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In the Dark – the Sense of Touch
Edward Fidellow

As adults, when we are “In the Dark” it means we are clueless; to children being in the dark is often scary but to a Montessori child being in the dark – not being able to see - is the beginning of a new adventure. One of the first “adventures” your child experiences is the “mystery bag.” The mystery bag is a soft cloth bag containing a number of common objects that are presented to your child. The bag may contain a small ball, a cork, a heart, a block or other various objects. The objects are presented by name to the child one at a time. The child touches them, experiences their contours and their physical qualities repeating the names as they touch each object. The objects are put back into the bag. The child is then invited to put their hand in the bag and to identify each object by touch. When they identify the object they pull it out of the bag – in the light – and they verify their discovery. This heightened training of touch is used over and over again in their Montessori (and life) experience.

Another exercise where touch enhances the learning process is the “Geometric Solids” which consists of a number of solid geometric shapes – cube, sphere, cylinder etc. These are placed in a basket and covered with a cloth. The child reaches under the cloth and attempts to identify the shape then brings it out to verify. 

Their experience includes touch boards where they experience various degrees of roughness. The sand paper letters are another experience that touch enhances. They are learning to use all of their senses to give them a fuller experience of life and learning. So much of our education is focused on sight – looking at whiteboards, reading, writing etc that the sense of touch is often neglected as an aid to learning.
There are a number of lessons that the child does that end up in the dark with the use of a blindfold. One of them is the “Baric Tablets” (baric pertains to weight) which consists of three different densities of woods. The child sorts them out according to weight. (It does help that they are different colors.) Once the child has mastered the basic concept, he or she takes it to the next level of challenge by putting on a blind fold to accomplish the sorting task. 

The “Thermic Tablets” (thermic pertaining to temperature) consists of small oblong tablets of various materials – glass, metal, wood, stone, cork and felt which are matched according to the “coolness” or “heat” of the material. The first pass is aided by the visual appearance of the materials. The second pass – in the dark, blindfolded – is purely a sensorial experience and an exciting adventure for the child.

The “Fabric Box” consists of a dozen plus swatches of material with different textures. The first pass is aided by the materials with similar textures having the same color. When the child enters the dark it becomes a multi-faceted – fingered – challenge. To acomplish this in the dark is a significant achievement of touch.      

Montessori develops all of the senses to aid learning.
