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A School of Experience in the Elements of Social Life !

1. The Adolescent and the Third Plane of Education 
 Montessori outlined four different planes of development, each with its own characteristics             

and representing different developmental needs on the part of the child. The planes themselves are 

so distinct from one another, that Montessori called for a different kind of prepared educational 

environment to match the characteristics of the child’s developmental in each of the planes.  She 

called these structures planes of education. 

With regard to the child, education should correspond to the stages ... We should 

divide education in planes and each of these should correspond to the phase the 

developing individual is going through. (Montessori Four 4) 

 With an understanding that each child has her own inner guide along the paths of             

development, a different environment is prepared for each of the educational planes.  Each 

prepared environment is designed to support the child according to her developmental needs.  As 

those needs evolve, however, the nature of the prepared environment must change as well. 

1.1 Characteristics and Needs of the Adolescent 
 The young adolescent, having just completed twelve years of core self-construction during             

the first two planes of development, enters the third plane as an emerging individual in a broader 

society.  Adolescence is a time of rapid developmental change, and the child at this age can find it 

difficult to know and express her own nature.  The young adolescent is beginning to form a new, 
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adult identity and wonders what her place might be in the community and society around her. And 

when that place is found, what meaningful contribution can she make? This is the time when 

adolescents begin to explore the social and economic systems of the world.  Having realized that 

adults operate within these systems, the young person seeks purposeful work and involvement in 

these same systems. They are drawn to adopt different roles, to acquire new forms of expertise, 

and to function in adult-like occupations. 

 Montessori referred to this emerging new person as a newborn social being (Montessori,             

Third). The adolescent’s sentiment passes from attention paid to the individuals who surrounded 

her in the second plane to a more abstract sentiment toward humanity itself.  This represents a new 

and important psychology, for now the adolescent no longer forms his identity in relation to  those 

with whom she is direct contact, but rather in relation to others she has never seen. This is an 

abstract form of love. 

“The aspiration of such a man cannot limit itself to personal advantage. The self 

becomes secondary.  The tendency must be for the whole of humanity.”  

(Montessori Four 15) 

 As in any plane of development, the adolescent also attains a newly found independence.             

At this stage, however, the young person’s independence is bound to experiences in production and 

exchange.  The adolescent wants to make direct contributions to society.  To help accomplish this, 

she should no longer be confined to the school environment, or even to her family on whom, until 

now, she has been financially dependent. For the adolescent, the independence gained from 

experience in the marketplace of goods and ideas helps her to gain self-respect based on the 
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seriousness of work well done.  She learns that worthwhile production has value, and that the 

benefits gained from that value represent for her an independent foothold in the adult world. 

“Independence in the case of adolescents has to be acquired on a different plane, for 

theirs is the economic independence in the field of society.” 

(Montessori From 67) 

1.2 The Prepared Environment for Adolescence 
 Broadly stated, the environment prepared for the third plane of education meets the two             

primary needs of the adolescent, “...protection during the time of the difficult physical transition, 

and for an understanding of the society which he is about to enter to play his part as a 

man...” (Montessori From 60) 

Looking on the child with the same eyes as we looked on the newly born, we see 

that he has a sensitive period to go through which has the same relation to social life 

as previous sensitive periods had to individual life.  ... so it is essential at this period 

of life to have the possibility of fixing his relation with social life, because in this 

sensitive period he is prepared to take up his part in the social life of humanity. 

(Montessori “Third”) 

 For the adolescent’s environment, Montessori envisioned a rural setting in which young             

people could live and work in community.  Continuing her belief that concrete reality precedes 

abstract understanding, Montessori’s ideas for this new environment called for adolescents to work 

with both their head and their hands. In this way, and in the context of agricultural work, they 

might experience different situations where they could “try out roles and process their emotions ... 

clarify ideas and invent and reinvent themselves.” (Ewert-Krocker “Elements” 42) 
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 Remembering the adolescent’s tendency to view her own needs in relation to her society,             

Montessori looked for adolescents’ community life to be based on a sense of group cooperation in 

intellectual and physical work, and the cohesion engendered by the their experience of living 

together and sharing the practical elements of group life. 

