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Learning Cultural Civility 
Understanding and Action in Adolescent Education 
Sheldon Clark 
 
Abstract Proposal 
 

This writing is about the role of adolescent education in the development of culture as 
seen through individual thought, choice and action.  In a time of social and political 
disconnection, and amid a climate of decreasing understanding and trust, these ideas 
concern the preparation of adolescents for participation in society, and offer thoughts on 
establishing communication and responsibility as cultural foundations within 
interdependent social communities. 
 
The text is in six sections, totaling twenty-eight short chapters.  The sections are outlined 
as follows: 

• Change Through Understanding 
• Thought and Preparation 
• Maria Montessori and Adolescent Education 
• Pedagogy of Place: Three Literary Perspectives 
• Practical Management and Action 
• Interior Transformation 

 
Change Through Education 

The first section addresses three related outlooks on education.  The first is from Maria 
Montessori, Italian physician, educational philosopher and innovator.  In the years prior 
to the second World War, Montessori and others became increasingly concerned with the 
question of peace.  Deepening her work in education, Montessori began to consider the 
problems of human and social development, and the role of education in enhancing each.  
Indeed, in her book Education and Peace, Montessori declared that “Establishing a 
lasting peace is the work of education; all politics can do is keep us out of war.”   
 
Montessori presented her ideas plainly in a 1937 address.  War, she said, cannot be 
prevented by simply keeping children from playing with weapons, nor by steering the 
study of history away from the view that honor comes from victory on the battlefield.  
Key to this aspect of Montessori philosophy is her belief that the development of society 
had outstripped the development of the human spirit, that people had lost their 
understanding of events, and their ability to protect themselves against them.  The role of 
education in improving the situation, she wrote, “involves the spiritual development of 
man, the enhancement of his value as an individual, and the preparation of young people 
to understand the times in which they live.”  Montessori looked to education to help 
young people see “the fire of genius, the value of intelligence, and the light of 
conscience” as important tools in the creation of peace.  Education, she believed, should 
to social engagement as a developing force for both inner discipline and a sense of 
morality. 
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A second view comes from John Dewey, an American educational philosopher and 
professor at Columbia University.  Dewey’s book Democracy in Education expands upon 
the role of schools in creating structures which support democratic society.  Dewey 
speaks clearly of the importance of an educational process which results in citizens 
prepared to exercise critical thinking, and to embrace the informed involvement required 
inherent in participatory democracy.   
 
The third perspective comes from Howard Zinn, an American historian best known for 
his landmark work A People’s History of the United States.  Zinn’s book is significant for 
its documented exposure of matters of injustice and violence in American history.  Also 
of note, however, is Zinn’s use of the leaders of social change, and of common people he 
sees as the actors of social courage, as the protagonists of his narrative.  Zinn’s work 
brings the message that change is possible, and that it comes most powerfully from a 
nation’s broad population, rather than from its political, military and economic leaders.  
Through education, Zinn believed, young people can come to know the major component 
ideas and events of cultural history, examined through a broad range of perspectives.  
History can be seen for its effects on the present, as can the actions of people in their 
effect on the development of culture. 
 

Thought and Action 
The second section looks at the processes of education more closely.  John Dewey asked 
many questions that remain relevant today: How do we best introduce children to subject 
matter?  Should we have multiage classrooms?  How can teachers most effectively plan 
curriculum?  How can we help children learn the skills of critical thinking?  Dewey’s 
answers to these questions were simple in their orientation: that children learn from doing.  
Education, he wrote, should involve real life materials and experiences, and should 
encourage children’s experimentation and independent thinking.   In his 1897 Pedagogic 
Creed, Dewey wrote that “Education being a social process, the school is simply that form 
of community life… most effective in bringing the child to share in the resources of the 
race, and to use his own powers for social ends.”  Education, he believed, “is a process of 
living, and not a preparation for future living.”  Dewey believed that schools can help 
children forge connections with one another, and with their society, in ways vital to their 
lives at homes, in their neighborhoods, and in school as a place of community in its own 
right. 
 
Jerome Bruner was an American professor of psychology at New York University.  In his 
book The Culture of Education, Bruner applied a “cultural psychology” to matters of 
teaching and learning, noting that any theory of education necessarily lies at the 
intersection of the mind and the nature of culture.  As with John Dewey, Bruner, too, asked 
some fundamental questions: What function does education serve in culture?  In what ways 
does education, in its cultural setting, reflect the social issues of power and status?  What 
roles do the demands of the broader culture play in the lives of people who work and learn 
in our schools?   
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Bruner examines education’s role in preparing individuals to participate in the life and 
livelihood of culture, while exploring the mutually supportive interactions between culture 
and mind, as culture forms the mind, and as mind inversely effects the shape of culture.  
Ultimately, Bruner speaks to the role of personal narrative in the act of meaning making, 
and ways in which young people might create a vision of the world in which they 
themselves hold a place.  Bruner’s writing looks to the issue of helping children create 
meaning from school experience, and relating to their own lives within culture. 
 
