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Preface 

I have been unusually fortunate to be a member of two remarkable intellectual 

communities, each one emerging from the work of an inspiring scholar. 

As a Montessori teacher I belong to an international community of educators motivated 

by an intense respect for, and profound understanding of, the contribution children make 

to our shared humanity. This community works with a rich and expansive approach to 

pedagogy, an approach first described by Dr Maria Montessori. 

As a teacher linguist, specialising in systemic functional linguistics, I belong to an 

international community of linguists who share a commitment to theoretical and social 

integrity. This community is inspired by a rich and expansive approach to the study of 

meaning, a social semiotics, first described by Professor Michael Halliday. 

Writing this thesis has provided me with an opportunity to bring together the rewards 

membership of these two communities has bestowed. I sincerely hope the final result 

does justice to such a distinguished provenance. 
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Style note 

This thesis includes quotations in which the pronouns ‘he’ or ‘it’ are used as a generic 

reference to ‘the child’. Such usage represents either the English convention of an earlier 

era or the direct translation of grammatical gender as used in a language other than 

English. 
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Abstract 

The distinctive objects designed by Dr Maria Montessori as the centrepiece of her 

approach to pedagogy are the topic of this study. The Montessori approach to pedagogy, 

celebrating its centenary in 2007, continues to be used in classrooms throughout the 

world. Despite such widespread and enduring use, there has been little analysis of the 

Montessori objects to evaluate or understand their pedagogic impact. 

This study begins by outlining the provenance of the Montessori objects, reaching the 

conclusion that the tendency to interpret them from the perspective of the progressive 

education movement of the early twentieth century fails to provide insights into the 

developmental potential embodied in the objects. In order to appreciate that potential 

more fully, the study explores the design of the objects, specifically, the way in which the 

semiotic qualities embodied in their design orient children to the meanings of educational 

knowledge. 

A meta-analytic framework comprising three components is used to analyse the semiotic 

potential of the Montessori objects as educational artefacts. First, Vygotsky’s model of 

development is used to analyse the objects as external mediational means and to 

recognise the objects as complexes of signs materialising educational knowledge. In 

order to understand how the objects capture, in the form of concrete analogues, the 

linguistic meanings which construe educational knowledge, systemic functional 

linguistics, the second component of the framework, is used to achieve a rich and detailed 

social semiotic analysis of these relations, in particular, material and linguistic 

representations of abstract educational meanings. Finally, the pedagogic device, a central 

feature of Bernstein’s sociology of pedagogy, is used to analyse how the Montessori 

objects re-contextualise educational knowledge as developmental pedagogy. Particular 

attention is paid to the Montessori literacy pedagogy, in which the study of grammar 

plays a central role. 

The study reveals a central design principle which distinguishes the Montessori objects. 

This principle is the redundant representation of educational knowledge across multiple 
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semiotic modes. Each representation holds constant the underlying meaning relations 

which construe quanta of educational knowledge, giving children the freedom to engage 

with this knowledge playfully, independently and successfully. 

The conclusion drawn from this study is that the design of the Montessori objects 

represents valuable educational potential which deserves continued investigation, as well 

as wider recognition and application. To initiate this process, the findings in this study 

may provide insights which can be used to develop tools for evaluating and enhancing the 

implementation of Montessori pedagogy in Montessori schools. The findings may also be 

used to adapt Montessori design principles for the benefit of educators working in non-

Montessori contexts, in particular, those educators concerned with developing pedagogies 

which promote equitable access to educational knowledge. 