 Montessori knew, however, that an environment which provides for an expanded social life,             

even one in which young people can explore differing social roles, does not fully meet the 

developmental needs of the adolescent. Social life, she wrote in a well known lecture, 

...is not sitting in a room together in a city. ... The essence is that something is 

produced which is useful to the whole of society, and is changed for something else. 

Production and change, exchange, are the essence of social existence.(Montessori 

“Third”) 

 The essential reform, she went on to say, is this:       

... to put the adolescent on the road to achieving economic independence. ... For this 

would result in a “valorization” of his personality, in making him feel capable in 

succeeding in life by his own efforts and on his own merits, and at the same time it 

would put him in direct contact with the supreme reality of social life. (Montessori 

From 64) 

 The prepared environment for adolescence, Montessori tells us, must not simply be one which       

aids young people to relate effectively with others in a group, though this is important. 

Additionally, the environment must help adolescents to contribute to the cohesion and 

advancement of their community, and the broader society. This is accomplished by engaging them 
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in activities which, through the division of labor and actions of production and exchange, involve 

the adolescents in the production of something of use to society as a whole.!

2. Erdkinder 
 Erdkinder, or children of the soil, is the term Montessori used to refer to children in the 

third plane of education. It is also used to describe the broader experience of adolescents in the 

third plane of education.   

 The farm, the prepared environment particular to the third plane, allows adolescents to             

work together within a structure of production and exchange, with all of the organizational 

principles that this requires. Through this process, and through other opportunities, adolescents 

also engage in broader educational experiences. 

2.1 The Educational Syllabus 
 Montessori’s educational syllabus for the third plane consists of three parts. The first, Self-            

Expression, has to do with “the opening up of ways of expression, which through exercises and 

external aids will help the difficult development of the personality.” (Montessori From 75)  

Montessori refers to the second part, Psychic Development, as “the formative education that will 

construct firm foundations for the character.” (Montessori From 75) The third part, Preparation for 

Adult Life, is “the theoretical knowledge and practical experience that will make the individual a 

part of the civilization today (general education).” (Montessori From 75) 

Self Expression 
 The opportunity for self-expression is at the heart of the adolescent’s needs. Early             

adolescence, in its transition from childhood into broader interaction with the adult world, is a time 

of great change. Through music, language and the arts, young people explore their identity and 

their values, and discover more about their growing gifts and abilities 
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Psychic Development 
 This part of the syllabus includes moral education, language and mathematics.  In her             

article titled “The Moral Development of Adolescents: A View from the Farm” Laurie Ewert-

Krocker speaks of two forms of morality, that which stems from nature, and that which has more to 

do with human, or social mores. Social morality, she writes, is that which is shown through 

participatory interaction in conscious community. Examples of these, as evidenced by students at 

the Hershey Montessori Farm School, include ideas such as the following: The failure to uphold 

one’s responsibilities causes the community to suffer.; Respect and care for the environment 

creates a better quality of life for everyone.; Kindness is valued by all.; and Theft, vandalism, or 

disregard for another’s careful work is disapproved of by the community. (Ewert-Krocker “View” 

117-121) Within the context of Montessori adolescent thinking, morality has less to do with good 

and evil, and more with the effect of one’s actions on the surrounding community. 

Preparation for Adult Life 
 This section cover a broad range of academic disciplines, grouped into three categories:             

The Study of Earth and Living Things; The Study of Human Progress and the Building Up of 

Civilization; and The Study of the History of Humanity. 

 These disciplines are explored through “occupations” in the sciences and studies in the             

humanities. Through these, both the physical and intellectual aspects of work are explored. In an 

occupation concerning the water system on a farm, for instance, one might pursue intellectual  

concepts such as the physics of flowing water, biological studies of life in the water, or the 

mechanical aspects of the machinery of a water purification system.  Physical work in this 

occupation might include repairing machinery, digging trenches for piping, etc. In the humanities, 

the intellectual work can easily be seen as the history and humanity is explored. The physical work 
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here is undertaken in the life of one’s community, and efforts of its members to create and sustain 

positive and productive relationships.  In both examples we see again the balanced need for work 

of both the hand and the head, or the mind. 

