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Montessori Transitions
Into, Within and Beyond
Dane Peters,

Head, Brooklyn Heights Montessori School

With regard to the child, education should correspond to
them, so that instead of dividing the schools into nursery, primary, secondary and university, we should divide education
in planes and each of these should correspond to the phase the
developing individuality goes through.
Dr. Maria Montessori
Whenever parents, college students, or prospective teachers visit our Montessori school, inevitably the question is asked, “Where do students go after
they leave the school?” In fact, how students transition into, within and
beyond a Montessori school is often a concern for parents and educators
unfamiliar with Montessori education. Accurate, thoughtful answers are
particularly critical in New York City, where there are so many schools and
unique school cultures from which to choose. Once families and students
come to know the Montessori approach, they find that all of these transitions happen quite naturally.

My Own Transition
Eight years ago I became head of Brooklyn Heights Montessori School,
a two-year-old through eighth grade school. After 28 years of working in
traditional schools, I discovered the educational philosophy of Dr. Maria
Montessori, and quickly found several of its tenets that I could easily embrace. Here are a few:
s #LASSES ARE COMPOSED OF MIXED AGE GROUPINGS AGES THREE TO SIX SIX TO
nine, nine to twelve, etc.) through adolescence; students remain in
the same classroom for a three-year cycle.
s ! PREPARED ENVIRONMENT NURTURES FREEDOM OF CHOICE SELF DISCIPLINE
and personal responsibility.
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s 4HE TEACHER IS FACILITATOR GUIDE ON THE SIDE AS OPPOSED TO IMPARTER
OF KNOWLEDGE SAGE ON THE STAGE 
s 4HE STUDENT LEARNS THROUGH SELF DISCOVERY
s 4HE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOSTERS AN UNINTERRUPTED WORK PERIOD EACH
day—ideally, a block of three hours.
s ,EARNING IS BEST WHEN THE STUDENT IS MOTIVATED FROM WITHIN AND NOT
THROUGH EXTRINSIC REWARDS
s 4HERE IS DEEP RESPECT FOR THE STUDENT
4HE BENElTS OF THE -ONTESSORI ENVIRONMENT AND PHILOSOPHY ARE CONtinually confirmed for me as I stand at the front door of school each mornING GREETING STUDENTS AND PARENTS 4HEY ARE EVIDENT WHEN ) SEE FOURTH AND
fifth graders inching to walk ahead of their parents, demonstrating the need
to test a newly found independence. But the best part is that parents —
while they don't want to let go—understand that the promotion of their
students’ curiosity and need for independence is part of the Montessori
plan.

For Students, a Seamless Passage
4HE SECOND THREE YEAR CYCLE AT OUR SCHOOL GRADES ONE THROUGH THREE IS A
time of a new academic growth. Reading; numeration; the world beyond
home, neighborhood, and school; how things work; and life’s patterns are
all part of these years. Students learn
Dr. Montessori knew when from one another and at their own pace
BY GETTING TO EXPERIENCE BEING THE YOUNGthe student was ready
est, the middle, and then the oldest in
THE CLASS 4HROUGH THIS PERIOD THEY LEARN
to move on and at the
from the older role models in their class,
same time knew to keep
and eventually, when they become those
transitions to a minimum.
role models, they consolidate their learning through teaching what they know to
younger classmates. By the time students are at the end of this three-year
CYCLE THEY ARE READY TO TRANSITION TO THE NEXT CYCLE OF DEVELOPMENT
4RANSITIONS WITHIN -ONTESSORI SCHOOLS ARE RATHER SEAMLESS $R -ONTESsori knew when the student was ready to move on and at the same time
knew to keep transitions to a minimum. Changing teachers and classroom

