
Infant and Toddler Environments – 
Ten Key Conditions for Creating Responsive Care 

 

By Carole Wolfe Korngold with K.T.  Korngold 
 
 

Montessorians have long been aware 
that the type and quality of early 
interactions with the babies and 
toddlers have definitive and long lasting 
effects on how children develop and 
how they learn, how they cope with 
stress and how they regulate their own 
emotions. 
We strive to create positive, nurturing, 
nourishing, and developmentally 
appropriate environments in our 
schools, childcare centers and homes. 
To do this, it is important that we are 
aware of the key conditions that are 
necessary for the healthy development 
of trust, language, exploration, 
movement and curiosity – the sensitive 
periods, which will occur during this 
crucial time in a child’s life. 
 
Order and consistency, appropriate, 
limits and expectations, consistent 
procedures and routines result in the 
development of basic trust and help 
support thinking and problem solving, 
independence and strong self-esteem.  
Appropriate procedures and routines in 
our infant and toddler classrooms (i.e. 
transitions, eating, napping, diapering, 
cleaning, phasing-in) are discussed in 
the tenth key. 
 
1.  Trust 
 

The development of basic trust is an 
essential ingredient for the development 
of a healthy person.  Without it, children 
suffer emotionally and physically, and 
grow into adults who will continue to be 
challenged.  With basic trust, we find 
healthy adults who are well equipped to 
cope with life. 
 
One of the key factors in establishing 
basic trust is for the child to receive 
responsive care from parents and 
caregivers.  The quality and tone of the 
care we give a child plays a vital role in 
the child’s development.  Babies thrive 
physically and emotionally when they 
receive warm, responsive care. 
 
A strong, secure attachment to a 
nurturing adult or adults also can have 
a protective biological function.  The  

attachment helps the growing child 
(and the adult she will become) 
withstand the ordinary stresses of 
daily life. 
 
Because the capacity to control our 
emotional state hinges on biological 
systems shaped by our early 
experiences and attachments, we 
believe that the quality of these 
experiences has a direct impact on 
the child’s developing biological 
system. 
 
Therefore, it is extremely important to 
respond immediately to a small child 
when she expresses a need or an 
infant when she cries.  Crying is an 
infant’s way of expressing a need.  
To feel safe and build trust in this 
world, a child needs to know that she 
will receive a response. 
 
2.  Touching 
 

Appropriate touch is extremely 
important for a baby.  When we hold 
and gently stroke an infant, the 
child’s brain releases hormones.  
These hormones have different jobs.  
Some stimulate growth, while others 
create good feelings of love and 
safety.  Taken together, these helps 
the child face the world with trust and 
joy.  Some children like to be touched 
firmly and quickly, others gently and 
softly.  Each child needs and 
deserves to receive the kind of touch 
that makes him or her most 
comfortable.  How wonderful it is 
when infant massage is a daily 
activity in an infant’s life. 
 
3.  Engaging with the Child 
 

Babies experience how you look into 
their eyes.  They see the expression 
on your face.  An infant may engage 
with a caregiver who looks at him 
with wide-open eyes and a smiling 
mouth, and disengage when the look 
is closed off or shut down.  We 
should aim to be friendly and warm to 
our children, to create environments 
of our faces that are warm, respectful  
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and welcoming, not overpowering, 
negative or judgmental. 
 
The feeding process provides an 
important time for both the adult and the 
child.  The adult’s eyes should be 
focused on baby’s – not looking around 
the room.  She is not looking for another 
teacher or for other conversation.  That 
is our primary goal – to be engaged with 
each child – no matter what we are 
doing.   
 
Children hear you cooing, singing, 
talking and reading.  They feel you 
holding or rocking them.  They take in 
your smells.  They often experience the 
taste or your skin as well as their own. 
 
4.  Talking with the Infant and the  
     toddler 
 

With the great plasticity of the child’s 
brain in infancy, talking to infants is 
extremely important.  This is how 
children learn language.  In addition to 
learning words, babies are learning 
sound patterns and how language 
functions. 
 
