest while their 

students worked independently—politely seeking teacher guidance when needed—but rather 

what they did not do—prepare an elaborate teacher-directed lesson for me to observe—that is an 

indicator of their understanding of what their students need and are able to do. In The Absorbent 

Mind (1967/1948), Dr. Montessori quoted J. S. Ross (1931), a British educational psychologist, to 

describe the characteristics of older elementary children. The mental and physical stability of 

children this age, wrote Ross, “is the most conspicuous characteristic of later childhood. A being 

from another planet, who did not know the human race, could easily take these ten-year-olds to 

be adults of the species supposing they had not met the real adults” (Montessori, 1948/1967, p. 

19). Angela and Nadezhda would not have read the The Absorbent Mind; neither spoke English, 

but their practice would clearly place them in Standing!s fourth level.  

 Angela and Nadezhda may be an exception among Russian teachers. A criticism noted 

in Russian schools over and over was the unnecessary intervention by teachers to direct children 

toward work at every transition. This may be a factor of too many adults in the classroom but also 

may be an indication of the difficulty many teachers trained in more traditional methods of 

teaching have when attempting to become Montessori teachers. If they understand what they are 

trained to do or what they have read as simply a different method of teaching and not a total 

transformation of the roles of the child and the adult, teachers will have difficulty abandoning 

habits learned through previous training. This problem is magnified when there are few 

functioning classrooms guided by experienced, fully trained teachers in which trainees may 

practice teach or observe. Whereas previous training and experience is beneficial in most cases, 
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it may prevent teachers, particularly in Russia, from internalizing the Montessori worldview that 

education is not something the teacher does to or for the child, but rather is what the child does 

for himself or herself within a prepared environment. Teachers in Tanzania, by virtue of their age 

and inexperience, more often come to training without the pedagogical prejudices that Dr. 

Montessori warned would impede adults in their quest to become fully self-actualized Montessori 

teachers. Teachers in Tanzania also benefit from clear expectations for student teaching during 

their training and are provided with classrooms staffed by fully trained teachers to do so. 

Dr. Montessori!s foreword thinking foreshadowed the conclusions of recent research on 

topics ranging from the brain development of young children to programs for the adolescent. At 

the same time it has become more common in recent decades for Montessori teachers in the 

West to have training for multiple levels and to have experience working in environments for 

children of several age groupings. Schools in many countries serve children from infancy to 

adolescence, maintaining the methodological continuity that often is lacking in traditional schools 

(Joosten, 1973/1948). Knowledge of the developmental needs of successive levels of Montessori 

pedagogy deepens the understanding of what is appropriate for an individual classroom and the 

children for whom it is prepared. Because of this fact, I would add to this fourth group individuals 

who have internalized the depth of wisdom and knowledge of the entirety of the pedagogy that 

comes from training for and experience with teaching children from kindergarten through the 

secondary levels. 

Teachers in Tanzania and Russia do not have training available that spans the breadth of 

the pedagogy or the experience that would place them unequivocally in category four, but in my 

opinion, key individuals in the movement in Tanzania and Russia, Sister Gaspara Kashamba, 

Nadezhda Tarassenko, and Valentina Michailova, for example, view Montessori pedagogy as 

something more than a methodology, and each, through her own accomplishments as a trainer, a 

scientist, or a school administrator, has come to a deeper understanding of the pedagogy. 

Sister Gaspara!s work with schools and the training center in Lushoto, Tanzania, is 

evidence that she believes not only in the transformative power coming from the normalization of 

the “new” children that Dr. Montessori believed would construct a new society, but also that 

Montessori training will liberate young women in Tanzania who may otherwise have few options 

for employment available to them. Montessori training gives them a way to gain financial 

independence rather than entering marriage at a young age, bearing children of her own, and 

becoming dependent upon her husband for financial support in a culture where men may 

abandon their responsibilities without serious consequence. Personal independence and self-

sufficiency are Sister Gaspara!s goals for her trainees. The young women who so confidently are 
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willing to go to the most remote village to open a school are reminders that Dr. Montessori herself 

was a feminist in her early career and saw the first school in the slums of Rome as a means to 

not only educate the children but to expand economic options for their mothers as well. 

Nadezhda Tarassenko!s work developing the theoretical understanding and practical 

applications of Dr. Montessori!s cosmic education for elementary age children is an important 

reminder that Dr. Montessori described her work as resulting from scientific observation and 

collaborated with practicing scientists in India when she and her son, Mario, refined the 

theoretical details of cosmic education. Tarassenko!s commitment to integrating the theoretical 

legacy of Russian scientists such as Ventsel and Vernadsky with the pedagogy of Dr. Montessori 

into practical, inexpensive material that can be used by teachers to further the work of cosmic 

education is unique within the movement internationally. Teacher presentation of the material, 

free-work periods in the classroom, and the interdisciplinary festivals that capture the imagination 

of students, teachers and parents are quintessential applications of the Montessori three-period 

lesson. Tarassenko said studying the life and work of Dr. Montessori has opened for her a new 

vision for peace and has enriched her worldview, an indication that she has been transformed by 

her work. 

 Valentina Michailova, founder and principal of Michailova Montessori School in St. 

