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General Statements of Principle 
We recognize two important aspects of education.   

1. The first relates to the process of learning itself, to which we apply the ideas of 
Maria Montessori, which hold that learning is an act of internal construction 
aided by experience. We are also influenced by the work of Lev Vygotsky, 
whose concern was with how learning is influenced by the outcomes of cultural, 
social, and linguistic interaction.   

2. The second aspect concerns the relationship between effective education and 
society itself, to which we apply the ideas of John 
Dewey concerning the influence of interconnected 
education on the proper functioning of a democratic 
society.  We are also influenced by the work of Howard 
Zinn, whose intellectual stance brings the experience of 
common people into the story of history. 
 

The learning process itself has both external  
and internal components. 

• While acknowledging the benefit in education of direct 
dialogue between teacher and student, we also 
recognize the difference between the external act of 
“educating” a student, and that same student’s process 
of “self education” resulting from internally constructed 
understanding.   

• The external component of learning is a process of 
direct instruction.  The internal aspect is one in which 
students construct understanding within their own minds through exploration, 
discovery, and synthesis.  The differing nature between these two might also be 
seen as the difference between information and knowledge.  Information 
represents something conveyed from teacher to student through direct 
instruction, while knowledge is that which the student derives by applying 
information within learning opportunities, resulting in an intellectual product 
greater than the component skills used in the process.   

• We encourage students to follow their own interests in learning, helping them to 
create opportunities to apply information and skills in real-life settings, while 
also offering guiding support in direct instruction, project logistics, and the 
location of information resources.  As teachers, we must observe the students’ 
points of developmental readiness, and bring forward curriculum opportunities 
directly relevant to the needs of each.   
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Education Has Social Implications. 
• We view education as a means to encourage a society in which the interests of 

social groups are freely shared by all of their members, and in which different 
groups in society engage in a full and free interaction.   

• We believe that open and communicative dialogue is the cornerstone of a 
democratic society. As a result, we hold that society is aided best by education 
which helps individuals find a personal interest in social relationships, and 
which develops the habits of mind necessary to create social change through 
dialogue between a culture’s different social groupings.  As a result, we believe 
that education should offer students chances to develop and maintain social 
and cultural values, and to work toward dynamic social change through 
understanding and interaction with others.  

 
 
Teaching and Learning  
In Relation to Cognitive, Emotional and Social Development 
The work of the teacher is to establish a partnership with students, through which we 
guide each young person’s expansion as an independent and lifelong learner.   
 

• Teachers must honor each student’s cognitive, 
emotional and social aspects.   

o Each young person’s needs and abilities must be 
recognized, nurtured and helped to flourish.  By 
observing students’ demonstrated points of 
readiness, we can offer curriculum appropriate for 
each student.  At the same time, however, a 
teacher must always remember to look past the 
young person of the moment, and toward the 
growth of each student’s potential.   

o Each student’s learning style and stage of 
development informs our decisions as teachers; 
the Montessori axiom “follow the child” is vital to our work.  However, as 
teachers we must also provide students curriculum which leads toward 
greater academic and intellectual fulfillment.   

• The growth of adolescents is comprised of overriding developmental tasks.  
• adjusting to physical changes and new drives with the onset of puberty 
• establishing autonomy from parents 
• creating a sense of identity 
• constructing a personal system of values 
• developing relationships with both peers and the opposite sex 
• preparing for a vocation 
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Current research suggests that only fifty percent of the U.S. population reaches what 
developmental psychologist Jean Piaget referred to as the stage of “formal 
operations,” and less than twenty percent reach what psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg 
described as a state of “moral autonomy.”  As a result, researchers 
such as Montessori educator Phil Gang have begun to offer a 
number of recommendations designed to further adolescents’ 
development through education: 
 

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

o We should give adolescents insight into human 
behavior at a time in their lives when this knowledge 
might be used to develop a stronger sense of self.  
Educators should create 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 life skills. 

• Adolescents should be involved in work experience and community activities. 
o To support formal operational thought and moral judgment, while also 

supporting positive identity formation, the school should provide 
adolescents with access to their surrounding society.  One such 
possibility is through internship and work programs.  Early work 
experience enhances the development of social understanding during 
adolescence, and can 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. 

• Secondary schools should be reorganized to foster the small school concept. 
o 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 environment 
of a larger school.  Close relationships during adolescence help to 
eliminate the “invisible audience” of the adolescent as they help the 
young person be more at ease with 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. 

• An interdisciplinary approach to curriculum should be used to develop creative, 
associational and integrated thinking. 

o Our society has determined that high school graduates must possess a 
certain core of information.  Traditional schools break that information 
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into distinct subject areas such as history or algebra.  However, as a 
result of receiving information in a series of 
unrelated sequences, the adolescent is 
less able to create an image of an 
integrated “whole.”  An interdisciplinary 
curriculum leads adolescents to develop a 
blended understanding and use of 
intellectual skills, cultural knowledge and 
social, moral values. 

