Gender Play and Good Governance
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Recoiling from physical proximity with another person and their belongings because they are perceived as contaminating is a powerful statement of social distance and claimed superiority. . . . Kids often act out pollution beliefs in a spirit of playful teasing, but the whimsical frame of "play" slides in and out of the serious, and some games of cooties clearly cause emotional pain. . . . Beliefs in female pollution, usually related to menstruation and reproductive sexuality, can be found in many cultures but not, at least from the reports I've been able to find, among prepubertal children. Cooties, which is primarily played by first-, second-, and third-graders (or kids ages 6 to 9), is therefore unusual. These pollution rituals suggest that in contemporary U.S. culture even young girls are treated as symbolically contaminating in a way that boys, as a group, are not. This may be because in our culture even at a young age, girls are sexualized more than boys. . . . (Thome, 1993, p. 75) Anytime she had the chance, Maria Montessori took the opportunity to warn teachers (and parents) against behaving like elephants in a flower bed around young children. In The Child in the Family can be found some of her most searing indictments of what she identified as a repressive attitude of adults toward children. 

Almost all so-called educational activity is pervaded by the notion of direct-and therefore violent-adaptation by the child to the adult world. . . . This adult attitude is so deeply rooted in the family that it is applied even to the child who is greatly loved. (Montessori, 1970, p. 12) 

With our vastly greater physical, economic, and intellectual strength, our habituated assumptions, and the urgency of our grown- up agendas, it is often far too easy for adults to trample roughshod over the budding young personalities of children and so to squash their new independence. And while children may have more rights and freedoms now than they did when Montessori was alive, in many ways it hasn't gotten any easier for modern children to exercise control over their own personal development. 

But Montessori didn't intend for teachers to become libertarians in their classrooms either. She did not believe that, left to their own devices and without the thoughtful support and assistance of adults, children would blossom into autonomous, self-reliant, and creative individuals. 

. . . the job of the teacher is rather more important than [demonstrating the use of materials in a meaningful way.] To her falls the task of guiding the development of the child's spirit. . . . The respect for the child's activity, which we call nonintervention, is justifiable only when . . . he has acquired the ability to direct all his attention on something and dedicate himself to it. . . . The respect is not justified when the child's good energies are dispersed in disorder. (Montessori, 1970, pp. 139- 140) 

Like good government, thoughtful care of children requires those in power, whether teachers or parents, to recognize when it is appropriate for them to step back from day-to-day decision-making while still working behind the scenes to ensure an organizational structure that supports the independence and equitable development of those they serve. "Manipulate the environment, not the child" is a favorite mantra of many Montessorians. Abandoning the powerless to the law of the jungle (in the belief that, if given freedom to choose, they will inevitably find their own way) is an equally ruinous strategy in the microcosm of the classroom as in the wider political arena. Yet, so is dictatorship in the name of the downtrodden. 

Friends 

The research of Barrie Thome and others into the school lives of elementary-age children suggests that when classrooms are formed on the basis of narrow age groupings, children tend to further separate themselves into even more homogeneous groupings, first by gender and then, if at all further, by race or ethnicity (Thorne, 1993, p. 33). The homogeneity of traditional classroom groups is very different from the natural diversity by age and gender of extended family and neighborhood playgroups. The Montessori classroom is organized in a way that naturally promotes cooperation rather than competition, and the appreciation of diversity and difference rather than a heightened interest in homogeneity (Powell, 2001). But it does not automatically ensure these outcomes. 

In a Montessori classroom, children generally live in the same room with some of their peers for a year, others for 2 years, and those closest in age for 3 or perhaps even 4 years. The youngest are mentored by their older peers rather than by their teachers (a far more efficient means of initiation!), and eventually grow into the mentoring role themselves as they earn the respect of those younger than them due to their greater experience and competence, and as the older children move on to a new 3-year cycle where they once again find themselves in need of mentoring. In the absence of conspicuous and relentless grading, Montessori children are freer to offer and receive the assistance of their fellows, safe from the need to guard their place in a hierarchy of external approval. Formal testing is less necessary in a Montessori setting because teachers keep children longer and so get to know them intimately as individuals. The wider spread of age and development in the multiage classroom means that there are generally only small groups of children in need of particular lessons at any given time, which allows teachers to devote less of their attention to discipline and more to noticing who is engaging with the content and who needs support. And having been with their closest peers for up to three years, Montessori children are more likely to feel safe enough to take risks, make mistakes, and share parts of themselves that would, in a more traditional setting, probably go unnoticed or be left at home. Casual crossgender conversations and cooperation in learning, as well as cross-gender friendships, are commonplace in the many Montessori classrooms I have observed. 

