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Introduction

Montessori and Jewish Education... How can these two
concepts be combined? Is it possible, and what is needed to
find common ground between these two approaches?

In "Shalom Montessori," we will try to explore both approaches to education
and propose solutions that are common to both. We will do this using
specific examples, tasks, and exercises to give teachers reading this
publication clear and transparent guidelines for further work with children.
So let's look for common ground between Maria Montessori's method and
Jewish education.

During one of our conversations with Simonetta Bertoli, conducted during
training at Casa dei Bambini in Italy, one of the course participants asked the
expert what one piece of advice she would give to someone starting out on their
journey as a Montessori teacher. Simonetta smiled meaningfully and gently,
looked at the participants one by one, and then said, "A good Montessori
teacher needs to have a lot of humility." Humility to searching,
humility to observing and modifying what does not work.

Humility towards children, towards the environment, towards one's work.
Humility to admit mistakes and look for answers within oneself, not in the
behavior of children. "What can I change in myself, in my attitude, in my
environment, in my work so that the child can develop
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our potential to the fullest? We also need humility when we encounter what 1s
different, unknown, foreign, or even seemingly threatening. Especially in times
when there are many wars and power struggles going on in the world, when we are
bombarded with different media messages and live in our little information
bubbles created by social media algorithms, it is so easy to fall into the trap of
judging and expressing certain opinions. The work of a teacher requires great
openness. After all, we work with children from various backgrounds on a
daily basis, and we want not only to impart scientific knowledge to them, but
also to shape the value system of these young people with our attitude, as
they will one day grow up and carry on into the world what we teach them
here and now.

In this handbook, we will not dwell too much on the history and principles of
Maria Montessori's pedagogy — the literature that has been written on the
subject so far is sufficient to explore this topic. However, we would like to
focus on the values that this educational approach conveys to children, as here
we find a significant connection with the introduction of knowledge about
different cultures into education — including Jewish culture, which is the subject
of this publication. The most important value conveyed by Montessori pedagogy
is respect. Respect for the environment, respect for nature, for objects, for our
work, for the work of others, but above all — for each other. Miriam Synger,
who led our Jewish Education course, explaining what it actually entails,
spoke about the Jewish community's great passion for discussing various
topics. She also said that students have the space and are even encouraged to
ask teachers questions or challenge their opinions. Every suggestion, every
statement, every question is treated with great respect. Children learn to
listen to each other, but they also learn to accept constructive criticism. Their
voices really matter, as we experienced during our visit to the Gan Balagan Jewish
center in Sofia, where, during their time together on the carpet, the children
had the space to speak freely and talk about what really interests them. Isn't this
how we would like children to grow up? In an atmosphere of mutual
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respect, in an environment that truly supports their pace of development,
natural needs, and sense of self-worth and agency? Don't we want them to
remain open to the world and people, as they naturally are in their youth? Don't
we want their first instinct to be a desire to help, rather than fear and prejudice?
Because when people feel smart, empowered, and believe in themselves, only
then can they truly do more for others.

So what will Jewish education actually consist of? Our primary concern is to
broaden children's awareness. We will therefore focus on teaching them
about Jewish culture, its traditions, and values. We will show children what
Jewish holidays look like and offer exercises and tasks that will reinforce the
knowledge they have acquired through creativity and play. We will use
Montessori teaching methods as a basis and weave Jewish education into them.

During conversations with teachers at Gan Balagan, we learned that the basis of
their Jewish education is to impart knowledge about the holidays celebrated in
the Jewish community, as well as the values that are important to them. The
curriculum is structured around this. However, it should be remembered that this
institution 1s attended by children who have at least one Jewish parent, which
1s why Jewish education is an integral part of discovering their identity. Our
task will be to teach about culture, to show that while most people celebrate
Christmas with a Christmas tree and presents, some children do not have a
Christmas tree. Instead, they celebrate a holiday called Hanukkah, with
equally interesting rituals.

In "Shalom Montessori," Maria Montessori's pedagogy will serve as the
foundation, with Jewish cultural education as an added element, and this is
how we will structure this publication. We will describe the basics of the
Montessort method along with practical exercises and tasks. We will also
suggest ways in which we can convey knowledge about Jewish culture using
Montessori methods and aids. We will pass on the valuable knowledge we have
gained during our courses and practical training.
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Introduction: Who is a Jew, who is a Jewish
woman?

