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 Bob Ruud 

 Dear JJ Hill Montessori Magnet School Families, 

 Case in Point  : Montessori: A Foundation and a Framework  for Optimal Experience in Time 

 In the magnificent musical  Fiddler on the Roof  , Tevye  (played in the original film version by the great Zero 
 Mostel) wonders and waxes melancholy about the passage of time: 

 Sunrise Sunset 
 Is this the little girl I carried 
 Is this the little boy at play? 
 I don't remember growing older 
 When did they? 
 When did she get to be a beauty 
 When did he grow to be so tall? 
 Wasn't it yesterday when they were small? 
 Sunrise, sunset 
 Sunrise, sunset 
 Swiftly flow the days 
 Seedlings turn overnight to sunflowers 
 Blossoming even as we gaze 
 Sunrise sunset 
 Swiftly fly the years 
 One season following another 
 Laiden with happiness and tears 

 Source:  Musixmatch 
 Songwriters: Sheldon Harnick / Lewis Bock Jerrold 
 Lyrics © Jerry Bock Enterprises, Times Square Music Publications Company, 

 Trio Music Co., Inc. 

 Maria Montessori had a way of using close, careful observation to yield insight into human nature. She didn’t 
 speculate or theorize without ample evidence, which she gathered through structured, purposeful observation. 
 When the evidence was overwhelming, she could make her case with confidence, eloquence, conviction, 
 insistence, passion, and zeal, even. 



 She may have noticed how so many people view the passage of time with pathos and sentiment. 
 Pathos was not in her vocabulary, and a very important part of her mission became advancing a 
 way of optimizing experience, looking at the passage of time as something to be celebrated and 
 taken full advantage of. She began with a foundation of developmental psychology, especially 
 for children, and saw clearly how children, as they grow into adults, have a natural, biological, 
 evolving base. Based upon this base (?), children pass through a number of distinct 
 psychological phases in which they are particularly sensitive, at each stage of development, to 
 certain environmental stimuli. That foundation, overlain with environmental experience, is the framework for 
 our Montessori approach even now, after all these years. It looks like this: 

 In  the first plane  , the children learn by experience;  we don’t really ‘teach’ them at all; we 
 just prepare an environment for them in which they can learn at their own pace and to their 
 potential; as we say, they ‘absorb’ their surroundings. The Montessori materials are 
 pervasive. The ‘lessons’ are minimal prompts which subsequently allow the child to work 
 competently on materials which they have chosen themselves. 

 In  the second plane  we try to embrace and prompt the  child’s burgeoning intelligence 
 and imagination. Work on the materials is lessened, and there is much more 
 extra-material work, such as math that goes beyond the Montessori materials, and 
 reading and reviewing books and articles. A very powerful corollary to this urge toward 
 mental independence is the developmentally irresistible urge toward socialization. We 
 set up the environment to encourage and enable the natural socialization among the 
 children (as opposed to saying ‘no talking’ or ‘don’t share your work’ in other types of programs), opening the 
 path they follow in combining academic and practical work with enjoying the company of their friends. 

 The third plane  features adolescence, and the drive  of these young people is toward establishing and 
 developing their independence. The young people in Montessori Adolescent programs typically spend a lot of 



 time away from their home base. Some programs have their own farms. There is a strong 
 current of social service and justice work, which the young people are driven toward in this 
 plane of development. 

 In  the fourth plane  , the young adults are driven toward  specialization, and the pursuit of a 
 marketable skill or an academic or professional specialization. There is also an intense contemplation of the 
 meaning of life, with religious affiliation or disaffiliation being featured. 

 In the Montessori Way, there is a practical, simple framework for the way in which the teacher organizes 
 presentation of the materials. and this framework, under the guise of different terminology, permeates our entire 
 lives, whether we are aware of it or not. 

 In the first plane, this framework stands in high relief in its purest form:  The Three-Period Lesson  . 

 In the second plane it is still very important, but is supplemented with work and presentations which follow 
 other structures. So in the first two planes, presentation of materials and work prompts are, for the most part, put 
 in this framework called  The 3-Period Lesson  . Basically  the structure is this: 

 First Period  : Putting the material in a context by  referring to past presentations and work which have 
 made this next presentation and work possible. “Remember when I showed you how to use the Small 
 Bead Frame?” There will be confirmation of the retention of this. Then: “Now I’m going to show you 
 the material and work that comes next after that.” 

 Second Period  : Often referred to as ‘The Teacher’s  Gift to the Child’. The teacher offers something 
 new--a skill, a concept, a bit of information--to build upon the previously set foundation. The child tries 
 it out. 

 Third Period  : The teacher says, “Would you like to  repeat this work?” The child almost always does. 
 When the teacher sees that the child can do this work competently and independently, the teacher leaves 
 the child to do the work. Note that, especially at the 3 to 6 year-old level (Children’s House), the teacher 
 keeps her talk to a minimum. The presentation is given almost entirely through the teacher’s 
 manipulation of the material. 

 In the second plane the teacher uses more language, but still, depending on the material and the concept, the 
 emphasis is placed on the material and the technique over the teacher’s talk. 

 Something of a side note to accompany that contention: There are presentations in the second plane which don’t 
 follow 3PL format, such as the series of five Great Lessons and another type called Key Lessons, but we will go 
 into those another time. 

 In the third plane there are no Montessori materials proper. There may be some remedial work on some of the 
 more advanced materials, but the main thrust is on social, economic, practical, and intellectual adventures, and 



 there are hammers and wood and nails, and dirt and seeds, and, very importantly, developing understanding of 
 economics--investment and positive return. Exploration of what is meaningful, worthwhile work is essential. 

 The 3-Period Lesson  corresponds to a framework we  use for learning and teaching throughout our lives. Does 
 it look familiar? 

 Briefing  : Here is what we are going to do. 
 Experience  : We’re doing it now. 
 Debriefing  : Comments? Questions? Discoveries? Critique?  What did we learn? 

 By the way, I heard a Montessori teacher give a presentation one time in which he said that the structure of 
 English language essay writing is very easy to sum up: 

 (  Briefing  ) I’m going to tell you what I’m going to  tell you. 
 (  Experience  ) Then I’m going to tell you. 
 (  Debriefing  ) Then I’m going to tell you what I told  you. 

 I intended for this letter to be an example, 
 structurally, of what I was talking about. I 
 hope that I actually did what I set out to 
 do, i.e. in a somewhat circuitous way to 
 offer a text which is structured so that it is 
 itself an example of the structure it is 
 describing. A little like this: 

 Image found here: https://www.imagineforest.com/blog/alice-in-the-wonderland-shape-poetry/ 

 And finally: We started with a sentimental view of the past. We headed toward a full appreciation and even a 
 celebration of the present. And we’ll end with another pledge to the preciousness of the present, especially 
 in relation to the future: 

 Today  Music and lyrics by John Denver 

 Today while the blossoms still cling to the vine 
 I'll taste your strawberries, I'll drink your sweet wine 
 A million tomorrows shall all pass away 
 E’re I forget all the joy that is mine today  Bob 


