MONTESSORI Sensitive Periods

Understanding Sensitive Periods in Child Development

After years of careful observation, Dr. Maria Montessori discovered that children go through
specific phases in their early years during which learning happens effortlessly and with intense
focus. These phases, known as sensitive periods, are natural, universal, and occur at particular
times in every child’'s development. During these periods, children show an overwhelming
interest in certain activities or skills, which enables them to learn quickly and deeply. Other
educators and scientists have also studied these windows of opportunity—Friedrich Froebel, for
instance, referred to them as budding points, while other researchers have called them critical
periods. While the terminology may vary, the underlying concept is the same: there are
windows of time during which the brain is highly receptive to certain types of learning and

development.

Sensitive periods typically include areas such as spoken language, writing, reading, numbers,
order, afttention to small details, sensory exploration, movement, toileting, social behaviors, and

more (see chart below for general age ranges).

How Can I Tell if My Child is in a Sensitive Period?
When a child is in a sensitive period, you might notice that they become intensely focused on
certain activities. They may appear "obsessed" with specific aspects of their environment and
may lose interest in other activities for a time. For example:
o Infants in the sensitive period for weaning might show great interest in watching others
eat, reaching for food, or mimicking chewing movements.
e Toddlers going through the sensitive period for toileting may be fascinated by the
process of dressing and undressing, flushing the toilet, or watching others use it.
e Preschoolers in the sensitive period for numbers might demonstrate a heightened interest

in counting, measuring, and categorizing everyday objects.

These behaviors can sometimes seem repetitive, but they reflect the child’s deep desire to
master a new skill or understanding. During these periods, children are not simply playing; they

are actively constructing their understanding of the world.



What Happens If a Child Misses Out on Learning During a Sensitive Period?

One of the most well-researched sensitive periods is for language development, which typically
spans the first six years of life. During this fime, children absorb language naturally and
effortlessly, easily acquiring vocabulary, grammar, and syntax simply by being immersed in a

rich language environment.

The importance of these windows can be seen in tragic examples like that of the Victor of
Aveyron, a boy who was found living in the wild around age 12 with no language skills. Despite
extensive efforts by Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard, a physician and educator, to teach Victor
language over several years, his progress was limited due to the fact that he had missed the
critical period for language acquisition. This case demonstrates how the brain's capacity to
absorb certain types of information diminishes once the sensitive period has passed.
Understanding these developmental windows underscores the importance of exposing children
to appropriate learning opportunities during these critical phases, ensuring that they can take

full advantage of their brain's heightened capacity for acquiring new skills.

How Does a Montessori Classroom Support Sensitive Periods?

In a Montessori classroom, the concept of sensitive periods is integral to how the learning
environment is structured. Teachers, known as guides, observe each child carefully to
determine where they are in their developmental journey. By understanding the child’s current
sensitive periods, the guide can offer materials and activities that are precisely aligned with the

child’s needs.

The Montessori approach is child-centered, meaning children are not rushed or pushed into
tasks for which they are not developmentally ready. Instead, they are given the freedom to
explore and repeat activities at their own pace. For instance, a child in the sensitive period for
movement might be encouraged to explore physical activities that help develop coordination
and strength, while a child in the sensitive period for language will be immersed in an
environment rich with vocabulary and opportunities for verbal expression.

Because Montessori classrooms are designed with a range of materials that cater to different
developmental stages, children are able to engage with activities that match their sensitive

periods, building concentration, confidence, and a love of learning.



How Can | Support My Child’s Development at Home?

Understanding the concept of sensitive periods can help you better support your child’s
development at home. Recognizing when your child is in a sensitive period allows you to
observe their behavior and provide appropriate opportunities for learning and exploration. Here
are some examples:

e If your toddler is fascinated by splashing water in the sink, they are likely in a sensitive
period for sensorial exploration. You can support this interest by providing opportunities
for water play, such as a water table, or by involving them in daily chores like washing
dishes.

e If your child is fixated on counting objects or grouping items, they may be in the sensitive
period for numbers. Support this by encouraging counting games, asking them to sort

objects by size or color, or providing toys that involve numbers and patterns.

On the other hand, trying to push a child to learn something outside of a sensitive period can
often lead to frustration. For example, while a child not yet in the sensitive period for numbers
might still learn to rote count, they may struggle with the concept and it may feel like a tedious
task. It's more effective to wait until they are in the right developmental window for that skill.
Being patient and observant, rather than rushing or forcing learning, allows children to flourish

during these natural windows of opportunity.

Sensitive periods are a powerful framework for understanding child development and
supporting your child in their journey toward independence and mastery. By aligning your
approach with these developmental windows, you can help your child unlock their potential

and foster a lifelong love of learning.



FIRST PLANE SENSITIVE PERIODS

Spoken Language:
7 months in utero to 6 years

Writing:
32 to 44 years

Reading:
4'5 to 5% years

Numbers:
410 6 years

Order:
6 months to 2% years

Tiny Details:
1 to 5 years

Sensorial Acquisition:
Birth to 3 years

Sensorial Classification:
3 to 4% years

Sensorial Refinement:
410 6 years

Tactile Sense:
2'> to 32 years

Weaning:
6 to 12 months

Social Graces and Customes:
2'» to 6 years

Movement Acquisition:
Birth to 24 years

Movement Refinement:
2' to 4 years
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Toileting:
12 fo 18 months

AGE (IN YEARS):

0 1 | 2 '3 | 4 |5

SECOND PLANE SENSITIVE PERIODS

Socialization:
6 to 12 years

Imagination:
6 to 12 years

Moral Development:
6 to 12 years

AGE (IN YEARS):

6 |7 '8 (9 KR

THIRD PLANE SENSITIVE PERIODS

Social Relations:
12 to 18 years

AGE (IN YEARS):

12 13 14 15 16 17




