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These ideas are meant to address three separate areas:  

1. the changing child in the latter half of the second plane of development 
(ages 9-12), 

2. the response of the Montessori environment and curriculum to the needs  
and potentialities of the upper elementary child, 

3. brief but specific thoughts on my own upper elementary class in the  
2011-2012 school year. 

 
 
The Planes of Development and the Upper Elementary Child 

• Upper elementary children are in the latter half of the second plane of development (ages 
6-12).  This time is characterized by deepening physical, cognitive, and emotional 
development.  The 9-12 year old child often demonstrates these aspects of personality: 

o an increased need for social interaction, often now with a best friend 
o increased idealism, moral consciousness and sense of justice 
o thinking which is becoming more abstract, increasingly able to consider 

the “grey areas”  between black and white positions 
o the ability to work within more open-ended goals 
o an expansion of the reasoning mind and a desire to express ideas and opinions 
o the continued use of the imagination as a tool for exploration 
o a continued expansion of skills, now consciously used toward chosen ends 
o a developing sense of responsible independence 
o increased physical stamina 
o the ability to work longer and with increased concentration 
o enjoyment of challenge 

 
Response of the Environment and Curriculum to the Upper Elementary Child 

• Montessori prepared environments change to meet the needs and capabilities of 
different aged children.  The Upper Elementary environment offers 9-12 year olds 
components which match their psychological development: 

o increased levels of responsibility, independence and challenge 
o movement in the cultural curriculum from universe and planetary 

evolution into the development of humanity and its first civilizations 
• emphasis on meeting the fundamental needs of humanity 

within community 
o cultural project work geared toward group presentation, with opportunities 

for leadership, support of leadership, and cooperative activity 
o student-led “going out” experiences tied to whole class or small group 

activities 
o sense of the classroom as a community, use of class meetings for group 

development, conflict resolution, etc. 
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o opportunities for community service 
o expanded science curriculum, including planetary geography, the physical 

sciences, biological classification, concepts in chemistry, use of the 
scientific method 

o expanded use of writing for both creative and informational purposes 
o development of presentation skills 
o structures with which children can interact independently, focusing on 

organization, time management, task prioritization 
 
Thoughts on Upper Elementary at The New School 

• Students practice community problem solving in the context of the classroom 
community. 

o an expectation that students care for themselves, for each other, and for the 
common physical environment, and that they conduct themselves in a respectful 
manner  

o a exploration of real problems, both in the classroom and the world, discussing 
and negotiating possible solutions  

 direct experience of the idea that success is more easily achieved through 
civility than discord 

• Students develop the essential skills and strategies of proficient communication.  
o practice and internalize rules of the writing process  

 word study and vocabulary 
 sentence and paragraph structure 
 research skills and essay writing 
 creative writing workshop 

o develop the skills of spoken expression through issue based dialogue, group 
literary analysis, and oral presentations 

 classroom meetings 
 Junior Great Books 
 individual and group presentations of research data, project results, 

poetry and drama 
• Students engage critical and logical thinking, reflecting their development beyond the 

concrete experiences of Lower Elementary to the more abstract reasoning of Upper 
Elementary  

o complex mathematic and geometric concepts 
 fractions, decimals, pre-algebraic concepts 
 classification of plane figures and calculation of area  
 classification of solid figures and calculation of volume 
 Pythagorean theorem 

o grammar studies, writing conventions, and language 
 advanced concepts in the parts of speech 
 sentence analysis 
 advanced capitalization and punctuation 
 process of writing, peer editing, publishing 
 writing in different genres and for different purposes 
 literature analysis through Junior Great Books 
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o integration of science and geography in the study of history from the coming of 
humanity to the rise of the first civilizations 

 consideration of modern society and of current events in relation to 
civilization studies 

• Science topics expand to include elements of physics, chemistry and biology.  
Emphasis in the 2011-2012 year on ideas related to solids, including topics 
such as these: 

o human skeletal and muscular systems 
o earth structure and plate tectonics 
o ecologic studies/terrestrial biomes 
o food chains and webs 
o land vertebrates, vital functions, habitat, classification 
o solid waste 
o simple machines 
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