Who is a Jew, who is a Jewish woman?

As teachers, especially those working with young preschoolers, we
know very well that no one can ask questions like they can.
Questions to which we adults, surprisingly, do not always know
the answers, and we can be sure that one question will soon
give rise to several others. Children have a natural need to
discover the world and are extremely curious. That is why we
need to start the story of Jewish culture from the very
beginning.

Let's start with what seems to be the simplest thing, with the question: who is a
Jew, who is a Jewish woman? How would you answer this question? Because
for children, Basia is just Basia. She has dark braids, purple Elsa shoes, and likes
to draw, just like Ania, whose favorite color is blue. Basia is a Polish Jew,
Ania is Polish. They have the same
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Chapter 1. An environment that supports

It is widely known that in order to grow, a child needs an
environment full of care and support. They need to feel safe and
at the same time free in their actions, so that they can fully
discover their own potential. A supportive space provides
structure, allows freedom of choice, and promotes children's
autonomy.

This 1s what the Montessori environment is like. Warm, friendly, family-like.
Orderly and organized. It is a space for experimentation and for building positive
relationships with peers and teachers. Every element of it is carefully thought
out, all objects, tasks, and aids inspire children to follow their inner needs, and
teachers to observe and follow the needs of children. If the space is inspiring
enough, "we almost always see a child who is calm, peaceful, and self-
sufficient, as long as they are engaged in work that they consider serious."

Well... Serious, meaning what exactly? For a child, serious work is work that
follows their inner need for self-improvement, for having a goal in their
actions, but above all, it 1s work that is interesting and intriguing to them. It is
in this serious work that space is created for the development of the child's
internal motivation, which is conditioned by their individual compass of needs
— not by external expectations. There is room for a sense of fulfillment and
satisfaction with one's own actions, the first encounter with the concept of
success, which is still abstract for the child.
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So how do you organize such a space and
what are its most important elements?

Let's start by organizing the space into zones. The best way to do this is with
furniture — low cabinets or shelves where we can place the materials and tasks
we have prepared, or fences that will clearly mark the boundaries of each
zone. Then, fill each zone with activity suggestions and other items that will
beautify the entire space and give children a feeling of homely coziness. It is
important that the activity suggestions are clear; children need to know what to
expect and what they can do in each of these zones. Order is a key element of the
Montessori environment and a basic condition for working in this environment.
Organizing the space and following the rules of order allows children to move
from the role of an unconscious explorer to a conscious and active creator of their
actions, a creator who is jointly responsible for their environment.

It is important that:
* The space has a warm, friendly, and family-oriented character

e It allows for free choice of tasks and unrestricted access to each

zone
* [t promotes the child's autonomy

* It be a space for experimentation and building positive relationships
between children and teachers

* It has a properly organized space for individual work

How will we do it?

* We will decorate the space with fresh flowers in vases and pots,
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real pictures (not illustrations from fairy tales) and beautiful decorations. We
will use warm colors and cozy fabrics in the rooms. We will place real, non-
toy items in the space, such as glass jugs, ceramic cups, metal containers,
things that can break or get damaged. We will show children that we trust them
and that they deserve beautiful things.

* The furniture will be adapted to the children's needs — to their height and abilities,
so that they can freely reach for each task we have prepared for them.

* Each task will be prepared by us carefully and with attention to detail. It will
have its place on the shelf, and we will designate a space for the child where
they can work freely.

* We will observe. We will not scold or correct the child. We will show them
and give them space to experiment and make mistakes. The child does not have
to perform the task perfectly. Over time, they will begin to correct their mistakes
and improve their own movements.

* We will respect the child's pace and will not rush them in their activities, as
this may only discourage them from further attempts.

» We will offer help when the child needs it and when they ask for it.