Since talking occurs with others, we can 
model, practice, and in fact, enjoy 
conversations with even the smallest 
newborn.  Our interactions should be 
reciprocal.  The baby coos and we coo 
back.  The baby babbles and we 
respond.  A conversation is taking place.  
In addition, whenever we speak to an 
infant, we should pay attention to the 
words we use, the clarity, speaking 
slowly and softly and our tone of voice.  
We are giving them the currency they 
will use to build their own language 
bank. 
 
A young child delights in being told the 
name of the many different objects in 
our world.  Point out what the child sees, 
what she holds, “Banana.  This is a 
banana!”  Keep the information short 
and give the name and the color only.  
There is no need to add, for example, 
“…and it grows far away on a big tree.”  
Try for example, “This is a red radish” 
instead of “The radish is bitter and you 
won’t like the way it tastes.” Let the child 
feel the radish.  It might end up in her 
mouth.  Feed your child names and you 
give the child the keys to the universe.  
“Radish.  This is a red radish.” Giving  

children the names of things helps them 
make sense of this world, to feel control 
and build trust.   
 

 
 
4.  Reading 
 

Reading to children is one of the great 
delights of life.  From infancy children 
love being read to.  Children learn early 
how reading works.  They can look at 
the pictures and learn to turn pages.  
Read individually and in small groups to 
children.  Let them be apart of the 
process by choosing the books them-
selves, finishing the sentences or ends 
of poems, reading back to you what you 
read to them.  You will end up with 
children who love books and love to 
read.   
 

 
 

5.  Freedom of Movement 
 

Walk into a well-planned Montessori 
infant environment and you will notice it 
is peaceful, calm and safe.  It is 
attractive and free of obstacles to 
provide for maximum freedom of 
movement.  Activities are those that 
respond to the child’s sensitive periods. 
 
Because we believe that freedom of 
movement is paramount, and essential 
for healthy brain and body develop-
ment, there is a striking absence of 
equipment designed to contain the 
child.  In a quality infant environment, 
you will not see any electric swings,  

jumpers, playpens, cribs, high 
chairs, harnesses or walkers.  In 
Montessori, we try never to place 
children in a position or place that 
they could not naturally get in and 
out of themselves.  We want to 
encourage the development of the 
child’s muscle sequentially.   
 
As a child moves or looks around at 
the world, the child’s brain uses the 
inform-ation to help organize the 
brain itself.  If you restrict activity, 
you inhibit the formation of 
synapses that connect in the brain’s 
cerebellum. Even a child’s initial 
most spastic move-ments send a 
signal to the brain’s motor cortex. 
 
An infant Montessori classroom is 
an environment for children ranging 
in age from 3 months or younger to 
18 months.  Some babies are 
crawling, others are able to sit up; 
still others are walking.  At the 
Montessori Children’s Center at 
Burke, there is a place for children 
to crawl into and to crawl out of, a 
bridge to scoot up, a place to pull 
up, and different surfaces – soft 
carpet, wooden floor, smooth tile – 
for children to play on and 
experiment. 
 
Give children things to push.  Give 
them things to pull.  Discovery 
baskets or treasure baskets, offer 
tactile experience for children who 
are not yet walking.  You can place 
a treasure basket in front of a child 
and she can explore the different 
items in it. (Varga, 1998) 
 

 
 
Allison begins a large climb up to 
the top of the steps.  She is carefully 
climbing the stairs, looking around 
to be sure that it is safe for her to 
get up.  There is a certain amount of 
apprehension, but she certainly is  



 

careful as she reaches the top.  And 
then she makes it!  Everest, who is 
already walking, is able to get to the top 
very fast.  Allison is looking as if to say, 
“How did you get up here so fast?” 
 

This is Sarah 
beginning her rock 
climbing 
experiences.  She 
was not walking 
yet, but she was 
crawling strongly.  
You can see her 
looking up at a 
great big formation 
from her point of 
view.  Climbing is a 
slow process. 
 