Petersburg, follows in the footsteps of parents worldwide throughout the decades who have taken 

it upon themselves to educate their children using methodologies that are humanistic and child-

centered, resisting the hegemony of traditional educational structures and taking risks to establish 

schools based on Montessori theory and pedagogy. Most schools remain on the periphery of 

educational practice and do not grow to the size of Michailova Montessori School; most are not 

poised to influence education policy, potentially on a large scale. Valya!s vision and her quiet, 

calm persistence clearly have been the motivating force behind the growth of her school, but it is 

also her ability to build community by engaging other parents and teachers in ways that are 

meaningful to them that places her in the group of Montessorians in Russia who may determine 

the direction and further growth of the pedagogy in the coming decades. 

 These three women could also be placed in Standing!s fifth and final level because they 

view Montessori pedagogy as something more profound than an educational methodology or a 

theory of the psychology of the child. They understand Montessori as a social movement, a social 

revolution in which childhood is viewed as a collective force with the potential to transform 

civilization and bring about a new world of peace.  
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Discussion of Research Question Two 

Limited economic resources, the quality of training, government regulations and 

availability of the books written by Dr. Montessori and translated into the Kiswahili and Russian 

languages influence the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in the United Republic of 

Tanzania and the Russian Federation to a greater extent than other factors, such as culture, that 

one might expect in such diverse locations. When asked if adaptations or accommodations were 

necessary to make the pedagogy more culturally appropriate, individuals in both countries 

indicated the commonalities of Montessori practice center on the child, his or her developmental 

need, and the task to fulfill that need; they stated emphatically that only the tools vary, reflecting 

the local culture. Classrooms may take on unique characteristics reflective of a region or nation, 

but such differences tend not to change the pedagogy in profound ways. The importance of 

prepared environments appropriate to the developmental needs of different ages and the freedom 

of movement to self-select and then to engage in concentrated manipulation and repetition of the 

activities within the environments is universal.  

 This is not to say culture plays no part in the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in 

Tanzanian or Russian schools or in other schools around the world. The success of a school is 

dependent on a multitude of factors including the integration of the culture of the country in which 

it is located. That so many around the world are successful is evidence that Montessori pedagogy 

is multicultural, even trans or supra-cultural, but it definitely is not culture-free. The thread of 

culture has been woven intentionally into the pedagogy from the onset in the slums of Rome one 

hundred years ago. From an anthropological perspective, Montessori pedagogy is an educational 

system in which the role of culture is a determining factor shaping the worldview of participants on 

many levels, from the level of orthodoxy of training courses to the rituals and routines of individual 

teachers in classrooms, the policies and values of schools, and the requirements associations 

place upon member schools and individuals. As a trained anthropologist who taught the discipline 

to aspiring elementary teachers before opening her first Casa dei Bambini, Dr. Montessori was 

deeply committed to understanding the role of culture in classrooms. She wrote, “Every child has 

the right to learn about his own country!s rich cultural heritage and to be challenged to think and 

act on the social issues of the day” (Montessori, 1978/1948, p. 20). 

 Dr. Montessori was interested in the work of her contemporary, Ruth Benedict, an 

American pioneer of social and cultural anthropology. In her classic work, Patterns of Culture, 

published in 1934, Benedict used the comparative method to describe a universal problem, that of 

the interaction of individuals with unique biological, emotional, and social predispositions shaped 

by particular life histories and common human tendencies and the culture in which they live. 
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Benedict stated, “No individual can arrive at the threshold of his potentialities without a culture in 

which he participates. Conversely, no civilization has in it any element, which in the last analysis, 

is not the contribution of an individual” (Benedict, 1989/1934, p. 253). 

 In The Absorbent Mind (1978/1948), Dr. Montessori summarizes Benedict!s description in 

Patterns of Culture of the rescue, upbringing, and education of an indigenous Patagonian female 

infant, unknowingly left behind in the frantic attempt of her group to escape a team of 

missionaries. The child, raised and educated by the missionaries, spoke two European 

languages, practiced the Catholic religion, and studied biology at university as an adult. Similar 

stories seem quaint to our increasingly global sensibilities, but the message behind it was one of 

“human diversity, of the great variety of adaptations that humans are able to learn and share 

across communities, amplifying and elaborating the clues offered by biology” (Bateson, 1984. p. 

vii). To Dr. Montessori the story was evidence that at the beginning, young children can 

accomplish wonders without effort and quite unconsciously. She wrote, “How amazing, is it not, to 

find that the child also brings with him into the world none of the acquisitions of his people and 

race, not even those of his family, but that he himself has to construct all these! And this happens 

everywhere, not less in the most primitive and widely scattered of races, than in the most 

civilized; and in all corners of the earth” (Montessori 1978/1948. p. 58). 

As a scientist Dr. Montessori was not content to merely marvel at the implications the 

story of the Patagonian infant entailed. She asked, “When, therefore, the child absorbs the 

customs, morals, and religion of a people, what does he really absorb?” (Montessori, 1978/1948, 

p. 186). Through observation of the activity of children in her classrooms, Dr. Montessori 

determined they could acquire culture at a much earlier age than was generally supposed. “The 

child incarnates the environment which he finds around himself and constructs a man adapted to 

live in those surroundings” (Montessori, 1978/1948, p. 96). She concluded the effortless capacity 

that all children are endowed with to "absorb! culture could be assisted through aspects of a 

prepared environment for each developmental level. It is for this reason that the implementation 

of Montessori pedagogy in schools around the world has been successful. The construction of an 

adult who is adapted to a particular time and place is accomplished through the work of the child. 