All right. Now let's get specific. How will we divide our space? First, let's
separate the indoor area from the outdoor area, i.e., the garden. Inside the
Montessori preschool, we will find an entrance area, a bathroom area, a
practical life area, a concentration area, a meeting area, a bedroom area, and a
laboratory room. In the outdoor space, we will find a garden area, a meeting
area, a symbolic area, a water point, and an area for larger groups of children
to meet. So let's break down each of these areas into its constituent parts.
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THE ENVIRONMENT INSIDE THE MONTESSORI FACILITY

ENTRANCE AREA
* Entrance to the main part, where parents do not have access.
* The cloakroom area is equipped with:

* a locker where you can hang your jacket and store your personal belongings;
each child's space is marked with their first and last name clearly written in
lowercase italics.

 a small table with two chairs;
* small pictures on the walls for decoration.
* Themed corner (with several items)

* A dressing-up area with scarves, hats, bags, etc.; a telephone is essential
"Classic" telephone with a dial

MEETING AREA
The meeting zone is divided into a carpet zone...

* A large carpet that can accommodate (seated) all children in the group. The
carpet zone must be limited.

* Benches that limit space and serve as a place to sit
* Small armchair or chair for an adult
* Wall-mounted bags containing farm animals, wild animals/savanna animals;

* Shelves on which to place play elements on the carpet (e.g., train tracks,
structures, etc.).
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* Pictures on the walls. * Special cleaning cupboard (with a broom, dustpan, mop

* On the wall above the carpet, there is a shelf for placing items belonging to the bucket, etc.)

teacher: (books, musical instruments, etc.) : :
* Special laundry/drying corner

* Special doll washing corner and changing table

...and a reading area e Shelf for kitchen activities

* Bookcase/library; armchairs; small table with chair « Table for manipulating sponges

* A corner for cutouts . : L
* Painting area: with an easel or wall panel and painting

e A small house with furniture .
supplies

* Cabinet for equipment (dishes and tablecloths)
CONCENTRATION AREA

* Cabinet for sensory materials BATHROOM AREA

* Special cabinet for activities requiring concentration e Seats for children

* Drawing materials * Seating for adults

* Table designed for "Hands that see” * Cabinet for a change of clothes (with the child's name written in italics)

" Table designed for the "Blue Chest” * Shoe cabinet for storing shoes/slippers

* Table designed for "The Treasury" « Diaper container

e Cabinet for the educator/teacher

* Tables, chairs, and rugs for sensory work. SLEEPING AREA

e Wooden Montessori beds

PRACTICAL LIFE AREA e Wooden dividers

* Sink (for free play and cleaning activities) e Armchair for adults

* Shelves for pouring

e Manipulation table
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OUTDOOR AREA OF THE MONTESSORI FACILITY

The garden plays a very important role in the Montessori space. It is not only a
place for meetings and various physical activities, but also a space for
cooperation between children, where their social relationships are strengthened.
It is also a place to encounter the nature that surrounds us, an excuse to teach
children the values that come from contact with the natural world around us, as
well as respect for its elements. So how can this space be organized in such a
way that it is both safe for children and fulfills its most important functions?

How can we designate spaces dedicated to larger
groups of children?

* using nets or fences with gates (we can also use portable fences). We close
off and divide spaces into zones to make them safer

* using carpets on which the teacher places toys brought from inside to
outside

* In the youngest group's room, if we have a window overlooking the garden, it
would be a good idea to set up a suitable gate so that the children can see what
is happening outside. The view from the window will become a source of
observation and dialogue when young children are unable to go out into the
garden.
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We will create a meeting point for children with a specific
structure.

This could be:
e an outdoor bench and table
e a bench for adults

e a fallen tree trunk that can be used as a "horse"

A water point is also very important.

* a drinking fountain or other water source, used, among other things, for
tidying up and caring for the garden and outdoor plants

if we do not have the possibility of connecting water in our garden, a good
solution would be to use a large container with a tap and a bucket
underneath.

What activities can we organize in our
Montessori garden?

PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES

Tricycles with a track and/or a special path with a garage where they can be
parked; swings, a playground with a slide, a trampoline for jumping, a
climbing wall (supervised by an adult), wheelbarrows for gardening.