Montessori children also bring with them an unpredictable swirl of influences from outside their classrooms, which they continually rehearse on one another. Media, literature, neighbors, older siblings and other relatives, and child or adult acquaintances sometimes reinforce and sometimes contradict the influences of the Montessori classroom as they are soaked up by the undiscriminating and thirsty sponge that is the 6-to-9-year-old's social mind. 

Several years ago, boys from one of my lower elementary classes waited on the benches for the season's first swimming lesson at the Lowell Boys and Girls Club. Their beloved swimming teacher approached with her well-intended icebreaker. "So, what did you boys do with all the girls? Did you eat 'em?" Immediately, an awareness of gender opposition-a littleexercised and normally dormant assumption in the mind of Montessorischooled child-sprang into life. "Yeah! We ate 'em all!" came the almost unanimous response, accompanied by laughter and cheers. When their unsuspecting female friends emerged from their changing room, the boys met them with jeers and competitive growls. Gender difference is never more physically obvious than at a swimming lesson, but turning this difference into an opposition is a thought process that is not an automatic result of that difference. 

Working together 

What do children take away from interactions like these? Is it just harmless fun? Does rehearsing a prejudice reinforce it, or allow children to reflect on it and choose whether they want to keep it? And is it right for teachers to respond to situations like these by imposing their own values on children, on top of other values to which they have already been exposed? Our interventions in situations like these need to vary with the context and the children involved, but in order to be aligned with Montessori principles, any response from teachers (or parents) should respect the autonomy and thinking of the children involved and their ability to recognize and resolve conflict themselves. The most immediate question for an adult should be whether there are victims of the expression of prejudice who need assistance in restoring their power, and whether all the participants are aware of the conflict they are involved in. 

In the swimming lesson situation, I chose to address the issue privately with the boys in the change room before we left the club. There were no individual victims, and it didn't seem as though any of them saw the interaction as a conflict or as anything other than "fun." When all the boys were dressed, I called them together and told them what I had observed. I described the intimidation I saw in the girls' faces and the separation that resulted. I told them that their swimming teacher had meant well, but that adults sometimes mistakenly set boys and girls against one another in ways that make it hard for them to be close friends, now and when they get older. One way of doing this is with competition-"boys against girls." Another more common way is with teasing about "liking" someone of the other gender. Preadolescent children don't really understand what they are being teased about in these cases, but they know enough to start feeling that "liking" someone romantically is grounds for public or at least familial humiliation, and that it's better to stick to one's own gender. Too often this sort of teasing shuts down communication between boys and girls until hormones take over. I helped them remember who they were, that these individual girls were their friends, and that they weren't really any different, even though they could not dress in the same room. Issues like consciousness of gender difference tend to move in waves through groups of children's minds. Perhaps they open each other's windows. A few days later, a 6-year-old boy in my class came to me at the beginning of lunchtime, complaining that another boy had teased him for being invited to sit at a table with some girls. Mixed-gender lunch tables were common in this classroom, but this did not occur to him. "He said I like girls!" came the whiny voice. "Well, do you like those girls?" I asked. He thought for a moment. "Well, yes, actually I do. And I like boys, too!" Satisfied and reaffirmed in his own decision, he returned to his table. The teaser had lost all his power. 

On another occasion, I called my seven 6-year-olds together for a large group lesson. Once again, they sat down in a semicircle with boys on one side and girls on the other, as they had been doing for a while for reasons I was not sure of. With more time than I needed for the lesson, I asked them why they thought this had been happening more lately, as it hadn't been their habit at the beginning of the year. Two girls immediately wrapped their arms around one another. "We're friends!" they pleaded. "Well, won't you still be friends if there's someone sitting between you?" I asked. "No," they giggled. "I know!" another child with a mathematical bent piped up: "Why don't we try to sit boy, girl, boy, girl, boy, girl, like that?""No!""Yes!""Well... okay!" As I watched, they got up and shifted themselves around until they found a pattern that worked for three girls and four boys. Each time they came to a lesson as a group, they rehearsed the process of mixing genders for as long as I had time to give them, though they didn't seem to remember the key to the pattern from one lesson to the next. 

Minnesota Renaissance School 

Conversations like these are indispensable additions to the lessons in our albums. The academic curriculum is our immediate agenda, but the social curriculum is theirs. Who likes whom? and Why? are the questions that drive the social life of the elementary child (and often our lessons!). As Maria Montessori understood so long ago, it is one of the developmental necessities of the 6-to9- year-old child to try to figure out the "rules" of their classroom's social order, whether the adults around them are part of this discussion or not. As teachers, it is our job to raise these questions consciously and question the less-conscious assumptions that many children have been raised to believe, not in ways that impose, but in ways that protect and respect. Offer closeness to boys as well as to girls, and physical and academic challenge to girls as well as to boys. Never let gender used as a means for separating or excluding go without comment. Sometimes the effects of such unplanned, student-driven lessons can be more important to the psyches of children than the ones we have rehearsed. Montessori knew this and would have approved. 
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