
 

 

Pacing of Instruction 

 

This is the third (and hopefully shortest!) of the articles I have written in the last 

three months about the pacing of instruction and activities in the Montessori classroom. 

In the first article I noted how the Montessori curriculum contrasts with current school 

district and state curriculums in that it does not provide precise ages for the provision of 

lessons or the mastery of skills. The second article discussed how the sequence of lessons 

provides the framework for the pacing of instruction while the need for repetition of 

activities guides the actual work children do on a day to day basis. Today I’ll examine 

the impact that a core Montessori principle, freedom of choice, has on the scheduling of 

work in the classroom.  

Freedom of choice is an idea many think of when they imagine a Montessori 

classroom: Children choosing materials from the shelves, moving around the classroom, 

picking a table to sit at, deciding who to talk to. People may think the results are lovely 

and harmonious, or chaotic and disastrous, but they will agree that the element of choice 

is a key element. How, then, does freedom of choice affect the sequence of work in the 

classroom? Obviously, choice makes it hard to predict what will be happening at any 

given time. A particular child may choose from any piece of work that he has been shown 

how to use (there are a string of caveats to this statement, which I will discuss below). 

Thus she might be working on long multiplication, or fraction addition, or poetry writing; 

he may follow an experiment card or devise and write his own experiment; perhaps she is 

writing a descriptive passage, or an essay, or an indicative sentence in the passive voice. 

There are, there must be, many possibilities.  

So can we say that Lucy or James will be working on long addition on the 

morning of Monday March 23
rd

 at the tenth hour? No. More significantly though, can we 

say that Lucy or James will have mastered long addition by the end of first grade? That is, 

with children choosing to follow their desires, and no precise benchmarks, how will we 

ever know if a child has mastered a core, required skill by the necessary time? There are 

three strands to my answer to this question. First, we must be clear what we mean by 

freedom of choice. We do not mean a child can do anything. In Montessori’s view, the 

child is free to engage in constructive work. That is, work that is developmentally 

appropriate for the child. This brings us back to the sequential nature of Montessori 

instruction and activities. Constructive work means activities at the child’s level in any 

particular strand of the curriculum. A first year student choosing to use the short bead 

chains would be constructive. A fifth year student using them would be avoidant. 

Similarly, a first year student could use the hierarchical trinomial cube only for play, not 

for actual work, and hence does not have the right to choose it. Thus, by freedom of 

choice, we mean that the child is selecting from the array of tasks available at his level: 

Choice is within the sequence of work, not between its stages. 

Second, the child’s freedom of choice is moderated by the needs of the classroom 

community and the future requirements of the child himself. If a child is choosing 

activities that disrupt the work of others, then they will be stopped. Moreover, if a child is 

not meeting their own future needs, that is, mastering skills and knowledge essential for 

their future success, they will be guided towards this mastery. The form of this guidance 



varies. If a child is struggling with a skill or activity, then we look for causes. Do they 

simply need a relesson? Are their gaps in their underlying skills that need to be redressed? 

Do they need the lesson presented in a different form? However, if a child is not 

achieving mastery simply because they are not repeating a task sufficiently, then we 

encourage repetition. Last month I mentioned some of the forms this guidance can take; 

here I’ll just mention that it can range the gamut of encouragement, to enticement 

through elaborating activities, to simple mandating: You will do twenty fraction problems 

by lunch time. 

The third aspect of my answer is this: Choice is itself a key skill that children 

need to practice and master. All too frequently we hear of students going to college and 

wasting their chance to learn. Why? Because they have not learned the relationship 

between the choices they make and the consequences that result, they have not learned 

responsibility. Having freedom of choice in the classroom enables children to experience 

continually the results of their choices, whether it is from talking too loudly, being unkind, 

or missing a deadline. Making choices allows them to see their positive impact on the 

world around them, from organizing an event, or cleaning up waste, to teaching a friend. 

Certainly without practicing choice, experiencing meaningful choice, children can not 

have the foundation necessary to be effectual adults in our world. Therefore, even if 

choice complicates our well planned curriculums, it is an essential element in the 

development of our children.  