2.2 Production and Exchange 
 As previously alluded, involvement in the processes of production and exchange are key to             

the social development of the adolescent. In Montessori’s thinking about adolescence and the third 

plane of education, however, the idea of social development goes beyond what might be the 

normally considered aspect of human interaction.  It is the economic relationships we share, 

Montessori believed, that binds humanity together. 

“It is essential to understand that man lives by and through the work of other men.  

Human society for its very existence requires reciprocal help.”  

(Montessori “Third”) 

 Through living and working in intentional community, the adolescent can acquire social             

independence, to be sure, but this is not enough. “The adolescent must also come in contact with 

production and enter a path towards achieving economic independence as a means of 

education.” (Hoglund “Valorization” 156) 

 Montessori, in her third lecture at the 1936 Montessori Congress in Oxford, touched             

directly on this theme. 

Real, earnest work and the exchange of its products constitute the mechanism, or 

working of social life, because the aggregate of human society is based on the 

division of labor.  Labor is requisite to carry on the production essential to the 
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existence of mankind.  All the rest follows as the consequence of that ... . 

(Montessori “Third”) 

 The prepared environment for the third plane provides opportunities for adolescents to             

become involved in the processes of production and exchange.  The scientific occupations often 

result in economically viable products - organic produce, instance, or hand-crafted items. 

Interestingly, this economic involvement also leads adolescents into an understanding of social 

morality. 

The consciousness of what money is must be present to the mind of the child. ... the 

subject has to be lived out and experienced. Then the meaning of money used as a 

substitute for exchange becomes clear. What is money if not that which corresponds 

to the product of the worker?… (This) comes to life in the sensitive period in which 

the child is getting at the idea of justice. This gives a basis for morality and 

responsibility which is entirely lacking in today’s teaching about money. We treat 

money as an immoral thing, but this is not right. The very foundation of social 

morality is bound up with money. Money has to circulate continually as the blood 

circulates in our tissues if cells and organs are to be fed… to realize this is the most 

important fact in the organization society and in social morality. (Montessori 

“Third”) 

This leads to another aspect of the adolescent environment - the creation of a micro economy 

whereby the students can create goods for sale, providing a platform for experience in the adult, 

real world economy. 
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2.3 The Role of the Adult 
 Throughout these interactions having to do with the social nature of the community (the             

adolescent’s work in the occupations or studies in the humanities, and work in micro-economy), 

the work of the adult in the prepared environment is vital, but also nuanced, and subtle. With any 

new concept, the adult acts as a facilitator, analyzing the task at hand and giving necessary lessons 

as needed. The adult then assumes the role of a partner in the ensuing work, inviting the adolescent 

to work side by side with him.  The adult demonstrates the needed skills, and then observes.  As 

soon as the adolescent is able to lead, the adult’s role is to stand aside and let the child work.  The 

adult must stay available to the child, however, as an expert, a protector, and a medium for 

processing the student’s difficulties and thoughts.                                                             

3. Independence and Valorization 
 Gaining the sense of independence available through the third plane of education provides             

the adolescent personality with an empowering entry into the adult world.  Consideration of the 

personality is of important in Montessori education, so much so that Montessori wrote “We must 

consider the human personality and not a method of education.  Help should be given in order that 

the human personality may achieve its independence.” (Montessori Formation 6) 

 The personality is considered to be the summation of all of an individual’s mental and             

physical potentialities.  “Education should no longer be mostly imparting knowledge,” Montessori 

wrote in Education for a New World. “... we should take a new path, seeking the release of human 

potentialities.” (Montessori Education 2)  

This construction of the personality through an active development is done through 

work in an environment that is suited to the needs of the child and where 

 the child is free from the will of a dominating adult. 
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(Hoglund, “Valorization” 153) 

The primary goal for the child when doing the work of personality construction is called 

valorization - a validation of one’s personality by self and others.  This can happen in any of the 

planes of education, though for different reasons particular to the child’s plane of development. At 

the adolescent level, the child valorizes his personality by finding that she can be independent and 

achieve real work by her own efforts. The third plane child seeks this self-recognition at a personal 

level.  Because adolescents want to make contributions to their community and society, however, 

part of valorization for adolescents lies also in being recognized for having completed valuable, 

real work of benefit to the community at large.  The prepared environment for the third plane is 

designed to help the child achieve just this. 
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