Culture in this sense is the outcome, the goal of the pedagogy, not the instrument.  

Culture in the age three to six classrooms. 

In classrooms for children age three to six, the purpose of the sensorial materials is not 

only to assist them in acquiring greater manual dexterity, but also to achieve a higher degree of 

perceptiveness towards those stimuli coming from the outside world. To this extent the outside 
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world has become enriched for him or her, because he or she is able to appreciate subtle 

differences, which to a less perceptive person might as well not exist. According to Dr. 

Montessori, assisted by this heightened perception, the stimuli from the outer world becomes an 

alphabet of sorts, “a key to the doors of knowledge”, enabling children to explore and take in 

patterns ordered from random abstractions and internalized as an extension of their personality. 

Dr. Montessori uses both the metaphor of a developing embryo and of spinning cotton and 

weaving cloth to elaborate the child!s role in attaining and shaping their social/cultural heritage. 

She refers to both metaphors in the following statement: “The child, in the first stages of his 

development, lays down a kind of weaver!s warp composed of triumphs he has made over his 

material surroundings. This is truly an event of embryonic type, because an embryo is the result 

of pre-existing patterns, whether the patterns be those of his bodily functions, laid down in the 

genes, or those in his behavior” (Montessori, 1967/1949, p. 186). Dr. Montessori does not isolate 

the acquisition of culture from social rules and moves seamlessly between both concepts, but it is 

her description of character development that fits well with the Russian view of character 

education as separate from education as knowledge building. The question, then, is character 

exclusively social or is it grounded in cultural norms? In my opinion, it is both. Dr. Montessori 

stated, “In our schools, not only is character strengthened, but the children!s intellectual life 

becomes insatiable in its search for knowledge” (Montessori, 1967/1949, p. 207). 

Patricia Schaefer (2007), a first generation American-trained Montessorian and one of a 

select few internationally to hold the joint AMS/AMI credential offered only one time in the history 

of both organizations, has elaborated Dr. Montessori!s weaving metaphor to more succinctly 

explain the role of social relationships in the first two planes of development. I believe that the 

weaving metaphor describes not only the social process through which children engage with their 

environment, but also the cultural "things! that determine the negative or positive value placed on 

the “social attractions” Dr. Montessori refers to in her diagram in The Absorbent Mind 

(Montessori, 1967/1949, p. 211). The “perfection of the center” in Dr. Montessori!s diagram is 

achieved through social interactions but is determined by cultural norms.  

Schaefer has elaborated Dr. Montessori!s metaphor of weaving to more clearly illustrate 

the social development of young children. In Schaefer!s diagram the framework of the loom itself 

upon which the threads are fixed represents the environments that are carefully prepared for each 

developmental level. Dr. Montessori (1967) wrote that the threads of social interactions are spun 

unconsciously by the youngest children as they learn first through their family bonds of kinship. 

Children age three to six attach these threads to the loom creating the warp reflecting the way 

children of this age work parallel to each other, concentrating on individual activities. As the 
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children approach a new developmental level they “gradually learn that there are obligations of 

reciprocity that operate alongside these relationships to people, the environment and the 

creatures and elements within that environment that feed their continual development” (Chisnall, 

2003, p. 5). They are ready to weave the weft of the cloth through a more conscious acquisition of 

societal and cultural norms. The cloth that gradually emerges assumes the characteristics of the 

society in which the child must function as an adult, but the tools by which it was woven are 

similar. 

Children of this age in Tanzania and Russia when encouraged to self-select an activity 

entered into a similar work cycle. They prepared their workspace by unrolling a mat with precise 

movements taking care not to encroach on the workspace of another. They independently chose 

an activity for which they had previously received a lesson from the teacher, and the material was 

carried from the shelf to the mat. The activity was pursued, often with multiple repetitions, without 

interruption by an adult until the child determined its conclusion. The material was then returned 

to the shelf, and the child repeated the sequence with a different activity until the time set aside 

for individual work came to an end. The simplicity of the sequence of these tasks masks the 

profound nature of the fundamental principles of freedom, movement, order, concentration, and 

repetition internalized by the child.  

Culture in the age six to twelve classrooms. 

