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This doctoral study examines the historical evolution and contemporary 
status of Montessori schooling in New Zealand, as an example of the 
adaptation of an alternative educational ideal to a particular national context.  
The examination of the Montessori method and its history in New Zealand and 
overseas provides an opportunity to investigate professional and public 
reactions to a specific early years curriculum model in relation to changing 
historical and societal circumstances and shifting educational thought.  
Moreover it allows for the examination of the circumstances that have supported 
the continuation of Montessori’s early years curriculum over time.   

The concept ‘alternative’, when applied to schools and educational 
systems, implies a break with established practices characterising 
bureaucratised state and national systems of schooling.  There has been 
considerable interest in how such alternatives are established and developed 
within contexts still dominated by State schooling (see Ignas & Corsini, 1979; 
Lucas, 1984).  The alternative method of education developed by Dr. Maria 
Montessori was first implemented in Rome, Italy in 1907, making it the oldest 
enduring early years curriculum model (Goffin & Wilson, 2001). Montessori’s 
approach to early years education has survived despite challenges made to its 
underlying assumptions and practices.  In New Zealand, like most other English 
speaking countries, Montessori’s ideas and method were embraced with initial 
enthusiasm, followed by a gradual decline in interest over some decades, and 
then revived again in the mid-1970s.  Petersen (1983) states that Montessori is 
the only method of education that has enjoyed two ‘vogues’. 

The history of the Montessori movement must also take into account Maria 
Montessori’s particular character and her personality. She was an extremely 
vain woman, regarding her method of education as a ‘personal triumph’ (Cohen, 
1972: 372).  Montessori felt that her curriculum was complete as it was based 
on scientific results. She was a charismatic figure, with an extraordinarily vital 
and powerful personality, and many who heard Montessori speak became her 
worshipful followers.  They were attracted to her in an almost fanatic, cultist 
way, and Montessori demanded from her followers a great deal of time, energy, 
and a total allegiance to her educational ideas.  Montessori surrounded herself 
with devoted disciples, some of whom lived with her.  They called her ‘mother’, 
and existed ‘in and for her ideas as ardently and whole heartedly as nuns about 
an adored Mother Superior’ (Fisher, 1920: 227). According to Hainstock (1997), 
the Montessori movement became characterised by this small, loyal band of 
followers who were personally devoted to Montessori and dedicated themselves 
to the spreading of her method of education.  Along with Montessori they were 
totally committed to retaining the purity and integrity of her method, despite 
changes in society and an increasing professional knowledge base 
underpinning teaching practice.  
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Maria Montessori became a global educator.  Her ideas were embedded 
in a world-wide system whose philosophy and pedagogy transcended national 
boundaries.  Despite this, the integration of Montessori education within any 
country results in a culturally specific Montessori education (Rambusch & 
Stoops, 1992).  The major aim of this thesis was to examine how Montessori 
education changes and adapts in different cultures and during different time 
frames.  The thesis concentrated on New Zealand as a culturally specific 
example of a global phenomenon.   

In New Zealand as in the United States, Britain and Australia, the 
enthusiastic initial reception accorded Montessori teaching was replaced in the 
1920s by what Cohen (1972) terms ‘adoptive failure’, where an educational 
innovation ‘is rejected by the target system due to deficiencies in resources and 
power or incongruence with existing target system norms and procedures’ (p. 
358).  During the first phase of Montessori in New Zealand the State infant 
schools adapted aspects of Montessori, which went towards supporting existing 
aims of education.  The intention was not to challenge the State education 
system (Miltich-Conway & Openshaw, 1988).  A brief history of the Montessori 
movement in England, from 1911 up until the mid-1920s, is included to illustrate 
this.  The English experience had an impact on the implementation of 
Montessori education in New Zealand. 

Initial interest in the Montessori system of education in New Zealand, 
along with the reemergence of interest after its ‘adopted failure’, illustrates the 
significance of historical timing.  Montessori arrived on the international scene in 
the early 1900s when her ideas were embraced in relation to popular interest 
and societal need.  In the early childhood sector, though, teachers and 
educators had just finished a stressful examination of their teaching practices 
and were less than willing to replace Froebel’s curriculum with another one they 
perceived to be even more rigid.  Moreover, even with shared beliefs in science 
as a basis for early education and the importance of a child-centred approach, 
Montessori’s ideas were too dissonant from others emerging at that time (Goffin 
& Wilson, 2001; Hunt, 1964; May, 1997).    

