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How We Learn: 

the research and practice of Maria Montessori 

by Jessica Royer Ocken 

More than a century ago, one of Italy’s first female physicians discovered and documented not a 

curriculum for educating children, but a method of encouraging and enhancing the natural 

process by which they learn.  

What began as observation and hands-on trial and error among poor and developmentally 

challenged Italian children is today the foundation for successful schools around the world. 

Maria Montessori blended her studies and experiences in medicine, psychiatry, and practically 

applied anthropology into the Montessori Method, an approach that challenges students to 

discover their strengths, fall in love with the process of learning, and creatively solve the 

problems they find before them. 

A great example of thinking outside the box, 

Montessori’s scientific approach brought her to the 

essentials of learning and education from the outside in. 

Her concern was not helping children pass tests and 

exhibit knowledge, but equipping them for a fulfilling 

life—encouraging and enhancing their natural development and sparking an interest in learning 

by interacting with the world around them.  

And her approach first began to take shape through her own development as a child and 

student.  

Essential education 

Born in 1870, and a child during the time when the nation of Italy was being born, 

Montessori was the daughter of a successful government bureaucrat and a well-educated and 

well-read mother. She was the great-niece of Antonio Stoppani, a geologist and natural scientist, 

who was another important influence. His presence infused her early days with science and 

rationalism and, along with support from her mother, planted the seed that young girls were 

perfectly capable of having complex ideas about math, science, and the world around them.  

Her family moved to Rome in 1875, and Montessori studied engineering and biology. In 

1893, she began medical studies at the University in Rome, and when she graduated in 1896 with 

“Our care of the child should be 
governed, not by the desire to make 
him learn things, but by the endeavor 
always to keep burning within him 
that light which is called 

intelligence.”  

― Maria Montessori  
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her medical degree and a focus on psychiatry, she was likely only the second or third woman 

to do so.  

She’d studied everything from bacteriology to pediatrics, and had been particularly 

influenced by a professor named Angelo Celli and his study of the links between malaria and 

peasants’ living conditions. He’d concluded that social structures—such as access to food, 

shelter, and education—must be addressed to improve health and hygiene conditions among 

certain populations. This perception challenged the belief that biological inferiority led to disease 

and squalor among the poor.   

Montessori continued to develop her thinking on this matter as she went to work at a 

psychiatric clinic at the University of Rome after graduation. Her focus there was the children at 

the asylum, who were labeled “deficient” or “abnormal” according to the custom of the time. For 

two years Montessori observed these children daily from 8 am to 7 pm,1 perhaps with Professor 

Celli’s conclusions in mind, and she came to believe that they were not so much inferior as 

neglected—isolated and locked away by a culture unsure what to do with them. (As an active 

member of the feminist community in Italy, Montessori also found parallels to her own life and 

struggle for education and opportunity in a society that viewed women as lesser beings.) Treated 

like prisoners or animals by their caregivers, children at the asylum had no opportunity to learn 

how to interact with others or function in society. So 

Montessori began looking for ways to interest them in learning 

and present basic concepts through simple games, puzzles, and 

other manipulatable materials. She later remarked that these 

months of work were when “she earned her ‘true degree’ in education.”1 

As she interacted with these children, taking copious notes and working at night to refine 

and adjust her methods as she went,1 she began to have success. The children in her care made 

progress, learning to communicate and interact with those around them, settling down to focus 

on the tasks before them, and taking pride in their accomplishments,1 and Montessori’s interest 

in education grew. She became co-director of the newly created Scuola Magistrale Ortofrenica, 

an institution that would train teachers to work with “feeble-minded” children in 1897,2 and she 

returned to the University of Rome to take courses in pedagogy, psychological child 

development, and anthropology.  

There she was influenced by her study of Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard and Eduoard Séguin, 

two pioneers in education for the mentally disabled who believed sensory stimulation and an 

“The child who does not do, 
does not know how to do.” 

— Maria Montessori 
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enriching environment could help overcome developmental delays. Over time, Montessori 

extrapolated from their approaches and 

drew on her own experiences to create and 

refine a method for helping all children 

learn.  