Acquisition of culture continues with the older children, but their learning environments 

become substantially different, reflective of the changing needs of the older student. Cosmic 

education, the "great lessons!, the “Fundamental Needs of Humans”, and the concept of "going 

out!, embody the approach to culture in the environments for older students from age seven to 

twelve. The great lessons consist of five impressionistic, culture-free, stories designed to give 

children of this age “a vision of the whole universe” (Montessori, 1948/1976, p.8). The stories, 

entitled the “Beginning of the Universe”, “Coming of Life on Earth”, “Arrival of Humans”, “Story of 

Writing, and “Story of Numbers” are often told in dramatic fashion with props and other 

embellishments to heightened the fascination of the children who then are inspired to pursue 

further work in literature, science, history, geography, and anthropology. According to Katia 

Borisova, the story of the Great River—a lesson where each system of the human body is 

metaphorically described as a "ministry! in a community along a river that is the circulatory 

system—reflects the philosophy of the Soviets that persists today, that every job is honorable and 

work of any kind should be rewarded. The content of other extensions to the great lessons may 

also reflect the specific culture of the country in which the school or classroom is located. For 
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example, students in Luba!s elementary Montessori classroom in Moscow researched the lives of 

Russian authors using the Internet, trade books, and an encyclopedia, and with the assistance of 

the school!s English language teacher, compiled their data into a bilingual, illustrated timeline as 

an extension of the Story of Writing. The details of the timeline reflect a culturally specific topic, 

but the developmental need of the children to participate in intellectual challenging work and to 

appreciate and be inspired by the legacy of their country!s literature is universal. The timeline for 

older students holds a position similar to the broom in practical life activities for younger children. 

The task for which the broom is used, its purpose, and the child who selects the task are 

universal. It is only the tool that is different. 

The concept of going out in a Montessori classroom is not merely going on field trips that 

are organized by the adults, although within the limitations imposed by the policies of public 

schools, even field trips are few and infrequent in some American Montessori schools. Going out 

is as much an expression of intellectual exploration as it is the physical process of leaving the 

four walls of the classroom!s physical space. The imagination of children from age seven to 

twelve motivates them to form groups and to learn skills that will enable them to live in the society 

of which they are members. They want to explore that society, to learn consciously what is 

expected of them. In an upper level Montessori classroom much of the academic focus becomes 

research of topics of interest to the students, and small groups will often organize trips outside the 

school building to pursue these interests, arranging transportation if the destination is not within 

walking distance, making appointments if the purpose of the trip is to interview or meet with a 

community expert, and setting goals for the presentation of what they have learned to their 

classmates who remain behind in the classroom. Dr. Montessori described the process in this 

way. “When one thinks about preparing children to go out of the closed environment where they 

have been educated up to the age of seven years, a vast panorama comes to mind. To go out of 

the classroom to go enter the outside world, which contains everything, is obviously to open an 

immense door to instruction. The event is comparable to the appearance of Comenius! Orbis 

Sensualium Pictus in the history of pedagogy (Montessori, 1976/1948, p. 324). 

The classrooms I observed in Tanzania were all prepared for students at the first level of 

development, but it is important to note the Montessori concept of going out is salient for these 

younger students. Most children walk to school, either alone, with a small group of friends from 

the neighborhood, or with an adult. The work of adults in their community is much more 

accessible to them than it is for children in other parts of the world where businesses and shops 

are walled off from pedestrians on the street and transportation is in a motorized vehicle of some 

sort. From an earlier age they are able to observe what people do, what they say to each other, 
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and how they say it. In Russia, too, transportation is more public, although in the cities of St. 

Petersburg and Moscow it is unlikely that students as young as the students in Tanzania would 

walk or ride public transportation to school unaccompanied by an adult. 

Programming for elementary students in Montessori schools in Russia appropriately 

integrated the concept of cosmic education, but there was also evidence that going out is actively 

promoted in upper level classrooms although few of the teachers could have been aware of its 

importance in a Montessori classroom because at the time of my visit neither elementary training 

nor translated copies of From Childhood to Adolescence were available. Going out of the 

classroom into the community seemed to be what is done in Russian schools, Montessori or not, 

if the school and the students are able to manage the financial expense of doing so. Extended 

trips to visit cultural and historical landmarks and even overnight trips to other countries were not 

unusual for students at Michailova Montessori School. In this sense the Montessori pedagogy is a 

good cultural match. 

Cultural adaptability of the prepared environment 

In chapter one I used the metaphor of weaving to explain my choice of theoretical 

frameworks for this project. I rejected the cloth woven as sleek silk by meta-theory and chose to 

use a simple homespun woven by the threads of comparative theory and Dr. Montessori!s theory 

of child development dyed with the rich hues of geographic and historical context and culture. 

Returning now to the use of weaving as a theoretical metaphor and infusing it with Schaefer!s 

elaboration of Montessori!s developmental metaphor, a vivid, but simple explanation of the 

international and cultural adaptability of Montessori pedagogy emerges. In ways similar to the 

different forms taken by brooms described by Sister Vincent—a bundle of rushes held by one 

hand and used bending over in Tanzania or straw attached to a long pole held by two hands and 

used while standing straight in London—the cloth woven through the unconscious activity of the 

youngest children, sensitized to the unique characteristics of their social and cultural surroundings 

by the prepared environments of Montessori classrooms and influenced by economic factors will 

be embroidered differently. The nature sweeping or weaving, the need for the tasks, and the 

children completing them are the same. It is only the tools that are different. 

