
 
 
 
In this article, Montessori teacher Phil Gang examines several related ideas regarding the 
developmental needs of adolescents, and makes a number of recommendations regarding 
education and the development of young people. 
 
Developmental psychologist and psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, whose theories addressed 
human social development, saw Adolescence can be, therefore, a time of intense conflict, 
insecurity and self-doubt. 
 
Psychologist and educator Lawrence Kohlberg, best known 
for his ideas concerning the stages of moral development, 
asserted that the “core phenomenon of adolescence is a stage 
in the discovery of the subjective self and the subjective 
experience, and a parallel questioning of adult cultural 
reality.” 
 
Jean Piaget, whose ideas in developmental psychology were 
influential in the mid 20th century, spoke of the adolescent’s 
transition from “concrete operational” thought to “formal 
operations”, a change so dramatic as to thrust the adolescent into a new realm of cognitive 
existence.  From the vantage point of formal operational thought, Piaget wrote, the 
adolescent is better able to: 

• engage in meta-cognition, or the act of thinking about thinking, 
• explore different possibilities in given scenarios, 
• comprehend abstract concepts of space and time, 
• successfully navigate multi-variable interactions, 
• develop and consider conceptual theories, 
• determine and perceive cause-and-effect relationships. 

 
Piaget described a kind of egocentrism that occurs during adolescence, or a “lack of 
differentiation between one’s own point of view and others.”  Because of their physiological 
changes, Piaget believed, young adolescents are primarily concerned with themselves, and 
often assume that those around them are as preoccupied with their behavior and appearance 
as they are themselves.  As a result, adolescents may surround themselves with an invisible 
audience, and take on an inflated sense of their own importance. 
 
In light of these and other ideas in developmental psychology, Montessorian Phil Gang 
writes of six important developmental tasks for the adolescent: 

• adjusting to physical changes and new drives with the onset of puberty, 
• establishing autonomy from parents, 
• creating a sense of identity, 
• constructing a value system, 
• developing relationships with both peers and the opposite sex, 
• preparing for a vocation. 
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Erik Erikson saw 
adolescence as a time 
when a young person 
creates a separation 
from the older 
generation, re-evaluates 
his or her known social 
models and values, and 
begins a more mature 
search for new 
relationships and ideals.   



 
Gang notes, however, that current research suggests only fifty percent of the U.S. population 
reaches Piaget’s stage of formal operations, and less than twenty percent reach what 
Lawrence Kohlberg described as a state of “moral autonomy”.  As a result,  
In this article, Gang makes a number of recommendations to further the adolescent’s 
educational experience: 

• Secondary school teachers should be more aware of the principles of developmental 
psychology, and courses in developmental psychology should be taught to junior and 
senior high school students. 

• Adolescents should be involved in work experience and community activities. 
• Secondary schools should be reorganized to foster the small school concept. 
• An interdisciplinary approach to curriculum should be used to develop creative, 

associational and integrated thinking. 
 
Teaching psychology:  We should give adolescents insight into human behavior at a time in 
their lives when this knowledge can be used to develop a stronger sense of self.  Educators 
should set up learning opportunities that require students to project themselves into the 
psychological situation of others.  The attainment of formal operational thought and moral 
reasoning is enhanced through activities that give the young person a clear understanding of 
effective behavior and living skills. 
 
Work experience and community involvement:  To support formal operational thought 
and moral judgment, while also supporting positive identity formation, the school should 
provide adolescents with access to the surrounding society.  One such possibility is the 
development of internship and work programs.  Early work experience may enhance the 
development of social understanding during adolescence and serve as an antidote for 
adolescent egocentrism.  The role-taking skills required in work settings contribute to the 
development of responsibility and to a sense of competency.  They lessen feelings of 
alienation and purposelessness and help to break down inter-generational barriers. 
 
Small schools:  Large schools make the development of self-identity more difficult.  
Adolescents’ efforts toward self-definition should be supported by a mentoring relationship 
with adults, which is less likely in the impersonal setting of a larger school.  Close 
relationships during adolescence help to eliminate the “invisible audience” of the young 
adolescent because they help the young person to be more at ease and more real with his 
associates.  Small schools tend to promote a circle of close 
friends.  The ideal is a group size that permits unification 
with others while also allowing for self-definition by 
contrast. 
 
Interdisciplinary curriculum:  Our society has determined 
that high school graduates must possess a certain core of 
information.  Traditional schools break that information into 
distinct subject areas such as history or algebra.  However, as 
a result of getting information in a series of unrelated sequences, the adolescent does not 
receive an image of an integrated “whole”.  An interdisciplinary curriculum leads adolescents 

An interdisciplinary 
curriculum leads adolescents 
to develop a blended 
understanding and use of 
intellectual skills, cultural 
knowledge and social, moral 
values. 
 



to develop a blended understanding and use of intellectual skills, cultural knowledge and 
social, moral values. 
 
Gang concludes by speaking of the teacher’s ability to help prepare young people for a role 
and place in society.  We should see each young person as a “person in progress”, Gang 
writes, and notes that there is a direct correlation between a teacher’s sense of empathy and 
student development. Gang believes that teachers should exhibit versatility and flexibility, a 
willingness to both facilitate and mediate, and should work from the belief that in the proper 
environment young people will act toward their own best interest.  In this circumstance, 
students tend to have a more positive attitude about themselves, and will more fully utilize 
their abilities in the school environment. 
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