Long before Bruner, Maria Montessori also created a vision of education which not only 
works to aid young people’s transition into their culture, but which also functions as a 
cultural experience in and of itself.  Montessori’s work reaches profound levels in this 
regard, with a consistent arc of thought relating to students from very young ages through 
adolescence.  Montessori’s philosophy looks toward an understanding of human experience 
in the world.  With children progressing through learning environments designed for their 
successive levels of development, Montessori education develops a culture within itself. 
Through the development and support of our human tendencies, among them self-direction, 
independence and respect, Montessori education helps students understand complex 
structures by examining their interdependent natures.  Through these constructs, and over 
time, young people better understand how things have come to be as they are, and what 
role each of us plays in the world around us.   
 
The goals of these educational views calls for a learning environment which allows for 
students’ independent action and pursuit, but within a structure which aids them in the 
processes of choice, and supports them with prepared environments offering tools and 
structures necessary to the pursuit of meaning.  This section closes with a discussion of 
direct practical structure in learning environments. 
 

Maria Montessori and Adolescent Education 
This section examines Montessori philosophy and practice in secondary education.  The 
reference to “summary notes” in the table of contents indicate pieces which are direct 
summaries of three essays by Montessori known as the Erdkinder Appendices, and a 
variety of articles from the NAMTA Journal, published by the North American Montessori 
Teachers’ Association.  The articles summarized are taken from issues which have 
published the proceedings of five “adolescent colloquia,” having taken place over the last 
decade. 
 
In her Erdkinder essays, Montessori broadly outlines her vision of adolescents living in 
community in a rural setting.  Montessori defines the advent of our first civilizations as 
times when humanity worked on the land to elevate both its beauty and use.  As 
adolescents work together on land based projects, she contends, they have cultural 
experiences similar to those in ancient civilizations, with construction, agriculture, animal 
husbandry, and human interaction serving as contexts for the study of their associated 
sciences.  Montessori notes that as Erdkinder students engage their own surroundings in 
acts of transformation, using the land and their experience as a “center for study and work,” 
they too live within the first stage of civilization, and come to understand their own culture 
in deeper, more interrelated ways. 



 7 

 
The NAMTA Journal article summaries develop thoughts on the nature of adolescence, 
the needs of adolescents, the management of both a “farm school” and an “urban 
alternative” setting, and the use of intellectual disciplines to explore human knowledge 
and experience.  Vital to the actualization of a Montessori adolescent program, in either a 
land-based or urban setting, is the idea of “pedagogy of place,” the primary tenet of 
which is that the possibilities of learning implicit in any one location can be made explicit 
to adolescents.  In studying a broad array of the historical elements of any location – its 
natural, social, economic and spiritual histories, for instance – adolescents may come to 
see more clearly the present functioning of a place, the convergence and divergence of its 
differing components, and its future possibilities.  In viewing a single place as a web of 
dynamic phenomena, adolescents are able to use academic disciplines in interrelated 
ways, expanding their perceptions across time, and deepening their understandings of 
complex biologic, geologic and social interactions.   
 

Pedagogy of Place: Land, Culture and the Self  
In this section, the perspective of pedagogy of place is considered in relation to three 
works of American literature, examining descriptions of natural and social landscapes as 
models for students’ own application of pedagogy of place in the study of the physical 
and social histories of their surrounding environment.  
 
Using the book Sand County Almanac, the idea of pedagogy of place is first considered in 
relation to Aldo Leopold’s study of the natural history of rural Wisconsin.  Leopold’s 
essays advocate for his idea of a “land ethic,” or the development of a responsible 
relationship between people and the land they inhabit, and are cited as a major influence 
on the development of the environmental movement in the mid 20th century.  Leopold’s 
work can be used as an avenue for the study of biology, ecology, and the effects, for good 
and ill, inherent in our own interactions with the natural world.  
 
Using the book PrairyErth: A Deep Map by William Least Heat-Moon, pedagogy of 
place is next considered as an examination of human society in one location, in this case, 
Chase County, Kansas.  As applied to Heast-Moon’s writing, a “deep map” is defined as 
something which looks beyond ecology to also include the physical and social history of 
a place.   Seen through the disciplines of archeology, folklore, biography, and the 
sciences, PrairyErth offers example descriptions of ways in which any locale might be 
examined for its geologic, geographic and cultural contours. 
In reading Henry Thoreau’s Walden, pedagogy of place is then considered in light of the 
self. Using the section “Economy,” Walden offers opportunities for discussion of how 
individuals live their lives, materially and otherwise, and ways in which each of us might 
choose to live more deliberately in a process of experimentation, discovery, and self-
reliance. 
 

