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One of the core differences between a Montessori environment and a traditional 
classroom is that of multi aged environment . Montessori classrooms are 
designed to span three years. Three, four, and five year old children share one 
environment (some children turn six while at this level, so it is referred to as 3-
6). Six, seven, and eight year olds share an early elementary classroom (referred 
to as 6-9). The three year grouping continues  with 9 – 12 in upper elementary 
and 12-14 for adolescent programs. A multi aged classroom provides the 
following benefits: 

 Self esteem boosting for children in the program for more than one year.

 Confidence builder – the child knows the teacher and class expectations.

 Each child has access to many “teachers, ” not just the adults in the room 
to seek out help or guidance, but older children that know the material . 

 Easier transitions. Your child remains with the same teacher for three 
years so they have an easier time transitioning from grade to grade or 
year to year.   

 Maximizes curriculum options available to any one child. If you have an 
advanced three year old, your child is not expected to do work of other 
three year old children. Your child is able to move through the 
curriculum at their own pace. 

 Provides a family atmosphere where children develop sibling like 
relationships.  Older children watch out for and nurture the younger 
children. The younger children learn from the older children and return 
the favor in future years.  

Children in a Montessori classroom rarely become bored. In a Montessori 
environment children use different materials at different times in different ways. 
For example, a child may sensorially explore the geometric solids. The child 
handles the solids and explores them, but may not be ready to learn their names. 
After a time, the child learns the name of each solid. The material stayed the 
same, but what the child was developmentally ready for changed. This happens 
with many materials in the Montessori environment. Montessori multi aged 
classrooms offer opportunities for children to grow and learn over an extended 
period of time.  

 

“What I have shown in the immense potentiality of the child is the existence of 
an energy which previously had not been taken into consideration.”  
Maria Montessori, The Advanced Montessori Method (1916). 
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Language: Moveable Alphabet  
 
Children's House (ages 3-6): The moveable alphabet is one or more sets of letters 
enabling the children to manipulate each letter so as to form sounds and words. The 
consonants are color coded in blue, the vowels in red. The color coding assists the 
child in developing the idea that all words contain a combination of consonants and 
vowels. As soon as a child is familiar with some sounds (through sound lessons), 
they can be introduced to the moveable alphabet. Letters (the child will know them 
as sounds) are put together to make words. A child is very excited when they can put 
the sounds /m/, /a/, /t/ together to make the word mat. A child as young as three 
years old can successfully build words using the moveable alphabet.  
 

Magnificent Montessori Materials 

Elementary:  

At the elementary level moveable alphabets can be used to study phonograms : two 
sounds that when put together create one sound such as /sh/. Using a card that lists 
phonograms (/sh/ shut, push, hush…), the child has a phonogram dictated by the 
teacher or another student. The child then uses the moveable alphabet to create the 
phonogram or word. The elementary child can then be asked to expand their 
vocabulary by correctly using the phonogram in a sentence. The moveable 
alphabet in this case would not necessarily be color coded with the consonants in 
red and the vowels in blue. One entire alphabet would be one color, the second 
alphabet in a second color. It is no longer necessary for the child to have emphasis 
placed on vowels, but on the phonogram sound. So when the child worked on the 
/sh/ phonogram, the /sh/ would be in one color and the other letters would be in a 
different color. 

             
             
        A four year old working on 

building words using the  
moveable alphabet.  
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The four finger rule can be utilized by your child to help them problem solve when they are 
having a difficult time with friends. The four finger rule can be used at school, at home, at 
social gatherings… Each finger represents a rule for the child to follow and the order in which 
the rule should be applied.  

 

1.) Pointer finger:  

Rule: Tell the other child what you think;  

(e.g. Don’t chase me or I don’t like it when you say that.) 

2.) Tall finger:  

Rule: Move away from the other child. Go play somewhere else or with someone else. 