Here she goes 
climbing up, reach-

ing, looking and figuring out how she is 
going to get there.  This is problem 
solving.  And there she goes, climbing 
up to the top, almost there! Hallelujah!  
She made it! Give your children many 
opportunities to crawl and move freely.  
(Kroenke, 1997) 
 
6.  Allowing Freedom to Chose 
 

Cognitive functions such as cause and 
effect, making choices, making 
decisions, can be seen in very young 
children.  Choosing their own activities 
is extremely important.  When infants 
are in the stage of the unconscious 
absorbent mind, activities and materials 
call to the  
child.  They are not necessarily the 
materials that the adult thinks are cute 
or sweet. 
 

Sarah was 
using a basket 
and was very, 
very 
engrossed with 
what she was 
doing.  This is 
a very lovely 
little basket 
that her 
grandmother 

 

had found and purchased for her 
specifically.  Sarah decided that she 
was going to use the basket in another 
way.  Very slowly she took it apart.  But, 
because we value concentration so  
much, I just marveled at what she had 

done and how clever she was to 
discover this new use.  I can always 
buy a new basket.  I can’t always buy 
concentration for this child. 
 

 
 

Here Jean is placing a ring out of 
reach for Megan, who is pretending to 
reach for it.  Jean is not giving it to 
her.  She is letting her reach and 
stretch to get it for herself.  Once she 
places the ring for her, Jean will move 
away.  Her work is done! Megan is 
engaged. 
 
8.  Supporting the Development of  
     Curiosity 
 

Freedom of movement, freedom to 
explore, and exposure to new 
experiences all contribute to the 
development of curiosity.  There are 
many activities carefully placed on the 
open shelves around the room.  
Some which children do on their own, 
such as cause and effect, and others 
which are facilitated by a teacher, 
such as food tasting. 
 
At some point during the morning, 
depending on their flow of the children 
on that day, the teacher invites one 
child to roll out the food tasting rug. 
When the child rolls out the special 
rug, it is a cue to the other children 
that it is time for a food tasting or a 
language exercise.  The cue is only 
the silent unrolling of the rug, rather 
than more intrusive cues such as a 
bell ringing or a light going off and on.  
The children sense that there is 
another activity being offered to them.  
Those who want to come to the 
activities come to the rug.  Others 
continue at their own work. 
 
We give the children the experience 
of a variety of foods by offering one 
new food at a time for a week.  The 
teacher states, “this is a Chinese 
apple,” and points out its 
characteristics.  The children hold and 
smell it.  They cut it open and 
discover what it tastes like.  “It is  

crunchy,” one of the children says. 
 
There are many ways to improve an 
activity.  When the apple slices were 
passed around there was a lot of,  
“You touched that piece, so now 
you must take it.”  In order to assure  
control in the activity, the teacher 
purchased a tray that has a cup 
indention in the corner.  Then, when 
she passes around the plate to the 
children, she places the piece of 
apple in that one spot.  The children 
now know that the piece is theirs 
because that is the message that is 
given without words.   
 
9.  Creating Developmentally  
     Appropriate, Healthy  
     Environments: 
 

Infant or toddler environments 
should contain furniture scaled to 
the size of the child and at the 
child’s level.  Low chairs, tables, 
open shelves and low beds are an 
important part of the environment.  
We use low chairs and tables for 
eating so that the children can 
participate in their own daily living 
activities. 
 
Low beds 
 

Low beds enable us to provide 
freedom of movement for children 
because they can get into the bed 
when they are rested.  There are 
varieties of low beds that can be 
used.  Here are two examples: 
 
-At home, legs can be cut off regular 
children’s commercial bed. 
 

-The bed we had made for the 
Montessori Children’s Center at 
Burke were designed by Virginia 
Varga.  These beds have a curved 
bottom so that the children can 
slowly rock themselves to sleep. 
 
Beautiful, Peaceful Rooms 
 

Montessori infant and toddler 
environments are subtle and lovely.  
The colors and backgrounds 
aresubdued.  It is the activities in 
the environment that call to the child 
because they meet an internal need 
–not, for example, a colorful mural   
on the wall depicting some adult’s 
fantasy of what childhood means. 
 