MANIPULATIVE ACTIVITIES

Activities with sand (it 1s important to be able to cover and close it),
salt dough, or clay
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SYMBOLIC ACTIVITIES

a garden house with chairs and a table where children can "pretend" to play
house, hairdresser, mechanic, etc. It is also a good idea to create a mud
kitchen with real kitchen elements where children can prepare various
concoctions, soups, or cakes.

ACTIVITIES LED BY AN ADULT

Circle time, gymnastics, singing, mimed nursery rhymes and songs, ball games

SUMMER ACTIVITIES

* Big Garden Cleanup, wearing protective aprons and with bowls full of
water, e.g., cleaning chairs, tables, glasses, snack plates, dusting plants,
tricycles, etc.

» Water play (sand, water, soap bubbles, fishing, etc.)
* Art classes (easels, a cart with everything you need)

* Vegetable garden (can also be organized in boxes if you don't have a
garden)

* Exploring the garden
* Walks

We can also set up a nature table in the oldest group's classroom: equipped with
tools such as a magnifying glass, flashlight, tweezers, brush, etc., which gives
children the opportunity to observe and catalog things they find during a walk or in
the garden itself... e.g., stones, leaves, flowers, moss, etc., which they will bring to
the designated corner of the room).
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TU BISZWAT
The garden, crops, and respect for nature.

And God said, "Let the earth bring forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit
trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, according to their kinds, on the earth." And 1t
was 0.

BOOK OF GENESIS 1:11

In Maria Montessori's philosophy of education, particular importance is attached
to respect for the environment, including respect for the nature that surrounds us.
Children learn to keep things tidy not only inside the facility, but also around
it. They learn about the world of fauna and flora, learn to care for planted
plants and those that are already part of their space. They clean, water, tidy up,
sow and harvest crops, build insect houses, and observe with curiosity every
creature that visits their garden. Whether it is a snail, an ant, a butterfly, or a
lizard, they respect its space and its right to be part of this world. The teacher
sets a positive example with their attitude and reinforces respect for the space
around us.

The holiday of Tu Bishvat in Jewish education is the perfect excuse to teach
children the same values. Values that tell us that we should respect and care
for the nature that surrounds us. After all, the earth is our most important home,
and we should care for it just as it cares for us, providing us with sun, water,
and food. Celebrating Tu Bishvat motivates us to talk to children about topics
related to ecology, nature, the life cycle of trees and plants, their structure,
and their significance. We can conduct gardening workshops with children,
plant plants with them, encourage them to care for them, and watch them
sprout together. These can be flowers, but also tree seeds, such as acorns, from
which one of the most beautiful and majestic trees we know grows — the oak.
A symbol of strength, power, and wisdom. A visual representation of how
something so small can grow into something that can survive for hundreds of
years and provide shelter for many other creatures.
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What activities can we offer children during lessons

about Tu Bishvat?

Gardening workshops: planting plants and seeds, creating a
house for insects

Nature workshops on the plant growth cycle

Trips to a nearby park to learn how to identify tree species or
measure the circumference of the thickest tree in the park

Artwork on the theme of trees and plants
or using seeds to create pictures

Practical life activities: learning how to clean plant leaves, watering plants in
the kindergarten

Focus zone: sorting seeds by type
into various containers using tweezers, planting seeds, sorting acorns into
containers numbered 0-9

Use of material picture Montessori: matching pictures of seeds to their
real counterparts, matching pictures of trees to real seeds, matching pictures of
trees to pictures of seeds that correspond to them

Use of sensory material: brown stairs: presentation of creating
a vertical tower using this material
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Chapter 2. The great importance of rituals.

About Hanukkah, Rosh Hashanah, and Shabbat.

What would our lives be without daily rituals? For us adults,
morning coffee, a sweet kiss from our children as we leave
for work, reading another chapter of our favorite book before
bedtime—these are like little moments of respite in the rush of our
daily duties.

