
“We often forget that the imagination is a force for the discovery of truth.”  Maria Montessori
[1].

The emphasis on ”play-based” curricula for early childhood education, contrasting with the
reality-based experiences in Montessori environments, has led to misconceptions [2] 
summarised by this contemporary psychologist, “Although Montessori made important
contributions to early childhood education and many of her ideas continue to be influential
today, one of the major criticisms of her approach is the total focus on intellectual exercises
and exclusion of imaginary play.” [3] She continues, quoting an article about Montessori from
the New York Times Magazine written in 1965, “Children in ‘pure’ Montessori schools are
virtually restricted to materials she devised, which are intended to suppress fantasy and
imaginative play.  Children should not make believe, Montessori proclaimed; to encourage them
along such lines is to encourage defects of character.” [4]

Montessori was not opposed to children’s play or pretend, but she did rally against the
pervasive attitudes that relegated children solely to the realm of pretend and took advantage
of their credulity.  Throughout her lifetime she wrote beautifully and extensively about the
imagination, and what she wrote aligns perfectly with contemporary research, showing once
again, Dr. Maria Montessori was a woman ahead of her time.

To some degree, Montessori professionals perpetuate these misunderstandings themselves;
discussion of imagination is largely confined to the elementary age, and many 3-6 teachers are
themselves conflicted and confused about imagination, fantasy, and pretending in the
classroom. It is important for Montessori educators to understand how imagination develops in
the early years of childhood, and  that spontaneous “pretending” is a healthy indicator of the
development of imagination. This knowledge enables teachers to observe accurately and
constructively, and know when to redirect and when to step back in order to fully support the
development of imagination during the years from birth to six.

Imagination is based on children’s foundational knowledge about the world. In very general
terms, the infant’s developing mind has “systems” to organize and process the characteristics
and properties of objects and situations in order to construct an understanding of the real
world. The human mind has a natural drive to seek out patterns and put new information into
context with previous experiences. This is similar to what Montessori referred to as “The
Mathematical Mind” - ordering and classifying information. 
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“The true basis of the imagination is reality, and its perception is related to exactness of
observation.  It is necessary to prepare children to perceive the things in their environment
exactly, in order to secure for them the material required by the imagination.  Intelligence,
reasoning, and distinguishing one thing from another prepares a cement for imaginative
constructions.” [5] (Montessori 1918)

Neuroscience shows that while many neurons fire during a novel experience, with repetition,
only a smaller subset of neurons process the stimulus.  In order to provoke the imagination, we
need new experiences that force the brain’s perceptual systems out of standard patterns or
categorisations [6].   Exploration stimulates the imagination, and since children’s minds develop
through experimental exploration of their environment, exploring new possibilities is an
essential element to how young children learn through imaginative play.

When children pretend, they draw on the causal framework of understanding they built up
during infancy.  Imagination relies on a solid foundation of real-life experiences, accompanied
by ample opportunity for exploration and experimentation- this includes exploration and
experimentation through pretending or imagining alternative outcomes. 

In 1949 Montessori wrote, “The child’s mind between three and six can not only see by
intelligence the relations between things, but has the higher power still of mentally imagining
those things that are not directly visible.” [7] 

It is neither necessary nor helpful to “teach” the child to pretend or imagine. Children construct
their imagination through their own efforts and experience, as a uniquely human aspect of their
mind.  Joyful learning comes when children make discoveries and connections themselves. 
This principle underscores the Montessori approach to presenting lessons and materials, and it
is also why we should not dictate how/when children are to use their imaginations. Instead,
Montessori advises that we “prepare an environment which will allow the child to exercise his
efforts and aid the development of his imaginative intelligence.” [8]

If teachers don’t understand how imagination and pretend can manifest as purposeful activity,
they are thwarting an opportunity for discovery and development just as if they slapped the
child’s hand reaching out to touch a beautiful object. “Don’t pretend!” is the mental equivalent
of, “don’t touch!” The child will do what nature tells them they must; whether it is touching or
pretending - it is only the adult’s response that makes the difference between construction
and destruction. It takes a nuanced understanding of the developmental purposes of the
Montessori materials to make this distinction.



“The power to imagine always exists, whether or not it has a solid basis on which to rest, and
materials with which to build. But when it does not elaborate from reality and truth, instead of
raising a divine structure, it compresses the intelligence and prevents the light from
penetrating.”  [9] (Montessori 1918)
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