3.) Ring finger: 

Rule: Move closer to the teacher. In classroom management a very effective technique is 
proximity. Often, when a teacher moves closer to a child that is disruptive, the child will cease
the undesirable behavior. The same technique can work for your child.  

Let’s say a friend is bothering them on the playground. Your child already told them to stop 
(rule 1: pointer finger). The friend didn’t stop and is continuing. Your child moved to another 
play structure, but the friend followed (rule 2, tall finger). Your child’s next step would be to 
move closer to the teacher (rule 3, ring finger). You will need to review the steps several times 
with your child because at this point your child isn’t involving the teacher (telling them or 
getting their attention), they are simply moving closer.  

4.) Pinkie finger:  

Rule: As a last resort the child will need to tell the teacher. Montessori teachers truly believe 
in a peaceful resolution whether it involves two friends at school. At this point, your child has 
attempted three different techniques and they didn’t work. The teacher can intercede and help 
the children solve their problem.  

Once I started using the four finger rule in my classroom I was astonished at the children’s 
ability to follow the steps and how successful they were. More often than not, the first three 
steps worked and the students were not compelled to see me. With my own children, I find the 
rules very useful in helping them learn to solve their own problems.  

 

Four Finger Rule
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Q: With the upcoming holiday season, I would like to buy a gift for my child. What suggestions do you have?

A: Here are a few suggestions:   

Infant/toddler:  
 Books, books, books! I can not stress enough how important books are to a young child! 

Buy books for your child knowing they may not last for years (infants can be particularly 
hard on books, even board books), but what a wonderful sense your child gets when they 
handle a book. For infants and toddlers I recommend books that have lots of repetition and 
pattern. After a few bedtime readings of the same book, your child may even ‘read’ with 
you!  

 Another idea for this age group – movement activities or toys. Buy something that will 
keep your child physically moving during long winter months or rainy, indoor days. For 
infants and toddlers your gift may be a rocking horse or other animal that moves with the 
child. Remember to let your child play with the box, especially boxes big enough for them 
to crawl into – that may provide many more hours of entertainment.  

Children’s House (3-6 age):  
 Books are another great gift for the 3-6 year old child. During your child’s early years, 

foster a love of reading. Stay with repetitive and patterned books that have a clear rhythm. 
Choose stories that relate to their life (holidays you celebrate as a family, for example). 
Avoid scary stories for this age group as children have a difficult time keeping fantasy and 
reality apart. 

 Montessori materials . Dozens of Montessori companies sell materials designed for home 
use. Wouldn’t your child love to do banana slicing work at home? Some Montessori  
materials can be reproduced by shopping around. Look for objects (tools) that are child 
sized and made of good quality. Children can be extra hard on tools and they will want to 
use them often! How about a tool set to help Mom or Dad with chores around the house? 

Elementary  (6-12 age): 
 If you are the parent of a first grade child, now is the time to buy your child an analog 

watch. This is when children develop a sense of time and understand the meaning of time. 
Learning to tell time can be facilitated by their very own watch! 

 Start a hobby. The elementary aged child is old enough and mature enough to start a 
hobby. Think about a gift that would expose your child to a new hobby. Is your child 
particularly creative? How about stamps and ink pads? Do they love the outdoors? How 
about a gift certificate for a climbing club? Do they love to move? How about dance 
lessons? The idea is to introduce your child to different things at this age so they can 
discover what they really love. If after a few weeks they lose interest, don’t lose heart. Try 
a different hobby. 

Several gift ideas are provided, but another element children love is the tradition you create 
around gift giving. Could you creatively wrap the gift? What about a pair of earrings in a box, 
nested inside many other boxes? Do you guess what the gift is prior to opening? It is easy to give 
to our children, especially when they are appropriately appreciative. Consider this year giving of 
your family. Could your family spend time together wrapping gifts for children in need? What 
about volunteering at a soup kitchen? One of the best ways to teach a child gratitude is to show 
them how other people live, thereby creating awareness on their part. 
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