
Benchmarks 

 

Last month I wrote that learning is a process of growth: It is internally driven and 

can be nourished by external factors, but not constructed by them. Important implications 

result for education: 

 Children learn at different paces. 

 Learning can be nurtured but not forced. 

 The environment in which the child works nurtures learning, as does the 

direct instruction we provide.  

 We must differentiate our teaching to the learning style and pace of each 

child.   

As a result, Montessorians have been unwilling to specify particular ages for the 

acquisition of benchmark skills and knowledge, unlike state or district curriculums and 

pacing guides. For example, my elementary mathematics album specifies that long 

multiplication activities like the checkerboard, the flat bead frame and the elementary 

bank game should be taught to the second plane child, but no particular age is given, 

either for introduction of the material or for mastery.  

This lack of precise age based benchmarking can be a cause of anxiety: Many of 

us wish to know how our child is doing compared to their peers; we are particularly 

concerned about whether our child is learning the skills required to succeed, be it in 

Middle School or in later life.  How, without age linked standards, can we answer the 

question of what our children should be learning? How can we know if our children 

possess the necessary skills? 

The questions of pacing, what should be learnt and when, are answered in the 

Montessori classroom, but in ways that safeguard two key principles essential to true 

learning: (a) the natural learning pace of each child; and (b) the development of the 

child’s ability to choose and be responsible. Below, I will discuss two of the main 

elements in Montessori pedagogy that determine when lessons are presented and what 

work a child will be doing: sequence and repetition. Next month I will examine the two 

remaining elements, freedom of choice and the stages of development.  

Sequence: Most mathematical and language skills develop upon a base of 

prerequisite skills. Multiplication, that is “repeated addition,” requires mastery of the 

concept of addition. The correct use of commas rests on a full understanding of clauses 

and phrases within sentences. Lessons, especially in the fields of math and language, are 

therefore arranged in series. The next lesson given to a child is based on the child’s 

mastery of the previous activity.  

I don’t want to give the impression that the whole Montessori curriculum is one 

vast intricate linear sequence. Some subject areas are prerequisite to another (operations 

with whole numbers precede operations with fractions), but some areas run parallel 

(children study parts of speech at the same time as sentence syntax and word study). In 

some areas a very precise sequence is followed. The lessons on the parts of speech begin 

with nouns, and proceed to articles, adjectives, verbs, prepositions, adverbs and so on. 

Others sequences give lessons that may be given in parallel, showing different 

perspectives of the same process. The long multiplication algorithm, for example, might 

be arrived at through the checkerboard, the large bead frame, or the flat bead frame. 

Giving all of these activities may enrich a child’s comprehension of multiplication, but a 



particular child may learn best through just one particular piece of material; in that case 

we would focus on that material and its related series of lessons. Certainly, any one 

material is sufficient to teach long multiplication. 

   

Repetition at the point of proximal learning: It must always be remembered 

that lessons themselves are not normally the true point of learning. It is rather the work 

that the child then does, enabled by the lesson (perhaps inspired by it). Children might 

master the procedures of an activity from watching it being presented once, but the 

understanding developed by the activity only emerges from doing it repeatedly. Thus the 

next aspect of pacing is ensuring the repetition of presented work. How do we do this? 

Some ways are relatively simple. First of all, the classroom environment must provide the 

children with the tools necessary to repeat the work – there is no point in showing the 

children how to write reflective essays if you have no paper to write with!  

Secondly, we present the activity in ways that entice the elementary child. Simple 

addition problems might sound tedious to a child who has to practice addition facts, but 

what if we made the problem 30 digits long? What if we taped two pieces of paper 

together and made a problem 60 digits long? The key for elementary children is 

exploration and elaboration.  

Thirdly, we must monitor the activities that are crucial for the child to repeat. If 

this is not occurring, we remind the child (“I haven’t seen you working on sentence 

analysis the last two days”), then explain the significance of the activity (“Learning the 

elements of a sentence helps us write more richly”). Finally, if the activity still isn’t being 

repeated, we mandate it (from “You may paint water colors once you have practiced your 

multiplication facts,” to “Sit down! You are going to practice writing reflective essays 

now!”    

 

Sequence and repetition are the two aspects of pacing that the guide brings to the 

table, but they are modified by two other elements, the child’s freedom of choice and the 

traits and needs of the child’s developmental stage. Next month I will discuss how the 

work done in the classroom on any given day comes about through the interplay between 

the child’s choices and needs and the guide’s plans. 

  