Details noted in classrooms in Tanzania and Russia specific to each culture do not affect 

the pedagogy in profound ways. Most are in the category of superficial classroom ornamentation, 

portraits of former leaders, small bowls painted in a certain folk style, or sorting activities made 

from local artifacts. Dr. Montessori believed children who had progressed through environments 

prepared for their developmental needs would develop desirable personal and social 
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characteristics that would aid them as they integrated into society and became useful, productive 

citizens. Dr. Montessori described the acquisition of culture: 

The children not only make progress in a marvelous acquisition of culture, but 
they acquire more mastery of their actions, more assuredness in their behavior, 
without any stiffening or any hesitation due to timidity or fear. They are ready to 
adapt themselves to other people and to the environment and to different 
exigencies. Joy in life together with the discipline seems to be more the result of 
their activities guided from within than from any outer circumstances. On this 
basis the children are then ready to master the environment. As they are more 
balanced and more capable of orienting and valuing themselves, they are 
characteristically calm and serene, and for that reason also easily adapt 
themselves to other people (Montessori, 1955, p. 59). 
 

 The influence of culture is missing from the customary diagram shown in figure 6.1, 

commonly used by Montessorians to illustrate the complexity of the relationships among the child, 

adult, and environment in a Montessori classroom and to highlight how these interactions differ 

from mainstream educational methodologies built upon a linear relationship between the teacher 

and the student. 

 

Figure 6.1 The prepared environment 

 
The three-dimensional elaboration of the diagram, first as a two-dimensional net and then 

folded into a tetrahedron shown in figure 6.2, allows the addition of culture to more succinctly 

summarize its manifestation in a Montessori classroom. The basic triangular structure of the 

diagram is maintained in much the same way the essential elements of a Montessori classroom 

are maintained in the classrooms in Tanzania and Russia or in classrooms internationally. 

Whereas figure 6.1 clearly shows importance of the interactions between the child and the 

environment and the adult and the environment in addition to that of the adult and the child, the 

edges of the triangular face representing culture that is part of the tetrahedron in figure 6.2 share 

an edge of the faces of each of the three remaining triangles. Culture permeates the environment, 

subtly determining the nature of many of the interactions. The child absorbs the culture in which 

he or she is growing up; the environment prepared with developmentally appropriate materials 

and activities aids the child, encouraging independence. The teacher may function in culturally 
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specific ways, and artifacts and activities in the prepared environment may reflect the culture. But 

the stability of the basic geometric shape represents the unchanging nature of the fundamental 

relationships and the essential elements of a Montessori classroom that do not change if it is 

located in Tanzania or Russia. 

 

 

Figure 6.2 Culture in the prepared environment 

 

At the macro level Dr. Montessori advanced her work as the foundation of a social 

movement to transform modern culture—a global social movement where competition, conflict, 

and all-consuming materialism is replaced by cooperation, collaboration, and global peace. She 

believed children are the pivotal force for both the continuation of the culture of each of the 

increasingly larger and larger groups of which the child is a member beginning with the family and 

for the change that is necessary if humanity is to have a new and peaceful world order (Chisnall, 

2003). But it is at the micro level of the movement itself where perhaps culture is most salient. 

Culture permeates the training, the classroom, and the shared beliefs of practitioners worldwide. 

In the first chapter I acknowledged the limitations of this study, one being my own place within the 

global community of Montessorians. As the data collection phase of the project progressed I was 

embraced by strangers much as a prodigal daughter would be. My credentials were never 

questioned. My training and experience never doubted. I must acknowledge again the possibility 
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that although I attempted to distance my personal assumptions of what I believe should be from 

what I actually observed, I may not have been as objective as someone free from the bias of 

training. Others who do not share the commonalities coming with Montessori training have written 

of experiencing distinctly drawn boundaries that exclude them from full acceptance by the 

Montessori community. One scholar writes, “Over the years, the experience of being a 

Montessori school administrator has drawn me deeper into the interior of Montessori culture, to 

the point where I no longer claim scholarly distance and consider myself a Montessorian. For 

insiders, however, my status remains clear… I am considered an outsider by most Montessorians 

because I am untrained” (Cossentino, 2009, pp. 521-522). My status as an insider may have 

blinded me to cultural differences. I may have not perceived what I believed I would not see. 

Implications of the Research 

 In the final chapter of The Icon and the Axe, an interpretive history of Russian culture, 

James Billington (1966) looks to irony to understand the perplexities of Russian history. Among 

the many ironies in the centuries of Russian cultural history he chronicles, it is the failure of Soviet 

leaders to fully indoctrinate the generation of post-World War youth to the ethos of communist 

ideals despite their status among all Soviet generations as the most privileged, most 

indoctrinated, and most isolated from the world outside. Adding to the irony is that the 

government!s failure to succeed at a task that most thought they would, perhaps foreshadowing 

events to come two decades later. Many of those at the forefront of the Montessori movement in 

Russia today belong to this highly indoctrinated generation or are one generation removed. This 

study has only begun to examine the implications of the connections to their intellectual legacy 

these Russian educators have knowingly, or perhaps unknowingly, embraced in the adoption of 

Montessori pedagogy.  

