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Inspired by Dr. Maria Montessori’s philosophy, Punum Bhatia, PhD has dedicated her life to 
Montessori education as a parent, teacher, and teacher educator for nearly thirty years. She 
completed her Bachelor’s degree in English Literature; earned Masters’ degrees in English 
Literature and Education from the University of Calcutta; and completed a certificate diploma in 
Montessori Pedagogy. She earned her Doctor of Philosophy from the University of Colorado 
Denver in 2012 for her work on the Self-Efficacy of Montessori teachers. In her efforts to 
understand children and the environments necessary for them to grow and flourish, Punum 
focuses on Maria Montessori’s original philosophy and techniques. After teaching the 
Montessori Method to cohorts all around the world, she is proud to open her very own bilingual 
preschool. 
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8 am: C arrives at school and is greeted by a teacher. She puts 
on her smock and changes from her outdoor shoes into indoor 
slippers. She takes her lunch box and puts it in the refrigerator. 

                                                                                        
8:15 am: C meets her friends and waits for a presentation 
from the teacher who is currently working with another 
child. 

                                                                                             
8:30 am: C receives a presentation on making lemon water 
from the teacher. This involves wearing an apron, setting up 
the work on a placemat, squeezing the lemon, and putting it 
in a glass of water. C is developing a sense of order through 
the steps needed to complete the activity. She must 
concentrate and focus on the work at hand. 

 



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

8:45 am: C joins a group of children on the rug and they 
work together on several explorations with the Pink Tower 
and the Broad Stair. This can only be done once the child is 
proficient with the basic presentation, which develops the 
visual and muscular perception of dimension. Bringing the 
materials together prepares the child, indirectly, for math by 
giving experiences in comparison, grading, and seriation.  It 
also develops creativity and helps the child think outside the 
box.  

	  

9:00 am: C has completed another exploration with the 
Pink Tower and the Broad Stair. She proceeds to put the 
material away and roll up the rugs. Completing the cycle 
of activity is important as it maintains the order in the 
classroom, teaches the child responsibility, and promotes 
a sense of community. 
 

9:15 am: C is in the Math area. Along with two other 
children and the teacher, she sets up the Bank. They are 
getting ready to work with the Golden Beads. This 
material enables the child to handle numbers in the 
decimal system up to 9000. All the child needs in order to 
do this work is a thorough understanding of the numbers 1 
to 10. 

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

9:30 am: C is forming quantities with the Golden Beads. In 
doing so, she is practicing handling the golden beads and 
finding specified quantities. This is providing her with a 
concrete introduction to the decimal system. 

	  

9:45 am: C enjoys a snack with her friends. Snack is 
prepared by the children, and they are at liberty to have 
snack anytime during the morning work cycle. This 
type of meaningful social interaction is an everyday 
occurrence.  

	  

10:00 am: C prepares to work with insect cards from 
the Culture area. This material helps the child 
identify similar features and see differences, as well 
as learn the names of the insects. 

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

10:15 am: C works with another child in the 
Literacy corner. They learn the names of the 
different monuments and where they are in the 
world.  

	  

10:30 am: C works with the Binomial Cube. This is 
providing her with a tangible experience of how the 
cube can be divided and subdivided whilst laying the 
foundation for the later study of algebra. 

	  

10:45 am: C carefully lays out all the materials as she prepares to 
polish brass in the Practical Life area. This exercise not only helps 
develop eye-hand coordination, concentration, independence, and self-
esteem, but also a sense of community and responsibility. 

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

11:00 am: C is working with the Chinese teacher and is 
matching the twelve signs of the Chinese horoscope 
with coins. With the bilingual immersion program, C is 
learning not only another language but also another 
culture. 

	  

11:15 am: The morning work cycle has come to an 
end, and C is walking on the line along with her 
classmates. With this exercise, C is developing an 
awareness of her body, refining her sense of balance, 
and improving her poise. 

	  

11:30 am: C is enjoying the outdoors with her 
friends. The playground offers the children lots of 
opportunities to learn and play. 

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

11:45 am: C helps clean up the playground and is 
ready to go in for lunch. The expectations on the 
playground are the same as in the classroom. The 
children have a sense of continuity and consistency. 

	  

Noon: A special wish and it is time to enjoy 
lunch. C has set up her lunch along with her 
friends. She will also clean up once she is done 
and then take a well-deserved nap. 

	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

Discussion 

Dr. Maria Montessori (1870 – 1952) believed that children have an inner directive for 

their optimum self-construction. This was perhaps one of her major contributions to the world: 

that if protected and nurtured, the child’s Inner Guide will lead to the development of the child’s 

full potential. She believed that the “work of the child” (1917/1965) was of great importance and 

called for a revolutionary reformation of society based on attention to, protection of and 

reverence for the “work of the child” (1917/1965). 

Many years of observation convinced Montessori that the “work of the child” (1917/1965) 

and the formation of the personality occur during periods of intense concentration, which she 

called “polarization of attention” (Montessori, 1917/1965, p. 68). She observed that children 

deeply engaged and fully concentrating on a task at hand were transformed “…….to become 

calmer, more intelligent, and more expansive; it showed extraordinary spiritual qualities, 

recalling the phenomena of a higher consciousness.” (Montessori, 1917/1965, p.68). After 

completing a cycle of activity, children seemed refreshed, calm, and satisfied. This is similar to 

what Csikszentmihalyi (1997) termed “flow” and can be understood as an ability to focus on an 

interesting activity, which leads not only to quality performance, but most of all to maximum 

effort and intensity of concentration.  