By 1906, Montessori had made a 

name for herself as a pedagogical expert, publishing in scientific journals and speaking at 

conferences. She was invited by a prominent civic engineer in Rome to create a school that 

would be housed within a low-income housing project being built in San Lorenzo, one of the 

city’s slums. “The Children’s House,” Montessori’s first school, opened in January 1907, and 

was the first opportunity she’d had to apply her methods to normally developing children, as well 

as a chance for her to put what she’d learned from Professor Celli during medical school into 

action.  

“When we talk of social problems, how often we speak vaguely, drawing upon our fancy 

for details instead of preparing ourselves to judge intelligently through a personal investigation 

of facts and conditions,” Montessori said on the occasion of the opening of the second Children’s 

House in San Lorenzo.3 She lamented the desire of some to help the poor through home-

schooling or lending libraries, when in truth, the children in question might have no real home 

and no light by which to read. “There lies before the social crusader of the present day a problem 

more profound than that of the intellectual elevation of the poor,” she explained. “The problem, 

indeed, of life.”3 Once again, Montessori’s hands-on approach served her well, as she immersed 

herself in the families of San Lorenzo and through her methods not only educated the poor, but 

improved their living conditions and brought them out of social isolation. 

These first schools were immediately successful, and over the next six years, several 

more Children’s Houses opened in Rome. From there, an interest in her schools and ideas spread 

across Europe, to the United States, and around the world. 

Ultimately, Montessori’s experiences and studies “coalesced into a theory looking at the 

role of education as something that works with the natural inclinations of a child,” explains 

scholar Anthony Martire. “The child is at the center. Learning doesn’t happen by transmitting 

information in. You have to think of it as a kind of discovery in the life of the child.” In addition, 

as evidenced by her work in San Lorenzo, “Montessori viewed education as a transformative 

force for society as a whole,” he adds.  “If you want to make structural changes to a social 

“Scientific observation then has established that 
education is not what the teacher gives; education 
is a natural process spontaneously carried out by 
the human individual, and is acquired not by 
listening to words but by experiences upon the 
environment.” 

— Maria Montessori
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environment, begin with education.” 

Montessori as Method 

In 1909, Maria Montessori published The Montessori 

Method, which outlined her approach as applied to childhood 

education and is today considered a classic behavioral science text. “At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, pedagogy and child psychology were not simply a product of experimental 

analysis,” wrote Renato Foschi in a 2008 issue of the Journal of the History of the Behavioral 

Sciences. Other experts in these fields had begun to realize what Montessori had practiced from 

the beginning: Ideas and theories about learning and development were better analyzed and 

tested in real-life settings, or an “applied behavioral context,” not a laboratory.  

Montessori continued to develop her ideas via practical application and hands-on 

experimentation, observing first-hand what succeeded and what did not. She believed this 

embrace of careful observation and practically applied scientific discovery to be essential for 

teachers using her methods, along with a belief that children are active participants in their 

educational process.4 

Teaching children is not a matter of keeping them quiet and still to pour facts into their 

heads, Montessori discerned. Instead, learning comes through discovery and action, which 

should be led by the child. “Scientific observation then has established that education is not what 

the teacher gives; education is a natural process spontaneously carried out by the human 

individual, and is acquired not by listening to words but by experiences upon the environment,” 

she wrote in Education For A New World (1946).  

Therefore it’s no accident that the teachers in Montessori schools are called guides or 

directors/directresses, as this is their role: to observe, to document, to introduce, to suggest, and 

to allow the child to work out the lesson independently.  

“The child who does not do, does not know how to do,” Montessori wrote in The 

Montessori Method. And she declared that allowing a child to select her own comfortable 

position within the classroom to be as essential as anything else in creating the right atmosphere 

for learning. Other essentials include that learning is an active process, and that the classroom 

should be arranged to stimulate interest with a variety of activities.2 A full set of “Montessori 

materials,” which include wooden beads, rods, and blocks, maps, puzzles, and pictures, as well 

as activities for pouring, twisting, folding, sorting, and matching at the early childhood level and 

"We must therefore turn to 
the child as to the key to the 
fate of our future life." 

— Maria Montessori 
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progress to include math games, geometric shapes, word-building activities, botany and biology 

explorations and more at the elementary level, is also key to a successful learning environment. 