The North American revival of the Montessori movement in the late 1950s 
was a forerunner to its re-introduction into New Zealand in the mid-1970s.  
Parents wanting a different type of early childhood education for their children, 
other than kindergarten or the parent cooperative playcentre, established 
Montessori as an alternative early childhood curriculum model.  A case study of 
one Montessori early childhood centre shows how the policies and practices of 
the parent-run committee supported the delivery of an educational programme 
in accordance with Montessori’s philosophy.  The Montessori Association of 
New Zealand has built a national network of Montessori schools, including the 
case study early childhood centre and a teacher-training programme, inserting 
Montessori’s ideas into New Zealand culture to produce a culturally specific 
Montessori education. The Montessori revival in New Zealand is still in 
progress. 

 
 



The Historical Evolution and Contemporary Status of Montessori Schooling in New Zealand 69 

 
 

 

 
REFERENCES 
 
Cohen, S.  (1972). Montessori comes to America, 1911-1917.  Notre Dame 

Journal of Education, 2 (4), 359-372. 
Fisher, D. C.  (1920). A Montessori mother (6th impression). London: Constable. 

(Original work published 1913). 
Goffin, S. G., & Wilson, C. S.  (2001). Curriculum models and early 

childhoodeducation.  Appraising the relationship (2nd ed.).  Upper Saddle 
River, New Jersey: Merrill Prentice-Hall. 

Hainstock, E. G.  (1997). The essential Montessori.  An introduction to the 
woman, the writings, the method, and the movement (Revised and 
updated ed.).  New York: Plume. 

Hunt, J. McV.  (1964). Introduction: Revisiting Montessori.  In M. Montesssori, 
     The Montessori method (pp. xi-xxxix).  New York: Schocken Books. 
Ignas, G., & Corsini, R. J.  (1979). Alternative educational systems.  Itasca: F. 

E. Peacock Publishers. 
Lucas, C. J.   (1984). Foundations of education.  Schooling and the social order. 

Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. 
May, H.  (1997). The discovery of early childhood.  Auckland:  Auckland 

University Press/Bridget Williams Books with New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research. 

Miltich-Conway, B., & Openshaw, R.  (1988). The Montessori method in the 
Wanganui education board district, 1911-1924.  New Zealand Journal of 
Educational Studies, 23 (2), 189-200. 

Petersen, R. C.  (1983). The Montessorians – M. M. Simpson and L. de Lissa.  
In C. Turney (Ed.), Pioneers of Australian education.  Volume 3.  Studies 
of the development of education in Australia 1900-50 (pp. 231-271).  
Sydney: Sydney University Press. 

Rambusch, N. M., & Stoops, J.  (1992). The authentic American Montessori 
school: A guide to the self-study, evaluation, and accreditation of 
American schools committed to Montessori education.  New York: 
Commission on Elementary Schools of the Middle States Association of 
Colleges and Schools & The American Montessori Society. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

The opinions expressed are those of the paper author(s) and not the New Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work. 
Copyright is held by individual authors but offprints in the published format only may be distributed freely by individuals 
provided that the source is fully acknowledged. [ISSN-1176-6662] 



 

About the Author(s) 
 
 

New Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work, Volume 2, Issue 2, 2005 

 
 
 

MARY JANE SHUKER  
Victoria University  
 

Dr Mary Jane Shuker is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Early Childhood 
Teacher Education at Victoria University of Wellington College of Education.    
She teaches courses at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, both face-to-
face and via Learn OnLine.   Previously she was a Montessori teacher.  Her 
research interests include the nature and role of alternative forms of 
schooling, and how they become established and legitimated in a national 
context. She is also interested in theoretical constructs around literacy in the 
early years, from birth to 8 years.  
 
Mary Jane Shuker 
School of Early Childhood Teacher Education 
Victoria University of Wellington College of Education 
P.O. Box 17-310 
Karori 
Wellington 
mary-jane.shuker@vuw.ac.nz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