Dr. Montessori envisioned a prepared environment where children could develop 

unhindered, allowing them to reach their maximum potential. In the process, the true nature of 

the child emerges, giving the world a glimpse of the potential of all of humanity. The core of the 

Montessori prepared environment, and the key for concentration and optimal experience, is the 

three hour uninterrupted work cycle. Montessori believed that “children need sufficient time to 

delve into work, to concentrate and to develop their inner guides” (Lillard, 2005, p. 108). She 



	  
	  

	  
	  

came to understand that children, when uninterrupted and left in freedom to spontaneously 

choose work, displayed a distinct work cycle that was so predictable it could even be graphed. 

This cycle, with two peaks and one valley, lasted approximately three hours.   

C was observed during the morning work cycle and outdoor play at 15 minute intervals  

during the morning work cycle. She is four-years-old and in her second year in a Montessori 

school. In this Montessori school, children have three hours of open, uninterrupted time to 

choose independent work, become deeply engaged, and repeat to their own satisfaction. 

Respecting the child’s work and the work cycle is a basic feature of the school. A work cycle of 

three hours allows the child adequate time to become involved in the work: to observe and then 

become significantly engaged in an activity.  “There is a vital urge to completeness of action, and 

if the cycle of this urge is broken, it shows in deviations from normality and lack of purpose” 

(Montessori, 1948/1967, p.57).  As much as possible the three hour uninterrupted work cycle is 

respected. This means there are no bells or morning recess.  The day is not segmented into music, 

art, and snack the way it is in a traditional school. “There is a vital urge to completeness of action, 

and if the cycle of this urge is broken, it shows in deviations from normality and lack of purpose” 

(Montessori, 1948/1967, p. 57). 

The students and the educator work in unison during the morning. The room is dedicated 

to the children, and they are free to move about in it and to apply themselves to all kinds of work. 

The freedom of movement allows the child to find ways to work respectfully among the other 

children and with other children. The freedom of choice gives the child the liberty to choose his 

own activity and so he learns what he wants to learn. During this particular work cycle, C  chose 

to be in Practical Life, Sensorial, Math, Culture, Literacy, and back again in some of those areas. 

She chose to work sometimes on her own and sometimes with a group of children. In some cases, 



	  
	  

	  
	  

she received a presentation from the teacher; in other cases she worked on her own and 

sometimes she gave lessons to a younger child. When a child truly chooses a task and sees it to 

completion without help, that child is well on their way to becoming a free, independent human 

being. 

It was clear from the observation that on her own initiative, C was able to set tasks for 

herself far in excess of any the teacher may have proposed. The sensorial explorations with the 

pink tower and brown stair are a good example of this. Initially C joined a group of children that 

were working with these materials, but she continued to challenge herself and work with them 

long after the others had left. The teachers made every attempt to guard this initiative by not 

interfering with her chosen work. As a result, self-discipline emerges. Once her work was 

completed, she very quietly put all the material away and rolled up the rugs. Since she was 

allowed to complete the activity satisfactorily, C was encouraged to take on longer and more 

complex tasks such as the Bank Game. 

C is already capable of self-regulation, staying with some materials for 45 minutes and 

with others for just a couple of minutes. The freedom to be able to go into various curriculum 

areas of the classroom and stay for as long as she wants during the three hour work cycle gives C 

the opportunity to build self discipline and independence. 

C is now in her second year in a Montessori school. Since Montessori schools have a 

three-year age grouping, learning from peers is encouraged. C can now give a younger child 

lessons. This benefits her by strengthening the qualities of leadership and competence.  This also  

benefits the younger child, by providing the help that child needs and allowing the child to trust 

and respect older friends. 



	  
	  

	  
	  

C has been introduced to a second language and chooses to work in either Chinese or 

English. According to Maria Montessori, “Early childhood is, in fact, the age in which language 

is formed, and in which the sounds of a foreign language can be perfectly learned” (1914/1965, p. 

102). Recent research has shown that children who learn second languages are higher in 

executive control of attention (Bialystok, 1999). 

Social interaction is crucial to the child’s whole development (Katz & McClellan, 1997). 

During the course of the morning, C seeks out her friends and interacts with them. Cooperation, 

not competition, is encouraged in the classroom. In a Montessori classroom there are no graded 

papers, no work strung up on bulletin boards, pasted over with stars which praise some but 

automatically condemn others. With that pressure gone, children spontaneously form groups and 

work together. 

In the calm, ordered space of the Montessori prepared environment, C works on activities 

of her own choice and at her own pace. The prepared environment and the three hour work cycle 

is Montessori’s concept to facilitate maximum independent learning and exploration by the child. 

C experiences a blend of freedom and self-discipline in a place especially designed to meet her 

developmental needs. She has learned self-regulation and is already directing her own learning, 

something that will guide her as she grows and chooses her path in this world. 
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