Before this project, research providing qualitative data to enhance understanding of the 

implementation of Montessori pedagogy in international settings was rare. Awareness of the 

extent to which Montessori pedagogy had been implemented in Tanzania and Russia is minimal 

at best, even among those in positions of leadership within the movement. Recently, two North 

American Montessori teachers, supported in part by a grant sponsored by the American 

Montessori Society, traveled to Tanzania intending to bring two weeks of Montessori training to a 

group of villagers. It is clear from the journal article chronicling their journey that they had not 

investigated the accuracy of their assumption that Tanzanians had little knowledge of Montessori 

pedagogy before embarking on their quest (Mayhew & Kominar, 2009). Although their intent was 

laudable, two weeks of training could not come close to duplicating the quality of the two-year 

training for Tanzanian teachers provided by well-trained, experienced Tanzanians. The 
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Association Montessori Internationale is not free from making assumptions about Montessori 

training in Tanzania. A prominent individual in the organization commented that there is no “good 

training” in Africa. That there is no AMI training is most likely what was meant by the comment. 

Both of these anecdotes are indicative of the extent to which systematic research into the 

implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Tanzania is needed. 

Greater understanding of the implementation of the pedagogy in international, non-

Western locations has multiple implications for those in the movement. It is general knowledge 

that Montessori schools were founded in many countries within only a few years after the first 

school opened one hundred years ago and thousands thrive today, but evidence of their 

commonalities has been largely anecdotal. Those limited individuals with the financial means to 

attend international conferences often have opportunities to observe classrooms in the host 

country, but preparations made by the schools to portray a picture of excellence for the visitors 

idealize the observations. It is the systematic observation in classrooms in diverse locations that 

will clarify what is essential to the pedagogy. 

Successful implementation of Montessori pedagogy in international settings is worth 

examining by international funding organizations such as World Bank, USAID, and OEDC, 

especially when it is from the efforts of local individuals who are essentially initiating, funding, and 

evaluating the programs on their own. In Tanzania there is a great need for quality early 

childhood professionals (Mtahadwa, 2009). The high quality training received at the Montessori 

training centers in Tanzania has received passing attention in yearly reports (Nsamenang, 2006), 

but ideas such as that of Sister Leonarda to refurbish vacant, communal storage facilities for 

village harvests into Montessori classrooms, if fully funded, could do much to further the nation!s 

educational goals. The international networks available to funding organizations could make 

connections between geographic distances not possible because of significant cost. For example, 

lack of literacy materials is identified as a challenge for the Montessori classrooms I observed in 

Tanzania. In the Tamil Nadu state of southern India a program entitled Activity Based Learning, a 

combination of Montessori hands-on mathematics material and locally produced activities for 

learning Tamil, English, and science called Learning Ladders, is making a significant difference 

for thousands of the most poverty-stricken students in the country. Material similar to the Learning 

Ladders would be a useful addition to the curriculum of both kindergartens and elementary 

schools in Tanzania. The procedures in Tanzania for self-manufacture of the classic Montessori 

materials could be, in turn, a salient educational initiative in India that could strengthen the 

positive change in educational standards across the country brought about by Activity Based 

Learning. Providing the necessary means for collaboration between teachers in these two 
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countries rather than importing outside researchers or consultants should certainly be within 

current funding options of World Bank, USAID, and OEDC. 

Suggestions for Further Study 

Tanzania. 

My suggestions for further research are many. First, this study has only touched a small 

part of the implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Tanzania and Russia. In Tanzania the 

training centers in Mwanza, Mtwara, and Dar es Salaam, sharing membership in the Tanzanian 

Montessori Association, offer rich possibilities for comparative study. I often think of the passion 

and confidence I observed in the trainees who were about to embark on a teaching career as a 

Montessori teachers, many intending to open classrooms in remote, rural villages. Qualitative 

studies of the extent to which they are able to achieve success and the challenges they 

experience have implications for educators within and beyond the Montessori community.  

One of the criteria met by Lushoto, Tanzania, when I was perusing potential research 

sites was its remote, rural location. As a single female the safety of a smaller town allowed me 

the independence I knew would be needed to travel from school to school on foot or by using 

public transportation. There would be enough challenges without adding the safety concerns 

resulting from living in a large city. That said, the variety of Montessori schools in Dar es Salaam 

and on the island of Zanzibar, some with multiple classrooms for age three to six and a few with 

elementary classrooms, are worthy of investigation. Quantitative studies of the impact attendance 

in Montessori classrooms has on children entering government schools at age five or six would 

have important implications for early childhood education in Tanzania and other African countries. 

Broadening geographic possibilities to the region of eastern Africa, Nairobi, Kenya, has 

three training centers and forty-nine functioning Montessori schools. Sponsors of schools include 

both secular and religious organizations, and schools are located in economically diverse 

neighborhoods of the city. Montessori trainees in Kenya also make a complete set of materials as 

part of the requirement for certification, including several additional activities for literacy that are 

lacking in the set of materials created by the trainees in Lushoto. While living in Spain Dr. 

Montessori developed a series of lessons in religious training in the catechesis for children. 

Individuals from the United States and Australia, some of whom received their training in Italy, 

have been training groups of nuns and lay church members in the countries of Uganda and 

Kenya for over a decade. This is a significant component of Montessori work that is often 

overlooked but worthy of study. 
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Russia. 

