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Self-awareness of the Observer

O B S E R V A T I O N  –  A  S K I L L
A L E K S A N D R A  Z A R O S A

Observing children and pupils in our care is an
important skill that needs to be practiced by all
Montessori Educators working in all age
groups, from 0-18 years. Dr. Montessori tells us
that it is not sufficient just to be in a classroom
in a school or kindergarten and to look and see
what happens. Observation is not as simple as
that. It requires thorough preparation, ongoing
reflection and practice.

Dr. Montessori emphasized that the self-
awareness of the observer is essential for
controlling distractions and our natural urge
to assist young learners. We need to be
mindful and present so that we can observe
the natural behaviours of the child. Through
practice, patience, and mastering one’s own
will, an observer will become “serene but
strong, a person who knows how to dominate
by her observation everything that occurs.”
(Montessori, 2016, Lecture 3, p. 391).
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In the process of observation, we must remain silent and motionless –
we cannot yield a temptation to show admiration or annoyance; we
should not share any impressions with anyone. Dr. Montessori called it
“an exercise of conscious immobility, directed by our will-power” (ibid.,
p. 393). This is one of the most valuable exercises in preparing future
Montessori educators. They need to remain motionless beside the child.

The observer should maintain perfect immobility of the soul, so as not to take
part in any manifestations of feeling in the actions of the children. There must be
no manifestations of enthusiasm, pleasure, or joy on the part of the observer.
(Montessori, 2016, Lecture 11, p. 404).

Dr. Montessori compared an observer to a researcher who in a carefully
prepared environment can conduct a scientifical observation of natural
phenomena. This will not be possible if the researchers interfere with
the environment and the object of observation. Instead, they must stay
objective and control their impulses to act, speak, and help. They should
wait patiently and stay calm. Montessori even suggested that at the
beginning it could be useful to tie yourself to a chair while observing!

“Conscious Immobility”

The Error of Assistance

Why should we refrain from assistance? Isn’t it an impulse considered
good and noble in our society? Dr. Montessori explains,

The adult intends to help the child, but is, instead, a hindrance only placing
obstacles in his way. He acts from love, but from error he is only harming the
beloved. Thus we begin to have the first vision of this liberation of the soul of the
child. This liberation can only be obtained by the adult beingwilling to pay the
price,which is to refrain from substituting himselffor the child.
(Montessori, 2016, Lecture 3, p. 396).
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Throughout the work cycle in your classroom, you should conduct
scheduled observations during which you sit on a chair and are like “a
fly on the wall” practicing the skill of patient observation. This should
be a part of a daily routine and classroom management. It is also crucial
that all staff members have the same understanding of the importance
of observation. Observation is not a break from work, but it is a work in
itself – a hard one!
Apart from scheduled/planned observations, all Montessori educators
should strive to be continuously observant. The more you practice
observation, the more observant you become. This means that whatever
you do during the day you will become quicker to notice things in the
environment, you will catch important details of the child’s behaviour,
you will perceive children’s interactions with the materials with a more
and more trained eye.
You will also become more skilled at observing not only one child but
the whole group. Your field of vision as well as your consciousness will
expand. Dr. Montessori called this principle of observation physiological.
That is, when you are observing one child, you “must not let the whole
consciousness become absorbed by that one person (…) This is an
exercise of our will which must be repeated many times.” (Montessori,
2016, Lecture 3, p. 396). With time, you will find observation less
tiresome and structured and more fascinating and natural.

Observation vs. Being Observant

Imagine a young person working hard on putting on the coat, building
the Pink Tower or solving a conflict in a group. It all takes time and may
be difficult. Along the way, some mistakes can be discovered and dealt
with. In the end, the child will succeed! If we had acted, we should not
have been able to observe all this - the child would have lacked the
opportunity to accomplish that work by means of his own force. Dr.
Montessori reminds us that children have within themselves far greater
powers than we had imagined…
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