A well-trained directress (teacher) is also essential, as while the child may select his/her 

own activities, it is the guide who introduces him/her to new materials and opportunities after 

having observed closely to know when he/she is ready for a 

new challenge. Whereas a conventional teacher may be the 

“keeper of the knowledge” and the one charged with 

delivering it to the students, in a Montessori classroom the 

teacher “takes a backseat to learning,” explains Montessori expert Michele Shane, head of The 

Children’s House in Traverse City, Michigan. “The Montessori guide is the link between the 

child and the environment.” The Montessori teacher embraces every individual for who he is, not 

based on age or grade. “You look at the child, what they’re ready for, and how much time they 

need to learn it,” she explains. “That timeline is different for everyone, and you need to find each 

person’s strength. Montessori helps them develop into the best self they can be.” 

Montessori classrooms include a range of ages so children can learn from and assist each 

other. And a final essential is a long, uninterrupted period of work time—perhaps three hours. 

“You don’t arbitrarily stop at ten o’clock because math is over and it’s time for social studies,” 

says Shane. Younger students choose the activities they want to do during work sessions, though 

the teacher may help them choose from several options or present what they need to do, and 

elementary students may keep a work log to manage their time and progress. “There’s lots of 

freedom, but within limits,” Shane says. Older students break for lunch and have a second work 

cycle in the afternoon, and students at The Children’s House also have music, art, foreign 

language, kitchen classroom, gardening, and physical education in the afternoon. 

“This is a scientifically based pedagogy and methodology of education based on the 

developmental truths of every human being,” Shane says. “There’s a path of development that’s 

predictable from the time a child is born, so we create an environment that helps each child grow 

optimally, based on these developmental truths.”  

Scientific certainty 

Since its development in the early 1900s, Montessori’s approach has spread around the 

globe, fallen in and out of favor, and encountered more than a little resistance from the 

traditional education community and various government entities (Montessori left Italy in the 

“To stimulate life, leaving it free, 
however, to unfold itself—that is 

the first duty of the educator.”  

― Maria Montessori 
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1930s after the fascist government stripped her of access to the public schools). But today it 

stands vindicated, as Montessori always knew it would be.  

“Montessori’s ideas about how children learn are supported by a strong body of empirical 

evidence and championed by developmental psychologists,” wrote Keith Whitescarver and 

Jacqueline Cossentino of the College of William and Mary in the December 2008 Teachers 

College Record. “[N]ew research on motivation, embodied cognition, and brain development 

provides striking confirmation of Maria Montessori’s early claims regarding sensorial learning, 

attention, and intrinsic versus extrinsic rewards…. [A] new generation of research both dispels 

the notion that Montessori is ‘quaint’ or ‘unscientific’ and answers the increasingly desperate 

call for a reform solution that works,” these authors concluded.  

Over course of her life, Maria Montessori was able to put her method in practice with 

children of broadly diverse socioeconomic status, race, religion, and culture, and the presence of 

her schools around the world today in a variety of environments and circumstances is a 

“testament that it works for every child,” notes 

Shane. 

Other evidence of the Montessori Method’s 

effectiveness includes graduates who have had (or are having) a profound impact on our world. 

These famous learners include Julia Child, Nobel Prize-winning author Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

Washington Post publisher Katherine Graham, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos, Facebook co-founder 

Mark Zuckerberg, Andrew Lloyd Webber, Jimmy Wales, who runs Wikipedia, and Google 

founders Sergey Brin and Larry Page. Brin and Page have been particularly outspoken about 

their Montessori roots and the confidence this has given them.  

“I think [our success with Google] was part of that training of not following rules and 

orders, and being self motivated, questioning what’s going on in the world and doing things a 

little bit differently,” Page told Barbara Walters in 2004. 

In our modern world, where the future is unknown and our society rapidly changing, “we 

need education where kids can think for themselves, be excited about learning, and be able to 

collaborate with others,” Shane adds. “Montessori grads are not afraid to ask questions, and 

they’re passionate learners because they have been in charge of their own education from the 

start. It was never just something that happened to them.”  

"Education…must take a new path, 
seeking the release of human 
potentials." 

— Maria Montessori 
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“Establishing lasting peace is the work of education; 
all politics can do is keep us out of war.” 

— Maria Montessori 
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