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Maria Montessori once wrote that our best source of knowledge is the planet on which we 
live.  In fact, many of Montessori’s ideas are based on the belief that by observing nature we 
come to see the patterns which bind our world together.  We can observe the correlations 
between different elements of life, and become aware of the interdependence which connects 
them into a complex web.  Ideas such as these lead directly to the 
“cultural curriculum” in Montessori education, for in discussing 
topics such as geography, history and biology it is the planet, and 
the development of humanity itself, of which we speak. 
 
Key to the cultural studies in a Montessori classroom is the idea 
that all things share an interdependence – a common root and goal 
which binds them into a structure of mutual support.  The 
Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh, himself an educator, wrote of 
this in his book Old Path, White Clouds:  “Buddha smiled and looked up at the leaf imprinted 
against the blue sky.  Looking deeply at the leaf, he saw the presence of the sun.  Without 
sunlight the leaf could not exist.  He also saw in the leaf the presence of clouds and rain.  This 
was like this, because that was like that.  He saw that the earth, time, space, all were present 
in the leaf.” 
 
Consider the paper you now hold.  The fibers that create it came from a tree, which required 
light, water and soil to live.  These elements could be said to be inherent in the tree itself.  
Next, consider how the tree came to be paper.  The life of the person who cut the tree 
depends on food and water, which comes from the earth.  The tree itself was cut with a 
power saw, fueled by organic matter and manufactured by people who, in turn, also depend 
upon the earth for life.  The paper was milled, packaged, transported and sold.  Might it not 
be said that the lives of the people involved in all of these processes, and the plants and 
animals that support them, are, in a way, part of the paper?  Now this paper is being used to 
transmit information, playing an integrated role in the sharing of ideas.  Each element of our 
world stands upon a structure which is created in some way by other things.  Yet each small 
thing also has its own place within that larger structure, each coming to its own fulfillment in 
turn. 
 
Montessori herself had a keen understanding of this.  Over the course of a child’s years in a 
Montessori school, the cultural curriculum weaves a pattern which demonstrates the 
interdependence inherent in life.  Corals and hard shell sea creatures, for example, use the 
minerals washed from land into the oceans to create their shells.  This creates a protective 
layer for them, but also cleanses the oceans of the mineral content, keeping the waters clear 
for other forms of life.  Each being has a place within the scheme of life, a small task to 
perform for the advancement of the whole.  A primary goal of the cultural curriculum is to 
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communicate this scheme, helping children see how things have come to be as they are, to 
help them see their place within the continuum of life, and to discover what their own roles 

might be in the unfolding of history.  Such understandings help 
children to create a language of connection by which they explore a 
series of relationships between themselves, the universe, nature and 
the rest of humanity. 
 
As the cultural curriculum develops from level to level, each of these 
different relationships is examined in turn.  At the Children’s House 
level, children learn to label the elements of the world – naming the 
continents and their climates, learning to classify things as living or 
nonliving, and coming to an understanding of basic ideas in biology.   
 
In the elementary years, children examine ideas concerning the 
formation of the universe and the development of our planet.  The 

curriculum offers information from the fields of botany and zoology, leading to a knowledge 
of the cycles of life.  With a growing understanding of the physical world in hand, children 
then begin to look at relationships among humans as a race, studying the development of 
early humans and early civilizations.  Issues of life are discussed as they relate to the physical 
and spiritual needs we all share.  Through this process, many questions are examined: What 
are the things that make us what we are?  In what ways do we support one another?  What 
are the different natures of our planet’s civilizations?  What do they share, and how do they 
differ? 
 
Certainly this knowledge can be of great interest to a child, but in coming to see the connections 
in life children may also experience a result far more profound.  With an understanding of 
interdependence, there may arise in a child a sense of responsibility, a compassionate desire to 
nurture and care for the life around us.  At its best, knowledge of the world can lead to 
purposeful action.  The Montessori cultural curriculum helps children to better understand their 
own role in the world, as well as their interactions with the roles of others.  In this way, children 
begin to act in ways that build understanding, and which lead them into deeper relationships with 
the people and things around them.  All things with a purpose, Montessori wrote, and all 
purposes leading to life. 
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