Suggestions for further research in Russia are plentiful; many have been referred to in 

chapter five. Considering the vastness of the country and the number of schools in each oblast, 

sites for further research are numerous. In addition to investigating the schools in towns I did not 

visit, the Russian Montessori Association and the Regional Montessori Association have potential 

for case study research. Historical research could bring clarity to Dr. Montessori!s rumored 

correspondence with Russian academics and her relationship to Tatyana Tolstoi and Julia 

Fousek. Investigation into Russian attendance at several of the conferences of the New 

Education Fellowship would broaden understanding of the organization and the role it has played 

in progressive education. Longitudinal studies, both quantitative and qualitative, of students who 

have attended Montessori schools could impact the direction taken by policy makers in many 

countries. Finally, case studies of large schools such as Michailova Montessori School that are 

attempting to integrate Montessori pedagogy into traditional government schools would have 

significant implications for the movement internationally and specifically for public schools in the 

United States that struggle to maintain an authentic Montessori identity within the constraints of 

the restrictions placed on them by No Child Left Behind policies. 

Final Thoughts 

While it is well-known that Dr. Montessori!s efforts to establish world peace through her 

comprehensive theory of learning were the reason she was twice nominated for the Noble Peace 

Prize, it is not so well-known that Dr. Montessori!s was an outspoken advocate for world peace 

beyond the confines of the movement bearing her name. In 1932, Dr. Montessori was invited to 

give a lecture on “Peace and Education” by the International Bureau of Education, which later 

became an integral part of UNESCO. Four years after the foundation of UNESCO in 1945, Dr. 

Montessori addressed the UNESCO General Conference in Paris. In 1950 she was a member of 

the Italian delegation to the Conference in Florence, and later in the same year traveled to Paris 

to consult with officials at the organization headquarters. At a reception in her honor, M. Torres 

Bodet, Director-General, paid tribute to her life's work, when in the text of a speech he said, 

There is yet a further tribute of thanks and admiration to be paid to one who 
brought so clear and keen a vision to the problem of peace; for it was you who 
reminded us all that care lavished on the child would all be wasted unless it made 
him a responsible citizen, strong to meet the challenges of our age. Here your 
concerns and ours are one: our task is to help the teachers of all nations to train 
those future citizens of the world without whom all our undertakings must rest 
sterile (UNESCO Courier, 1950).  
 

Camillo Grazini (2005), who collaborated with Mario Montessori to establish the 

elementary training course at Bergamo, Italy, and is often credited with expanding the theory 
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behind Dr. Montessori!s concept of cosmic education, wrote about how everything in the universe 

is interrelated and interdependent. He said,  

Everything has a part to play, a contribution to make to the maintenance of 
harmony in the whole. In understanding this network of relationships, the student 
finds that he or she also is a part of the whole, and has a part to play, a 
contribution to make. Cosmic education seeks to offer the young, at the 
appropriate sensitive period, the stimulation and help they need to develop their 
minds, their vision and their creative power, whatever the level or range of their 
personal contributions may be (Grazzini, 2005, p. 3). 
 
As I reach the end of this project and the fluidity of my roles as student and researcher 

solidifies back to classroom teacher, it is the network of relationships forged during the research 

process that I have come to understand and treasure. I have discovered that I am part of an 

international whole, and within that whole I have a part to play. The student that I am hopes this 

project has made a contribution to the understanding of an expanding international pedagogy. 

The teacher that I am hopes my attempt inspires other teachers to pursue their own academic 

vision and creative power. The Montessorian that I am hopes the pendulum of educational reform 

returns to an equilibrium where educational environments become more academically stimulating, 

spiritually fulfilling, and humanistic in inspiring students toward global citizenship. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix A Schools Visited 

 

TANZANIA 

1. St. Catherine!s English Medium Montessori School 
2. St. Mauer!s Montessori School 
3. Iberi Swahili Medium Montessori School 
4. Rosimini Montessori School 
5. Upendo Montessori School 
6. Mazinde Juu Montessori School 
7. Kongei Secondary School 
8. St. Mary!s Secondary School 
 

SWITZERLAND 

1. Luzern Montessori School 
2. Montessori Schule Seetal 
3. d!Insle Montessori Schule Zurich 
 

INDIA 

1. Abacus Montessori School Chennai 
2. School #56 Chennai 
3. Tibetan Children!s Village Macloed Ganj 
 

RUSSIA 

1. School #31 Belgorod 
2. School #39 Belgorod 
3. School #46 Belgorod 
4. School #47 Belgorod 
5. School #1 Vladimir 
6. School #5 St. Petersburg 
7. School #47 St. Petersburg 
8. Mikhailova Montessori School St. Petersburg 
9. American International Montessori School St. Petersburg 
10. School #57 St. Petersburg 
11. Luba!s Montessori School Moscow 
12. Montessori City (1) Moscow 
13. Montessori City (2) Moscow 
14. Montessori City (3) Moscow 
15. Montessori City (4) Moscow 
16. School # 1775 Moscow 
17. School # 1190 Moscow 
18. School # 485 Moscow 
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Appendix B Consent Form 

 

Dear participant, 

 

Thank you for volunteering to let me ask you some questions. I!m doing this study as part of my 

doctoral dissertation in Educational Policy and Administration at the University of Minnesota in the 

United States. I hope to learn about Montessori schools in other countries.  

 

Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to talk with me. 

 

I would like to ask you several questions about Montessori education.  

 

This is a confidential study. Your name will not be used in any written or taped material without 

your permission.  

