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The Fourth R in Montessori Education – Respect

Edward Fidellow

Actually, in Montessori education respect is the first R. From respect comes all of the virtues and successes that have become commonplace for Montessori children. Respect for the learner is foundational. Respect for the environment (that is why we make it beautiful). Respect for each other. And respect for learning. 
Respect starts with looking at your child as an individual – not as part of a class or a group. It starts with not comparing the child with siblings or classmates. And most of all not to compare him or her with the mythical idealization of the “perfect” child. (The perfect child took off with the unicorn.)

Respect then continues with being patient with the process that your child is going through. Your child is taking in all of the random bits of knowledge, information, influences, impulses, impressions and stimuli and trying to sort them out. Patience is part of respect! We maintain respect for the daunting task the child has undertaken – to form the adult. It is a big job and takes a long time. Progress is sometimes imperceptible but it is steady and sure.

The second foundation of respect for the child in Montessori is the maintenance of the learning environment with its aesthetics and order. Adults often feel that “they are just children” and won’t appreciate the aesthetics that are significant to a Montessori classroom. How will a child learn the appreciation of quality and beauty if they are not exposed to it? How will they learn to respect the environment unless they have something of value and beauty to respect? 
The aesthetics of the environment include the order – everything having its own place. Putting things back. Order is an aesthetic value. A Montessori child learns respect by having an environment worthy of respect. Handling the materials delicately so as not to damage them. That is why we use glass and crystal in the classroom – if you are not respectful of the material it breaks.
The third respect in Montessori is how children learn to respect each other. Putting things back in their place is part of this – so other people can find them. Using an inside voice and walking inside so as not to disturb their classmates. Taking turns with each other and the materials.

The fourth respect in Montessori is respecting the learning itself. That is why we dignify what we do with the title of work. To a child work is not a bad word. It is what big people do. It is serious activity. Work is never a punishment. (For a Montessori child not being able to work is a punishment.) We respect work. Learning is hard (but enjoyable) work. Work is how we find ourselves and how we find an outlet for our gifts and talents. We respect work and learning because work leads to success of all kinds.    

