
Lexicon of Montessori Terms: One!
!
1. absorbent mind  This refers to the nature of mind in the young child (ages 0-6).  
During this critical time of self-construction, the child without effort, or even intent, 
absorbs information directly from her surrounding environment. This work is of a 
creative nature, and enables the child to incarnate her environment within herself, thus 
gradually forming herself as part of her own cultural place and time.!!

“It may be said that we acquire knowledge by using our minds; but the child 
absorbs knowledge directly into his psychic life. Simply by continuing to live,  
a child learns to speak his native tongue. A kind of mental chemistry goes on 
within him. ... The child undergoes a transformation. Impressions do not 
simply enter his mind; they transform it. They incarnate themselves in him. 
The child creates his own “mental muscles,” using for this what he finds in the 
world about him. We call this type of mentality the absorbent mind.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p. 24.!!!

2. adaptation Adaptation occurs in the first sub-plane of the first plane of development  
as the child between 0-3 years adapts herself to the customs and believes of the 
environment in which she finds herself.  While adaptation occurs through the power of 
the absorbent mind, through which sensorial input forms the mind itself, nature provides 
help for the child in this process by way of the human tendencies we all share.  As the 
child manifests the tendencies of exploration, orientation, communication, etc., she 
adapts herself to the social world around her.!!

“There is in the child a special kind of sensitivity which leads him to absorb 
everything about him, and it is this work of observing and absorbing that 
alone enables him to adapt himself to life. He does it in virtue of an 
unconscious power that only exists in childhood.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p. 57.!!
“The child will... experience nebulous urges without form, yet charged with 
potential energy; and these will have the duty of directing, and incarnating in 
him the form of human conduct which he finds in his surroundings.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p. 65.!!!

3. cosmic education Cosmic education is the plan of study for the second plane of 
development (ages 6-12). Cosmic education presents the elementary child with the 
universe as an ordered whole, and with a vision of the journey the universe has taken to !
reach the present we now share. Cosmic education leads children to see themselves in 
relation to everything in the universe.  !!
Through a series of cosmic fables (the Great Lessons) cosmic education offers 
perspectives across both time and space, and an approach to knowledge through an 
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integrated use of the academic disciplines. History plays a vital role in what we do if we 
are to orient our students children toward a broader awareness of human solidarity. The 
study of history helps children to see themselves as a link between the past and the 
future, helping them to create historical and cultural identity.!!
Montessori wanted to emphasize the positive aspects of humanity’s history. In cosmic 
education, emphasis is placed on how humanity has used its hands to create and invent 
the life we now share. Understanding how humans have worked together to meet our 
fundamental needs helps children build better understandings of other cultures and 
times.!!
Through this, we bring the children’s attention to the value of each individual, now and 
in the past, creating a sense of admiration and gratitude for those who have come 
before us. By coming to see ordinary human beings as the heroes in humanity’s story, 
children can find that they too have a part to play in the ongoing unfolding of the history.  
In this way, cosmic education can help children see themselves as agents for peace in 
the world they themselves are creating.!!

“If the idea of the universe be presented to the child in the right way, it will do more 
for him and just arouse interest, for it will create in him an admiration, a feeling loftier 
than any interest and more satisfying. The child’s mind then will no longer wander, 
but becomes fixed and can work.!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, To Educate the Human Potential, p. 6!!
“Let us in education always called the attention of children to the hosts of men and 
women who are hidden from the light of fame, so kindling a love of humanity; not the 
vague and anemic sentiment preached today as brotherhood, nor the political 
sentiment that the working classes should be redeemed and uplifted. What is most 
wanted is no patronizing charity for humanity, but a reverent consciousness of its 
dignity and worth. This should be cultivated in the same way as a religious 
sentiment, which indeed should be in us all, for we should not need to be reminded 
that no man can love God while remaining indifferent to his neighbor.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, To Educate the Human Potential, p. 18!!!

4. mathematical mind The term mathematical mind refers to the capacity of the human 
mind to organize and to categorize its experiences and impressions. The mathematical 
mind stems from the human tendency for order and manifests as an inclination toward 
logic, reasoning, and an impulse to produce order out of disorder.   !
  !

“In our work, therefore, we have given a name to this part of the mind which is 
built up with exactitude, and we call it the mathematical mind. I take the term 
from Pascal, the French philosopher, physicist and mathematician, who said 
that man’s mind was mathematical by nature, and that knowledge and 
progress come from accurate observation.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p. 169.!
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5. materialized abstractions  A materialized abstraction is the result of working with a 
material designed to communicate an abstract concept in a concrete form. The cube, for 
instance, when explored as a geometric solid, sensorially communicates the nature of a 
cube (its shape, relative dimensions, etc.) by way of the learner’s physical manipulation 
of the cube itself.  The resulting abstract understanding, gained from the use of the 
material, is called a materialized abstraction. !!