 

The interview will audio-taped to help me remember your answers. I will be the only person who 

will listen to the tapes. It is possible that my advisor, Dr. Fry, will listen to parts of the tape. You 

may choose not to be audio-taped, and I will write your answers in this notebook. 

 

You do not have to answer any question that you do not like or is too hard to answer. You may stop the 

questions at any time. You may also ask me questions during the interview.  

 

I, Candy Schnepf, will be the only person to ask you questions. You may ask me any questions about my 

study. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 651 224-2490 or schn0059@umn.edu. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information. My questions about the study have been answered. I agree to participate 

in the study. 

 

 

Signature:_______________________________________ Date: _________ 
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Appendix C Trainer/Director Interview Questions 

 

1. Tell me about your own education and the schools you attended as a child and as a young 

person. 

 

2. When did you first learn about Montessori education? Tell me about your Montessori training. 

How would you describe the experience? 

 

3. What part of your training was most valuable for you? What part of your training was least 

valuable? 

 

4. Tell me about the history of the Training Center. What obstacles have you overcome in 

directing the Training Center?  

 

5. What goals do you have for the young women/men who complete Montessori training? 

 

6. What challenges face teachers who teach in Montessori classrooms in Tanzania/Russia? 

 

7. What are the benefits of a Montessori education for the children of Tanzania/Russia? 

 

8. How do Montessori schools fit into the greater educational environment of Tanzania/Russia? 

 

9. What role do you see Montessori education playing in educational reform in Tanzania/Russia? 

 

10. What is the nature of your relationship with Montessori schools or organizations in other 

countries? How could they best support you and your work? 
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Appendix D Teacher Interview Questions 

 

1. Tell me about your own education and the schools you attended as a child and as a young 

person. 

 

2. Tell me about your first experiences teaching children. 

 

3. When did you first learn about Montessori education? Tell me about your Montessori training. 

How would you describe the experience? What did you enjoy most about your training? What did 

you enjoy least about your training? 

 

4. Tell me about practice teaching experience in a Montessori school. 

 

5. Tell me about a lesson you gave that made you feel successful as a Montessori teacher. Tell 

me about a lesson that was not successful. Did you change the lesson? If so, tell me about what 

you changed.  

 

6. Tell me about things in your classroom that might not be found in a Montessori classroom in 

another country. Tell me about things in your classroom that you think would be found in every 

Montessori class in every country. Tell me about something in your classroom that you are proud 

of making. 

 

7. What is the most rewarding thing about being a Montessori teacher? What is the most difficult 

thing about being a Montessori teacher? 

 

8. What are the benefits of a Montessori education for your students? 

 

9. What are goals do you have for your students when they leave your school? 

 

10. Tell me about your experience with parents of the students in your classroom. What do they 

like most about the Montessori education of their child? What do they find most difficult to 

understand or accept about the Montessori education of their child?  
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Appendix E Parent Interview Questions 

 

1. Tell me about your own education and the schools you attended as a child and as a young 

person. 

 

2. When did you first learn about Montessori education? Tell me about sending your child to the 

Montessori school. 

 

3. What are the benefits of being in a Montessori classroom for your child? What things do you 

think your child will lack by being in a Montessori classroom? 

 

4. What personal skills are important for your child to have? Do you think a Montessori classroom 

helps your child develop these skills? Why or why not? 

 

5. What social skills are important for your child to have? Do you think a Montessori classroom 

helps your child develop these skills? Why or why not? 

 

6. What academic skills are important for your child to have? Do you think a Montessori 

classroom helps your child develop these skills? Why or why not? 

 

7. Describe how your child will adapt to a new school when they leave the Montessori school. Do 

you have other children who have attended a Montessori school? Tell me about the school they 

are attending now. 

 

8. Tell me about the time you spend at the Montessori school. Do you discuss how your child is 

doing with your child!s teacher? Do you feel welcomed at the school? 

 

9. What part of your child!s Montessori classroom do you like best? What part of the classroom 

would you like to change? 

 

10. In some countries children are able to attend Montessori schools until they are eighteen years 

old. If there were Montessori schools for older children in Lushoto/Belgorod would you send your 

child to such a school? Why or why not? 
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Appendix F Classroom Checklist 

School         

Date     Time   

 

Teacher/s adheres to the Montessori principle of !follow the child". The spontaneous activity of students and their 

freedom to choose activities within understood guidelines is encouraged. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Teacher/s demonstrate ability to observe students and respond appropriately. 1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom has the appropriate 3-year grouping of students. 1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom schedule allows for large blocks of uninterrupted work time. 1 2 3 4 5 

Students demonstrate an ability to independently engage in concentrated work and complete the work cycle. 1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom schedule allows for individual work, cooperative groups and peer teaching. 1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom environment encourages grace and courtesy. 1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom has logical organization of activities moving from concrete to abstract. 1 2 3 4 5 

Practical life, sensorial, literacy and language arts, mathematics/geometry, science, geography, history activities are 

appropriate to the age grouping of the students. Cosmic education is evident. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Classroom is a clean, orderly, neat, and aesthetically pleasing prepared environment designed to encourage and 

support independent student work choice.  

1 2 3 4 5 
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