
 

The final year in the elementary is the capstone of 
the Montessori elementary experience.  One of the 
hallmarks of a Montessori school is the mixed-age 
classroom.  From toddler through Erdkinder, 
children learn to work together developing what are 
now referred to in current research as the “soft 
skills” and, while it is an invaluable part of the 
experience for younger children, its importance 
reaches its zenith in the elementary.   

Montessori identified ten characteristics of the child 
of the “second plane (ages 6 to 12)” which provide a 
template for understanding them and creating the 
optimum conditions for their education.      This is 
when a child develops a “herd instinct” and “a moral 
sense” which speak to the child’s need for 
community and collaboration. Studies now show 
what Montessori discovered 100 years ago: that we 
learn best in collaboration with others.  

Among the ten characteristics of the elementary 
child is the desire to do “Great Work” which leads 
her to research topics of interest, sometimes taking 
her beyond the walls of the classroom and into the 
community which is called “Going Out.”       

It is in the upper elementary when the child 
solidifies concepts moving from the concrete 
didactic materials of the primary and early 
elementary years to abstracting those concepts. One 
of the most important characteristics is “a sense of 
responsibility,” which is the foundation of her work 
but at the elementary level, in the sixth year, 
responsibility takes on a whole new meaning.  She 
views “responsibility” within the context of the 
larger society.  She is given more freedom in her 
final year and, with more freedom, comes more 
responsibility as she looks beyond her classroom 
and gains a global awareness and a sense of 

"The secret of good teaching is to regard the child’s intelligence as a 
fertile field in which seeds may be sown, to grow under the heat of 
flaming imagination.  Our aim therefore is not merely to make the child 
understand, and still less to force him to memorize, but so to touch his 
imagination as to enthuse him to his inmost core.”    —Maria Montessori 

The Importance of the Sixth Year in a 
Montessori Elementary Classroom



responsibility. The oldest tier of students take on causes, write letters to 
officials, and strive to make the world a better place. 

This is the year of the Chicago trip, the production of the school play, 
working at Coffee Cart, staying overnight at Tall Oaks, and playing the 
World Peace Game, all to prepare them for life beyond Raintree. 

We often say that children who leave their Montessori experience before the 
last year in elementary are not “fully cooked.” Denise Harold, director at 
Johns Creek Montessori School of Georgia, shares the same analogy with 
her parents, but uses a lovely story to make her point.  She says, “It is like 
baking a cake.   The first years are about gathering all of the ingredients, 
learning to be in the classroom, how to choose your own work, building a 
foundation.” 

In the elementary it is about mixing the ingredients together, collaborating 
with others, “going out” to research topics of interest, studying other cultures 
and ways of life, making connections with the real world. 

“Once all the ingredients are mixed together, you have a delicious batter; 
some may be tempted to eat the batter just the way it is.   If you scoop the 
batter up in your hand, it slides through your fingers, but if you wait and 
complete the cycle, the sixth year, something magical happens.   You put the 
cake in the oven, the liquid batter turns into a solid. 

“In this final year, everything comes together and solidifies.  Now, when you 
cut yourself a slice of cake, the cake will stand up in your hand, just the way 
the Montessori child can now stand on her own.”   

“Children who leave before the end of the cycle, are good traditional school 
students, but children who are allowed ‘to bake’ another year become great 
Montessori students and lifelong learners.” 

The child has now internalized all of the aspects of Montessori she has been 
developing (love of learning, independence, resourcefulness, determination, 
grit) and she will have those qualities for life.

In 1949, Montessori wrote, “And how 
far, we may ask, does it take one to hold 
a degree these days? Can one be sure of 
even earning a living? ...And how do we 
explain this lack of confidence? The 
reason is that these young men have 
spent years in listening to words and 
listening does not make a man. Only 
practical work and experience lead the 
young to maturity.”

RECOMMENDED READING: 

“A day in the Life of a Montessori 
Elementary Student”  - The Raintree 
Parent Handbook at 
Raintree.Hubbli.com


Montessori Madness by Trevor 
Eissler


“Why Montessori for the Elementary 
Years?” by Sanford Jones - Booklet 
found in the Raintree library


“Learning How to Think” - http://
mariamontessori.com/mm/?
page_id=485
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