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Montessori schools and traditional schools differ in their approach to mathematics.  
Although there are certainly a few excellent manipulative models out there, most 
traditional schools rely heavily on text and workbooks with an emphasis on abstractions.  
The curriculum is graded so that only certain skills are taught at each level of school. 
Typically, repetition is supplied through drill sheets of problems.  The concepts that the 
student learns are stated along with the rules. The teacher directs the study in the form 
of units throughout the school year.  The group is tested and everyone moves on to the 
next unit on the time schedule.  Math is studied as a separate subject, an isolated 
discipline, within a time limitation.  Traditional schools offer mathematics in an abstract 
format with the, group of children moving through the prescribed curriculum together. 
 
The Montessori school presents math with concrete, manipulative material.  The student 
is presented the materials, as he or she is developmentally ready.  Repetition may follow 
as seldom or as frequently as each child feels is necessary and until a personal sense of 
mastery is achieved.  As the lessons are presented, it is the student who “discovers” the 
concepts.  The study of the mathematics is child directed.  A large variety of activities 
may be used to teach, enlarge, and extend a concept.  Each child masters concepts on 
an individual time schedule.   The mathematics curriculum may be expanded in the 
cultural are to include applications.  Evaluation of skill mastery is achieved by the 
teacher as she carefully observes each student and by the student through self-
assessment. 
 
The traditional approach is advantageous to the teacher, as the curriculum is completely 
prescribed.  The textbook is the guide.  It is not necessary to assess skills, as all 
students of one grade level are taught the same skill regardless of their achievement 
level.  It is easy for the teacher to assess the student and communicate to parents about 
the student’s progress with respect to what is expected at that grade level.  There is a 
guarantee that all students have been exposed to work expected at a particular grade 
level.  However, the students must be ‘ready’ at the same time for skills.  Some students 
may be bored with the pace, while others may be struggling to keep up.  After a unit is 
finished, the skills are no longer practiced – forgetting may occur.  If any students were 
absent during a unit of study, they are on their own to learn this skill.  Students often feel 
“threatened” by unit tests and do not perform well and must accept that evaluation of 
their learning.  It is not unusual to hear a student say, “I hate math!” 
 
The Montessori method takes advantage of the fact that children learn through 
movement.  There are many different materials to teach the same concepts, for children 
are attracted to different materials for learning. The manipulation of these materials 



provides powerful assistance in the internalization of information and in building a 
foundation for the later scaffolding of concepts. There is no time restriction either on the 
lesson or the development of the skill. 
 
Students are not focused on a comparison of their skills in relation to others of their age. 
Learning is based on guided discovery, making it more memorable. Advanced materials 
are available to challenge a student at any point. Students are not forced to perform 
meaningless activities for skills they already possess. They are in control of their 
direction. 
 
The child is often in the position of the teacher in peer-teaching. This is a built-in skill 
reinforcer. 
 
Students may not always make good choices, and if so the teacher will intervene. The 
student may feel that a concept is mastered when she really needs more work. Parents 
may wish to compare their child to others and thus cause problems within this 
developmental process. A student may not like or may fear the materials and have no 
desire to manipulate them. Montessori sums up the challenge in To Educate the Human 
Potential:  “The needs of the child are clearly more difficult to answer, and the teacher 
can no longer be defended by a syllabus and timetable.” 
 
I choose to take the more challenging route for the teacher-and the one that appears to 
me more effective for the children-and endorse the methods of Montessori. Many years 
of experience have allowed me to be sharply critical of the traditional method. A teacher 
clearly knows the disadvantages that are being faced and must be comfortable with not 
reaching all the students with the “academic quota.” 
 
It is a far greater challenge to present an individualized program without the security of a 
guide. Chances must be taken and observations are essential. Yet my experiences this 
year show that students easily achieve beyond grade level expectancies; further, some 
of the benefits of this approach cannot be measured by standardized tests. Knowing the 
long-reaching effects of sowing the seeds. I am willing to be patient. 
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