“Because of this vital importance of mathematics, the school must use special 
methods for teaching it and make clear and comprehensible its elements with 
the help of plenty of apparatus that demonstrates the materialized abstraction 
of mathematics.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p. 76.!!!

6. planes of development  The planes of development are a model used to represent 
a child’s point of physical and psychic development along an age continuum from 0-24 
years.  This 24 year span is divided into four planes: 0-6, 6-12, 12-18, and 18-24. For 
the child, each plane is marked by sensitivities to certain necessary developmental 
components. In the first plane there is a sensitivity to the development of language, for 
instance.!!
The first and third planes, infancy and adolescence, both represent times of rapid 
growth and change. In order to encapsulate this growth, each of these planes are 
divided into two sub-planes (0-3, 3-6 and 12-15, 15-18). The second and fourth planes, 
childhood and maturity, represent times of greater calm and stability. These planes are 
both times when the child expands upon the gains made in the previous plane, utilizing 
her intellectual and psychic growth in new, harmonious applications.!!

“We must, then, constantly bear in mind this fact that the growth of the child, from 
birth to maturity, is not like that of an oak tree which grows by simply getting bigger, 
but is rather to be compared with that of the butterfly; for we have to do with different 
types of mind at different periods.!!
These periods indeed differ so greatly one from another that some psychologists, 
including Montessori, have compared the development of a human being to a 
succession of new births. This is of course an exaggeration; but nevertheless it does 
almost seem as though, at some periods of life, “one psychic individual ceases and 
another is born.”!
-- E.M. Standing, Maria Montessori, Her Life and Work, p. 108!!!

7. planes of education  The planes of education, a corresponding concept to the 
planes of development, represent the ways in which different Montessori environments 
and plans of study respond to children’s different stages of development.!

NAMTA Adolescent Orientation!
Lexicon of Montessori terms   !    Sheldon Clark, page �                                                                          3



!
“Successive levels of education must correspond to the successive 
personalities of the child.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p. 1.!!
“Only a thorough analysis leads to the discovery of the changes that occur 
continuously in the child, who grows until he becomes a man. It is precisely 
these changes that have the greatest bearing on the method of education.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p. 2.!!!

8. prepared environment As children age through the planes of development, they 
develop different sensitive periods, times when the child’s psyche is ready to internalize 
some aspect of the culture around her. Different sensitivities arise in each of the planes, 
so the differing environments for each of the planes must offer opportunities unique to 
the developmental needs of the children they serve. Montessori observed specifically 
timed principles of development. Prepared environments are intended to accommodate 
these, and to provide interactive opportunities appropriate to each child.!!

“The child has need of a very much richer environment to bring out his potentialities.  
He will require not only those things which will satisfy his vegetative and animal 
requirements - food, light, air, opportunity for movement, etc.  - but also those factors 
which will satisfy his intellectual, moral and social needs.!
-- E.M. Standing, Maria Montessori, Her Life and Work, p. 270!!!

9. sensitive periods/sensitivities Sensitive periods are times when a child engages in 
spontaneous concentration with activities which meet the specific developmental needs 
of the child at that time. During the sensitive period for understanding and creating 
order, for instance, or the sensitive period when a child internalizes the social behavior 
around her, children observe and develop necessary understandings through 
concentration, exploration, and a desire to repeat activities. !!

“Man possesses creative sensitivities instead of hereditary models of behavior, and if 
it is due to these that adaptation occurs to his surroundings then it is clear that the 
whole psychic life of the individual stands upon a foundation which is laid down by 
them in the earliest years.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.75.!!
“A child learns to adjust himself and make acquisitions in his sensitive periods. 
These are like a beam that lights interiorly, or a battery that furnishes energy. It is 
this sensibility which enables a child to come in contact with the external world in a 
particularly intense manner. At such a time everything is easy; all is life and 
enthusiasm. Every effort marks an increase in power. Only when the goal has been 
obtained does fatigue and the weight of indifference come on. When one of these 
psychic passions is exhausted another area is enkindled. Childhood thus passes 
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from conquest to conquest in a constant rhythm that constitutes its joy and 
happiness.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood!!
“Our experience with children in elementary schools has shown us that the 
age between six and twelve years is a period of life during which the elements 
of all the sciences should be given. It is a period that, psychologically, is 
especially sensitive and might be called the sensitive period of culture, during 
which the abstract plane of the human mind is organized.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p. 85. 