Practical Management and Action 
This section begins with a discussion of early ideas in western culture which sought to 
limit the powers of government in support of the rights of citizens.  Various things are 
considered, including the Magna Carta, which in 1215 required the English king to 
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proclaim certain liberties for his subjects which could not, at the king’s will, be arbitrarily 
abridged; the idea of Habeus Corpus, which established the legal precedent that a person 
can, through legal means, be freed from unlawful imprisonment; and the Petition of 
Right, which in 1628 set out specific rights for English citizens.  Our own country’s 
Declaration of Independence is then considered for its assertion of the right of citizens, in 
relation to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, to alter or abolish their government if 
its actions infringe upon those rights.  The Bill of Rights is then examined for its role in 
protecting the rights people in American society. 
 
Pedagogy of place is then considered as cultural examination in relation to a specific idea 
or issue, using the experience of Daniel Ellsburg, a United States military analyst in the 
1960s.  While employed by the RAND Corporation, Ellsburg precipitated a national 
political controversy when he released what came to be known as the Pentagon Papers, a 
classified Pentagon study of US government decision-making during the Vietnam War.  
Based on his examination of the social and political implications of the Vietnam War on 
his own country, Ellsburg’s actions resulted in a national conversation which furthered an 
more broad cultural examination of the war, and rights of media in the United States, and 
hastened the end of US involvement in the war in Vietnam. 
 
In light of these ideas, we can consider the study of one locale as not only historical 
examination, but also as an opportunity for students to identify local ideas important to 
them.  This discussion includes thoughts on the effects of political and social 
polarization, as well as the need for objective, nonpartisan dialogue precipitated by the 
expression of clear, dispassionate points of view.  Emphasis is given toward the idea of 
self-sufficiency, first outlined by Maria Montessori in terms of occupation, but now 
expanded to include the ideas of motivational and political self-sufficiency, as well as the 
idea of self-sufficiency within the processes of dialogue.  Toward that end, we can help 
young people become clear thinkers and communicators in society, especially in relation 
to modern communication technologies, including things such as video and sound 
editing, podcasting, and website creation, coupled with helping young people experience 
and manage the logistics of event planning and implementation. 
 

Interior Transformation: Pedagogy of Place as Intention and Care 
While Montessori wrote of the development of humanity’s social and scientific 
environment as having outpaced the development of the human spirit, she also spoke of 
social structures which lead toward equanimity and peace.  We are all affected by the 
imbalance between structure and spirit, Montessori noted.  To counter this, she spoke of 
the need for a spiritual transformation on the part of teachers, that they might better guide 
young people in preparing for the future.  But beyond this, now more than ever, there is 
also the need for broad spiritual transformation throughout the population.  This is 
especially true for young people, for they cannot be expected to simply embrace 
constructive emotional and social structures upon gaining adulthood.  They must be 
involved in those structures from the youngest of ages, living within them, and learning 
to uphold themselves and their peers as humanity works to achieve a more productive 
cultural communication and cohesive society. 
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Millennia ago, the Buddha, too, saw the need for personal transformation and its 
possibilities for enriching society.  This final section offers thoughts on two Buddhist 
concepts – nonattachment to ideas, and the notion of interdependence within natural and 
social systems.  With these in mind, we can learn to see both young people and ourselves, 
parents, teachers and friends, as players in an interdependent quest for beneficial action. 
Possibilities arise when young people learn through interaction with the world.  With 
them, we must maintain a freedom which allows us to build a sense of knowledge based 
on interdependent experience, communication, and extrapolation. 
 
As important as this, however, is the need to help young people live in ways which build 
cooperation, a willingness to both lead and follow, and to support others as they move 
along a common social path.  Toward this end, this section also examines what in 
Buddhist psychology is called the Four Establishments of Mindfulness, the conscious 
choice to act in relationships while keeping a sense of loving kindness, compassion, 
sympathetic joy and nonattachment to points of view central to our dialogue with others.   
 
Pedagogy of place is lastly applied to the actions of group process, examining the 
emotional and social shapes of communication and interaction.  The life of community 
can be recognized as a shared thing which can developed through conscious choice and 
cooperation.  Mindful of loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and 
nonattachment, people can work to transform their acts of giving and receiving in ways 
which build understanding and respect, increasing the health and flow of cultural 
dialogue. 
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