They set the rhythm, highlight important moments spent with loved ones, and
make us feel that we have a permanent place in this world. For children,
repetition is a key element of their sense of security, stability, and
predictability, even though we live in a world that is changing at an ever-
increasing pace. This makes it all the more important for us as adults to give
our children a point of reference. Children need to feel that they can rely on
adults, that adults are predictable, so that their nervous system can develop in
peace and harmony. In the Montessori space, a fixed daily routine is very
important, as 1s a fixed place for all elements, tasks, activities, and zones. Every
day, educational activities begin at the same time, the art studio opens at the
same time, English classes are organized, fruit salad is made, the main meal is
served, and time is set aside for outdoor activities. The day is divided into work
time and relaxation time, which greatly organizes the work at the Montessori
facility — the work of the children, but also the work of the teachers.
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ROSH HASHANAH
Shana tova, or a few words about the Jewish New Year.

For Jews, it 1s simply the beginning of a new year, just as January 1 is for us.
But why is it different for Jews?

Is it because their calendar differs from ours? While the whole world uses the
Gregorian solar calendar, Jews count time based on the Hebrew calendar,
which is based on the lunar and solar cycles. Each month begins with the new
moon, or to put it simply: when we are in September, Jews have the month of
Tishri, which lasts from the new moon in our September to the new moon in

our October, with Rosh Hashanah celebrated on the 1st and 2nd days of Tishri.

Every two or three years, the year has thirteen months instead of twelve. In 2025,
the Jewish year was 5785/86. But why have so many years passed in the
Jewish calendar, while for us it is only 2025? Because Jews do not count the
passage of time in the new era from the birth of Christ. The counting of years
in the Jewish calendar begins with the day of the creation of the world,
which, according to  Jewish religious authorities, fell on October 7, 3761
BC.

How do Jews celebrate Rosh Hashanah and what are the
most important symbols associated with this holiday?

Rosh Hashanah is a holiday commemorating the creation of the world and
reminding us of God's judgment. It lasts two days and opens the period of
repentance. It is also called the Feast of Trumpets. During Rosh Hashanah, no
work is allowed. It is a time dedicated to reflecting on one's behavior over the
past year. Jews celebrate by going to synagogue for liturgy, but also by having
an evening feast, blowing the Shofar, and exchanging New Year's greetings -
Shana tova umetuka, which means: a good and sweet year.
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The most important symbols of Rosh Hashanah are:

Honey and Pomegranate

App|e so that our good deeds are as
numerous as pomegranate

so that the whole next year
seeds

will be as sweet as honey
and apples

The shofar

its sound is meant to stimulate our
soul to action

Fish head

so that we use our heads
all year long

What activities can we offer children when creating lessons
about Rosh Hashanah?

Blowing the shofar as a calming Montessori ritual

Activities in the nature observation corner: learning about the
structure of an apple, a pomegranate, the life cycle of a bee, and how honey is
made.

Activities in the concentration and sensory zone: pouring yellow-colored
rice, symbolizing pollen

into pre-prepared honeycomb-shaped containers; removing pomegranate

seeds with tweezers; threading red string onto a cardboard apple shape;

punching holes and tearing out apple or pomegranate shapes — which can be
used in further art projects.

Art and laboratory classes: creating New Year's cards or symbols related to
Rosh Hashanah; creating trumpets symbolizing the Shofar; painting with stamps
made from apples

and pomegranates; art projects on the theme of bees and honey, apple stained glass.
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SHABBAT SHALOM
About the ritual of rest and communal celebration.

When writing about rituals and Jewish education, we cannot overlook
Shabbat, which is important to this community. Shabbat is a holy day, a day of
rest, which begins with a family supper. There are numerous rituals associated
with the Shabbat supper, which we will try to describe briefly here.

The celebration of Shabbat begins on Friday evening after sunset and lasts
until sunset the following day, when three stars are visible in the sky. It is the
seventh day of the week, when rest is most important. Shabbat begins with the
Shabbat dinner.

How does the Sabbath dinner proceed?

|. Shabbat candles are lit 18 minutes before sunset. According to tradition, the
candles are usually lit by the lady of the house, after which a blessing is
recited, during which the woman covers her eyes.

2. Prayer in the synagogue

3. Blessing of the angels, singing of the Shalom Aleichem song, blessing of
the children, singing of a passage from the Book of Proverbs

4. Reciting Kiddush — blessings over wine or grape juice
J. Ritual washing of hands
6. Sharing of challah

7. Blessing of thanksgiving for the meal
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