 



The infant and toddler environments 
should be as beautiful as they can be.  
Beauty is often in the eyes of the 
decorator.  But one thing that you must 
keep in mind, regardless of your 
personal style, is that the environment 
must be simple and not cluttered.  There 
should be beautiful pictures – time 
playing with water.  At Burke, we 
installed low sinks with faucets on the 
side so children can easily access the 
water and wash their hands without 
assistance.  In environments with 
children ranging in age from 3-month-
olds through 3 years old, it is helpful to 
have sinks at different heights. 
 
10.  Consistent Procedures and  
       Routines: 
 
Phasing-In Children 
 

Toddlers are excited about their growing 
sense of independence, but they are 
also feeling the loss of the special 
pleasurable relationship of oneness with 
their mother.  For this reason we need 
to give children plenty of time to phase 
into our programs.   
 
We handle phasing-in by asking parents 
of the new child to sit on a side of the 
room, so the child can go back and forth 
to them.  This gives the child a sense of 
stability from their parents and enables 
the child to move back into the 
environment. 
 

                                    _____________ 
                          
 
                                      Lisa is working         
                                      with the child  
                                      with the mother  
                                      sitting near the  
                                      back, watching  
                                      her child, always  
                                      available. 
 
                                    _____________ 
                                     
 
                   
 

Even after the phase-in process is 
complete, good-byes are still said in the 
classroom.  The teacher sits while 
greeting each child and wait for the child 
to say good-bye to Mom.  Everything is 
geared to the children’s pace.   
 
Agnieszka is helping the child put the 
hanger in the coat.  The coat is zipped  

up and the child easily hangs it up.  
The exercise has a beginning, a 
middle and an end.  The pole in the 
children’s coat closet has been 
lowered so children can hang up their 
own coats. 
 
Time 
 

In the infant room, children follow their 
own individual schedule.  They sleep 
and eat according to their individual 
time clocks.  Toddler’s time is set in 
sequence.  For example, music follows 
food tasting or lunch follows outdoors.  
This gives children an opportunity to 
predict and think ahead. 
 
Children look, see, and learn from us 
and from the environment.  Being able 
to look at a flower and have enough 
time to explore it is important.  Time is 
so crucial for these little ones and time 
in our society is so hurried.  We need 
to give nature back to our children with 
plenty of time to explore and see the 
wonders of this world. 
 
Some men were working on the wires.  
Somehow Sarah spotted them. Her 
grandpa was able, with great love, to 
hold her up for almost twenty minutes 
while Sarah observed what the men 
were doing high up in the sky.  We 
need to give the children in our care 
the same time. 
 
Snacks 
 

The morning snack for some children 
is breakfast for others.  It is set up first 
thing in the morning on a buffet.  
Children help themselves when they 
are hungry.  There is a big bowl on the 
side so the children can scoop out 
cereal, little bowls to put their food in, 
and a pitcher of juice or milk and small 
glasses. 
 
 

 

Waffles are another favorite and 
children like to spread the jam on 
them.  The pitchers are always very 
small and hold only enough for one 
glass so the children can pour their 
own juice.  A teacher is stationed 
near by to refill the glass pitcher 
after every use. 
 
When the children finish serving 
themselves, they go to the table to 
sit down with friends.  Five place 
mats are set at the table to control 
the number of children that can 
snack at one time.  Flowers are on 
the side and are used throughout 
the classroom. 
 
When they finish, the children bring 
their dishes to the clean-up area.  
They scrape and sort the dishes 
and empty and stack the glasses. 
 
There is water in the dishwashing  
pan.  Some time during the 
morning, a child may come over, put 
on an apron and wash the 
dishes.We have two buckets – a  
blue one and a green one.  The blue 
one is for the place mats with a blue 
sponge.  The green one is for the 
floor.  When a child spills something 
on the floor –no big fuss! The child 
simply goes over to get the green 
sponge and wipes it up. (Korngold, 
1999) 
 
Eating 
 

Infants who are not yet sitting up are 
fed in an air chair.  An air chair very 
is responsive to the child’s 
movements.  If she wants to move, 
it will move.  If she doesn’t want to 
move, it will keep her still. 
 