 
 
Student-centered learning environments should be structured to support the cognitive, 
emotional and social needs of the adolescent.  Broadly speaking, these environments 
should do the following: 
 

• aid learning with complex, realistic, and relevant learning environments 
o Life is full of complex problems with multiple solutions.  Learning should 

take place in the context of authentic tasks and activities.  Students often 
benefit from support in situations where their learning will be applied. 

• provide for social interaction and shared responsibility as part of learning 
o Collaboration in learning supports higher mental functions as they 

develop through social interaction and negotiation.  Collaborative work 
helps students to state and develop their own ideas while also 
respecting the views of others and working together to construct 
meaning. 

• support different perspectives in the learning environment 
o When students are exposed to only one way of understanding complex 

content, they may be unsuccessful when trying to apply that single 
perspective to different situations.   

o It is important to revisit the same material at different times, in different 
contexts and for different reasons. 

 This is sometimes called a spiral curriculum – a structure which 
introduces ideas early in the child’s school years, and then revisits 
these same subjects in more complex forms over time. 

• nurture each student’s own self-awareness and understanding that knowledge 
is a process of self-construction 

o Students should be made aware of their own role in constructing 
knowledge. 

 This helps children understand that their actions have purpose 
and leads to a greater sense of responsibility. 

 It helps learners to respect the perspectives of others who are 
also constructing their own knowledge and understanding. 
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• encourage ownership in the process on the part of the learner 
o A learning program which is based on a student-centered model must 

apply a dramatic change in its focus of teaching, putting the students’ 
own efforts to understand at the center of the educational process. 

 
 
A learning environment which supports students’ developmental needs is formed in 
symbiotic relationship between teacher and student. 

• Teachers draw out students’ ideas and experiences on key topics, and 
structure learning experiences that help students build 
on those ideas. 

o Students work collaboratively in task-oriented 
dialogue and production. 

• Teachers provide opportunities for students to 
engage in complex, meaningful learning activities. 

o Students apply knowledge in diverse and 
meaningful contexts by engaging in real world 
settings and activities, asking questions and 
experimenting with opportunity, and 
interpreting results and outcomes. 

• Teachers provide students with a variety of information resources, productive and 
expressive tools, and chances to communicate with others. 

o Students gather, consider and communicate information in varieties of 
written, spoken, and presentation forms. 

• Teachers use differing ways to assess how individual student learning is 
evolving, and give feedback on each student’s learning processes and 
production. 

o Students engage in self-assessment and goal-setting, making action 
choices designed to work in concert with those goals. 

 
 
Experience, Thinking and the Democratic Conception 
The stability of a democratically based society depends upon its citizens’ 
understanding of their own role in the building of community.  Citizens educated to the 
needs of democratic development, and to their own potential in the shaping of culture, 
are better able to preserve institutions which serve the interests of all.  
 

• A productive measure of social life is one based not only on interests held in 
common among the individual members of a group, but also on the quality 
of interaction between different groups in society. 

o All members of a social group need equal opportunities to offer and receive 
ideas with other group members.  Shared undertakings and experience aid 
all members in assuming both leadership and support positions within the 
group. 

Teachers draw out 
students’ ideas 
and experiences 
on key topics, and 
structure learning 
experiences that 
help students to 
build on those 
ideas. 
 



 

 
 

 

6 
 

Democracy is 
more than a form 
of government, it 
is a mode of 
associated living 
and shared 
experience.   
 

o Dialogue between social groups should be open, honest and fair.  When 
one group’s interests preclude its full interaction with any other groups, the 
understanding and progress of both is lessened. 

•  Ideas concerning the nature of social groups, and of their interactions, point to the 
basic structures of a functional democratic society. 

o The commonality of social groups speaks to the recognition of mutual 
interest as a factor in social stability. 

o Outreach and communication point to a more free 
interaction between social groups, and to a change 
in the social habit of their members toward actions 
which characterize growth based on understanding 
and respect. 

• Democracy is more than a form of government, it is a mode 
of associated living and shared experience.   

o Individual citizens consider their own actions in 
relation to the needs of others, and allow the actions 
of fellow citizens to give direction to their own choices.  Mutual 
understanding helps to ease divisions in race, class, and national territory. 

• The realization of a social life where interdependent interests, and real social 
progress, are important considerations needs citizens who are experienced in the 
means which lead toward these ends.   

o A system of education designed with these factors in mind sustains the 
benefits of the democratic ideal, and helps students create dynamic change 
through understanding and an equitable interaction with others. 
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