MOVING THROUGH THE SCHOOL YEARS

MONTESSORI TRANSTIONS

127

environment every ten months, as students do in a more traditional setting,
CAN BE DAUNTING FOR A CHILD )MAGINE AS AN ADULT HAVING TO CHANGE YOUR
work environment and boss every ten months.) Here, the underlying
Montessori tenets remain constant throughout each stage of development
AND ALTHOUGH ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS WILL CHANGE DURING EACH THREE YEAR
CYCLE STUDENTS KNOW WHAT TO EXPECT IN THEIR ENVIRONMENT

Becoming Self-Directed Citizens
From the very beginning, students learn to build an identity for themselves
while developing close, respectful, and meaningful relationships with other
STUDENTS AND ADULTS 4EACHERS MODEL THIS BEHAVIOR AND GUIDE STUDENTS TO BE
THOUGHTFUL OF THE NEEDS OF OTHERS 4HIS
comes naturally to a third grader who Because they are part of a
LENDS A HAND TO A NEW lRST GRADER 4HE
same is true for the first grader learning three-year cycle in a mixedfrom the third grader, or the three-year- age setting, students get to
old learning from the kindergarten
student, or the fourth grader learning know and help each other
FROM THE SIXTH GRADER "ECAUSE THEY ARE over several years.
PART OF A THREE YEAR CYCLE IN A MIXED AGE
setting, students get to know and help
each other over several years and learn to work through difficult times with
THEIR FRIENDS OR PEERS 4HIS SETS THE STAGE FOR A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF THE
larger world and a desire to help others as they grow past adolescence.
4HE OUTCOME OF A -ONTESSORI EDUCATION ) LOVE MOST HOWEVER IS THAT
STUDENTS ARE ALWAYS EAGER TO TAKE ON NEW CHALLENGES 4HE NOTION THAT THE
Montessori setting is ideal for creating self-starting, self-motivated students
is supported by Daniel Pink, author of Drive: The Surprising Truth About
What Motivates Us. After all, what better environment for learning than
one that promotes independence, mastery, purpose, responsibility and respect. Students develop competence through self-will, self-direction, and
SELF DISCIPLINE NOT AN OVER CONlDENCE BUT AN EXCITEMENT TO APPLY WHAT IS
ALREADY LEARNED TO WHAT ISNT YET LEARNED 4HIS COMPETENCE BECOMES SIGNIlcant when Montessori students are ready to graduate from the eighth grade
and go on to a more traditional school.
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Leaving Montessori
Having worked in middle school education most of my career and being responsible for secondary school placements for 20 of those years, I
have observed many students make the
The most important transition transition from eighth grade to high
school. I have come to view Montesin the life of a human being sori students as adept, successful indiis the transition to adulthood. viduals who gracefully make the tranSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 4HEY CAN THINK
for themselves, know how and when to
speak up, and have a confidence that empowers them to see themselves as
part of the solution and not part of the problem. All of these character traits
help students become more accepting of their environment and understand
problem solving.
4HE TRANSITIONS STUDENTS MAKE INTO WITHIN AND BEYOND A -ONTESSORI
education are about solidifying student work so they can carry on independently. Students who graduate from Montessori schools successfully go on
to a wide variety of secondary schools. Year after year Montessori students
prove that they are ready for new challenges.
Ultimately, the most important transition in the life of a human being
IS THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 4HAT IS WHERE WE SPEND THE MAJORITY OF OUR
years, and it is why development and education in our first 15 years are so
CRUCIAL 4HE INDEPENDENCE THAT IS FOSTERED IN THOSE EARLY YEARS PLAYS A SIGnificant role in how adults care for themselves and others. I have come to
appreciate those individuals—student, adolescent, and adult—who know
how to give back to society, especially in the adult years.
Additional Readings
“Casa Dei Bambini and Beyond: Montessori Schools Hit the Century Mark in Stride,” by
Dane Peters, Independent School Magazine, Spring 2008.
Montessori Today: A Comprehensive Approach to Education from Birth to Adulthood, Paula
0OLK ,ILLARD 3CHOCKEN "OOKS .EW 9ORK 

Dane Peters is Head of School at the Brooklyn Heights Montessori School in Brooklyn,
New York, danesedblog.blogspot.com.
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