Looking into the infant’s eyes, the 
adult takes food and when the child 
opens her mouth, places it just on 
the tip of the baby’s tongue.  The 
child actually takes food into her 
mouth when she is ready. The 
teacher waits patiently for the child 
to open her mouth again.  The child 
is in control of her own eating. 
 
When children can sit up, we seat 
them on a chair.  As soon as they 
can sit up, we give them a real glass 
or cup to drink from – not a sippy 
cup. 
 
 

 



Infants still get their bottles, but this 
experience from the children helps them 
to move to independence and the 
awareness that, “I can do it by myself.”  
At first, the teacher helps the little ones 
drink from a glass.  (Geobe and 
Gregory, 1998) 
 
As the mother pours milk into the child’s 
glass at home, the child in her little chair 
is already participating.  “Come on, 
Mom.  Hurry up.”  Children concentrate 
on the process.  We value concentration 
greatly with our children and we don’t 
want to interrupt or intrude its flow. 
 
The Role of the Adult Intervention 
 

So, when do intervene with the child and 
when do you just let the child just be?  
In another example of moving, Sara has 
just flipped over.  K.T. is observing.  No 
clapping or cheering: just recognition – 
“Sarah you turned over.” 
 
You can setup a home environment for 
a very young child.  Your child isa 
member of the family and should have 
space wherever the family is.   
 

 
 

Here the children are putting rings on a 
post with Maureen’s help. Maureen 
entered into the picture because one 
child, Danny, was having a problem.  
And what did she do?  All she did was 
put out her hand to steady the post. 
There was no big conversation.  She 
wanted to enter his field of concentration 
and be able to leave without Danny 
knowing that she was there –just  
knowing that he was successful.  Timing 
when and how you enter or intervene 
with a child is important. 
 
One of the most important things in this  
 

environment is the adult and who he 
or she is.  Eric Booth, author of 
Everyday Work of Art, tells us that 
eighty percent of learning depends on 
who the adult is in our environment.  
For infants and toddlers, this is 
extremely important. (Booth, 1999) 
 
Children can also help in the process.  
Everest, who was walking by, saw 
another young child who was crying 
out.  The teachers did not respond to 
that child because they know that 
Everest was there.  They waited to 
see what would happen.  Everest 
went over to the crying child, and if 
she could have talked, looked as if 
she was saying, “Wait a minute.  I am 
here for you.  Don’t fret. I’m here to 
help you.”  She got involved.  She 
engaged the child with her.  We can 
learn so much from our children.   
 
Transitions 
 

Music and dancing are very 
important.  These are joyful activities 
as children come and go or move into 
a transition period. 
 
There are many different kinds of 
transitions you can use.  In some 
cases, we ring a bell when the 
children are to move to another room, 
for lunch or to go outside.  Here Erica 
is ringing the bell to go outside. 
 
Diapering / Toilet Education 
 

Diapering is a very important part of 
the process of toilet education.  
Young children need to feel that they 
are in control, that they are part of the 
process and that something is not 
being done to them.  When we set up 
the diapers, we use the children 
pictures so they can choose their own 
diapers.  Then they will diaper 
themselves with the help of a teacher 
who is nearby.  This becomes a 
natural part of what they do.  When 
you look into the bathroom, you may 
see someone using the toilet or 
someone taking off a diaper.  All this 
leads to a positive process to toilet 
education. 
 
For the very young child, I think that 
cloth diapers are far the best.  How-
ever, when working in childcare in our 
state, you must use disposable  

diapers.  One of the things that I like 
about them is the Velcro closing, so 
the children are really in charge of 
taking off and putting on their own 
diapers.  And of course the children 
wash their hands at the low sinks. 
 
Lunch – Setting Up Meals 
 
It is important to be consistent with 
procedures.  Mealtime is an 
excellent time to establish 
procedures that will empower 
children.  Every day, two children 
set the tables and prepare the room 
for lunch.  It is probably more work 
for the teacher than if she did it 
herself.  But we are involving the 
children in what they love best – 
doing what the adults around them 
usually do.  It is self-care, practical 
life, sorting, problem solving, doing 
for others and it is also part of 
working together. 
 