                                                                                                  	

10. society by cohesion: Society by cohesion refers to an atmosphere of 
unquestioning love. In such an atmosphere, children in the first plane build a social 
community by simple merit of proximity and their solidarity of purpose. This coherence 
forms a “society in embryo,” cemented by the bonds of love. !!

“The first step towards a social consciousness recalls the “spirit of the family or the 
tribe,” for in primitive societies, as is well known, the individual loves, defends and 
values his own group as the end game of his existence. ... This unity born among 
the children, which is produced by a spontaneous need, directed by an unconscious 
power, and vitalized by a social spirit, is a phenomenon needing a name, and I call it 
“cohesion in the social unit.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.212.!!!

11. human tendencies  The human tendencies are things which shape all members of 
humanity.  We each have the task of adapting to the society in which we live, absorbing 
the behavioral patterns inherent to its particular time and place. It is the basic human 
tendencies which help us to accomplish this. !!
Animals other than humans operate according to inherited, instinctual behaviors which 
allow them to function innately within their native environments. Living by these 
instinctual behaviors, each may thrive in its own place. Should that environment 
change, however, or should the animal find itself in a different environment altogether, 
its instinctual behaviors will no longer offer the support needed for its survival.  !!
Human beings, on the other hand, do not operate according to inherited behaviors. 
Rather than being dictated by inherited behaviors, humans have innate tendencies 
which allow us to adapt ourselves to the differing demands of each particular time and 
place. The methods we use to adapt to different settings may change, but the 
tendencies which guide us in that process are themselves universal. !!
Regardless of where we live, or when, we each operate according to certain basic 
tendencies, including ones such as these: orienting ourselves in physical space; 
exploring our environment to find things needed to meet our needs; observing our 
environment; abstracting concepts from our observations and applying our reasoning 
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intelligence to formulating ideas; using our imagination to “see” and create things that 
did not exist before; and utilizing a sense of self-control, that we might learn from our 
errors and make adjustments toward progress.!!

“There are certain basic factors which do not change. What may change is the 
contents that you give the mind. It is these factors that make the child become 
adapted to any society, no matter what its pattern of behavior. These all important 
factors are what now-a-days psychologists call “human tendencies.”!
-- Mario M. Montessori, The Human Tendencies and Montessori Education, p.18.!!
“As we have seen, tendencies do not change and human tendencies are hereditary.  
The child possesses them in potentiality at birth, and makes use of them to build an 
individual suited to his time. During the period of human growth these tendencies 
assume different aspects by the aid of what Dr. Montessori called sensitive periods.”!
-- Mario M. Montessori, The Human Tendencies and Montessori Education, p.20.!!!

12. normalization The idea of normalization refers to a child’s ability to initiate work, 
concentrate, and to work independently by her own choice. Normalization is an 
observable unity of characteristics, indicating a point of cooperation between a child’s 
thoughts, actions, and her ability to engage in self-reflection.  !!
Normalization is not an end point, but rather a journey of exploring and deepening a 
developing quality.  Broadly stated, normalization is shown through a three step cycle: !

• the child prepares for an activity,!
• the child engage the activity with sufficient interest as to reach a deep level of 

concentration,!
• the child emerges from an experience satisfied and with a tendency to 

internalize and reflect on her experience.!!
“... The phenomenon that was called “conversion” is proper to childhood. It implies a 
swift, sometimes instantaneous change, brought about always by the same cause. It 
would not be possible to quote a single example of conversion that did not involve 
the concentration of activity on an interesting task. And the conversions that thus 
come about are of widely different kinds. Children of excited fantasy become calm, 
depressed children rise up, and all advance together, on the same road of work and 
discipline, continuing a progress which evolves of itself, moved by some inner 
energy that, having found a way of egress, can display itself in outward act.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, p.128.!!
“The singular fact that we note in child conversions is a psychological 
recovery, a return to normal conditions. The child who seems miraculous in 
his precocious intelligence, the hero who overcomes himself and his own 
grief, finding the strength to live and new serenity, the rich child who prefers 
disciplined work to frivolities of life, are normal children. And that which was 
called conversion when it implied only the emergence of a surprising fact 
must, after the findings of wide experience, be reckoned a normalization. 
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There was a hidden nature in man, a nature buried and, therefore, unknown, 
which nonetheless is simply his true nature, the nature given by creation, 
health.!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, p.212.!!
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