The adult sets up the buffet with the 
plates, fork and napkins – every-
thing the children will use to set the 
tables.  The children start by moving 
the chairs.  Then the place mats are 
put on, followed by the plates and 
so forth and, of course, always 
flowers. 
 
As children learn to interact with 
each other, they need an adult who 
understands and can empathize 
with this transitional stage of 
development.  This stage is really 
marked by great feelings of 
ambivalence for the child.  With 
adult guidance, children can explore 
feelings and being with each other.  
 
It’s time for lunch.  The children are 
in the next room.  They come in one 
at a time.  We use the bell again for 
the transition.  The children will 
know where they are sitting 
because they sit at the same place 
every day, with the same teacher.  
The food is served family style.  The 
teacher can remain seated during 
the entire process because every-
thing has been done ahead of time. 
 
The children pour their own milk or 
juice.  The bread is cut into little 
pieces and put into a basket.  The 
children help themselves to the  

 



bread and butter.  They butter their own 
bread. 
 
These are all task that would probably 
be easier if the teacher did it all ahead 
of time.  Everything would go faster, but 
that is not our goal.  Our goal is to give 
children as many experiences as 
possible. 
 
We assist the children.  We do not do 
the task for them.  After eating, the 
children sort their dishes and their 
silverware.  This is an example of 
sorting that is built into their everyday 
life. 
 

 

 
 

Eric has a sponge to clean his mat.  
Sometimes things don’t work out just as 
we want.  Eric misses the bucket.  No 
teacher rushes over to say, “You need 
to get it in the bucket.”  She waits to see 
what will happen.  Eric finished his task 
and immediately goes on to wipe the 
table.  It is important not to interrupt a 
child’s cycle of work as he is doing it.  
One of the teachers probably put a 
towel on the floor to wipe it up so there 
wouldn’t be any accidents.  But she did 
not interrupt Eric’s work. 
 
Getting Ready for Naps 
 

The teacher’s job is to put the cots down 
and put them in a row.  The children’s 
job, after they have finished eating and 
have gone to the bathroom, is to setup 

their cots.  Friends help each other put 
them in their usual places. 
 
Even taking a nap is a process and the 
children know the sequence.  The 
blinds are down.  The music is softly 
playing.  They get themselves ready to 
nap.   Some children take longer, but 
they are all involved in the process.   
 
Adults Model Behavior 
 

One of the many moving and beautiful 
things that happen in our environments 
is that children are respectful and 
helpful to each other.  If we can model 
this behavior for the children, they will 
pick it up and learn to be kind, gentle 
and giving.  Isn’t that what we are all 
about –helping to nurture future adults 
who are caring and kind to each other? 
 

 
 

Here you see Katelyn helping Avi, 
rubbing his back and just being there 
for him.   
 
up to face the world with trust and with 
joy. 
 
The gift that we give to ourselves is the 
opportunity to see the world anew, to 
see the world through new eyes, as we 
share this journey with the child. 

 
Being a professional infant and toddler 
specialist seems likely to remain as 
much of an art as a science.  Childcare 
is a collective good, not just for 
parents, but for all of us in our society.  
It is an economic issue for our entire 
labor force. 
 
My Challenge to You 
 

Our challenge, the challenge that I 
leave you with is to be models of 
exemplary programming.  If you have a 
half-day program, make it a full day  
program.  If you have one class, open 
another.  If you are thinking of 

opening an all day childcare 
program for children and parents, 
do it! 
 
We need to work together.  Focus 
on children is a focus on the future.  
As Montessorians, we have an 
opportunity to reach out to the 
national community.  You are the 
people who can do it the best.  We 
have a gift that we can share with 
society. 
 
This is a great challenge for all of 
us.  The more children and parents 
we share our gift with, the more 
children who will grow up to be 
healthy, empowered members of 
our society-children who will grow 
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