
Lexicon of Montessori Terms: Three!!
1. Discipline The concept of discipline as discussed here does not refer to a particular 
subject of study, but rather something more closely linked to self-discipline, or the 
tendency to engage in purposeful work. In this sense, discipline speaks of the initiative, 
stemming from one’s own sense of will, to make free choices in the pursuit of work 
appropriate to one’s interests, and in the service of one’s developmental needs.!!

“There was the question raised with regard to “discipline”, to the amazing 
phenomenon shown by those small children who remained orderly and quiet, though 
they were free to choose their occupations and were not hindered in continuing their 
exercises as long as they were interested in them.!!
They were capable of maintaining this orderly behavior even when the teacher was 
absent. This collective behavior, remarkable for its social harmony and the features 
of their character, which did not show any signs of envy or competition, but led them 
to help each other, aroused admiration. They “loved silence”, and saw it as the real 
source of joy.”  !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.73.!!
“The environment must make the free choice of occupation easy, and 
therefore eliminate the waste of time and energy in following vague and 
uncertain preferences. From all this the result will be not only self-discipline 
but a proof that self-discipline is an aspect of individual liberty and the chief 
factor of success in life.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Formation of Man, p.28.!!!

2. Freedom/Responsibility The ideas of freedom, responsibility, and independence 
are closely linked within one’s actions toward self-construction, and the choices made in 
the fulfillment of one’s developmental needs. !!
In the first plane, freedom manifests with a developmental necessity to explore one’s 
environment. Here, responsibility lies in directly caring for the self, others, and for the 
environment. In the second plane, children have the freedom to work with initiative and 
discipline as they explore broad ideas within the context of cosmic eduction. For the 
second plane, responsibility lies in coming to know the order of the world and beginning 
to adapt to its cultural manners and norms.!!
In the third plane, freedom relates to understanding and joining the community’s 
economic activities, and achieving economic independence within that structure. 
Responsibility lies in honoring the social organization of one’s time and place, taking 
part in the social and economic structures in ways which are beneficial to one’s self and 
to others.!
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“When the child is given freedom to move about in a world of objects, he is naturally 
inclined to perform the task necessary for his development entirely on his own. Let 
us say it straight out – the child wants to do everything all by himself.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, p.55.!!
“It is a common place that the child must be free. But what kind of freedom has he 
been given? The only true freedom for an individual is to have the opportunity to act 
independently. That is the condition sine qua non* of individuality. There is no such 
thing as an individual until a person can act by himself.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, p.55.!!
*something absolutely indispensable, essential!!!

3. Imagination The role of imagination, a thing of wonder at any age, is critical in the 
second plane of education where children encounter cosmic education, the plan of 
study for the elementary years. Cosmic education presents the second plane child with 
a vision of the journey the universe has taken to become as it is now, and urges children 
to see themselves in relation to everything in the universe. Imagination and the 
reasoning mind are the tools of outward exploration for second plane child.!
 !
In the third plane of development, imagination plays a critical but fundamentally different 
role. For the adolescent, imagination serves as the basis for her own creative 
expressions. Such outward expressions are important as the adolescent works inwardly 
to develop her personality, expanding now into a more adult, social role.  She begins to 
think more abstractly, understanding more about her own thought processes as well as 
the thoughts of others. In the third plane, the adolescent begins to develop a more 
global vision, to consider involvement in economic production and exchange, and to 
problem solve on deeper levels. In this regard, the imagination is not the province of 
fantasy, but the instrument of mature thought.!!

“Children are continuously trying to construct a vision of things in their minds. The 
work of a child’s imagination is continuous, quite different from us who have already 
constructed our minds. Children’s imaginations must act continuously in order to 
construct this power. Just as in the period of the absorbent mind the child studied the 
world at the sensorial level and received impressions, he now studies the world in 
another way and tries to construct, through experiences he has already had, things 
which he has never seen. Through this imaginative construction the child makes his 
way, for the first time, in the world of real intelligence.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The 1946 London Lectures, p.177.!!!

4. Independence Fulfillment of the developmental needs of the child at any stage can 
be seen as leading toward one ultimate goal: successive degrees of independence. 
What independence means for the child changes, of course, depending on her position 
within the scheme of the planes of development.!!
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For the first plane child, independence is found in the mastery of the physical: being 
able to dress, to eat, or to complete a task such as wiping a table. These physical 
abilities fulfill the young child’s call, “Help me to do it myself.”!!
For the second plane child, independence comes in the child’s ability to explore with her 
imagination, leading to expanding sets of knowledge and skills. Primary among these is 
the child’s growing understanding of societal interactions, and how to navigate 
relationships with those around her.!!
In the third plane, young people begin to move more deeply into the adult world. Now 
they are not so much observing society and adult life as beginning to take an active part 
in them. In Montessori’s third Oxford lecture (1936) she speaks of production and 
exchange as the primary way in which humanity supports and expands itself. 
Independence for the third plane child comes from involvement in economic activity,  
and from moving toward self-sufficiency within that structure. !!

“... for the essence of independence is to be able to do something for one’s self. The 
philosophical concept which underlies these successive conquests of independence 
is this: that man achieves his independence by making efforts. To be able to do a 
thing without any help from others: this is independence..”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.142.!!!

5. Maximum Effort Maximum effort is a quality which results from the alignment of a 
child’s freedom, independence and discipline. When a child is free to work in a prepared 
environment, choosing occupations which encourage her developing independence, 
and which appeal to her developmental needs, a normalized concentration results. This 
allows, and encourages the child to apply herself to a task with maximum effort. !!

“As soon as the child has acquired this form of independence he begins to carry 
heavy things and to do difficult things. We call it maximum effort. He climbs on 
chairs, he goes upstairs, he does all kinds of things which require a great effort. He 
doesn’t just practice a new ability – the new conquest enables him to exert great 
effort. This is horme. Horme asks the child to exert the maximum effort, to go into the 
world and make these difficult movements. Children evidently have a natural urge, a 
determined urge, because all children all over the world have the same need to exert 
a maximum effort at this age.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The 1946 London Lectures, p.116-117.!!!

6. Mixed Age Group Mixed age grouping is a concept common to Montessori 
environments.  Age spans for the different Montessori planes of development include 
0-6, 6-12, 12-18 and 18-24. Corresponding environments are prepared for students    
18 months-3 years, 3-6, 6-9, 9-12, 12-15, and 15-18 years old. One advantageous 
aspect of grouping children in this way is the “cross pollination” that happens among 
them. The younger children take an interest in the activities of the older ones, 
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stimulating their curiosity and desire to explore. The older children take a caring and 
mentoring role toward the youngers, offering help when needed, and sharing in their 
successes.!!

“In a class of normalized children mutual aid naturally takes the place of competition. 
Far from trying to outdo each other, or displaying any jealousy, these children are 
always helping one another. The older and more advanced show a keen interest in 
the progress of the younger and more backward; and it is often quite touching to 
observe the way in which the former regard the triumphs of the latter with as much 
joy as if they had been their own achievements.”!
-- E.M. Standing, Maria Montessori Her Life and Work, p.177.!!
“What matters is to mix the ages. Our schools show that children of different ages 
help one another. The younger ones see what the older ones are doing and ask for 
explanations. These are readily given, and the instruction is really valuable, for the 
mind of a five-year-old is so much nearer than ours to the mind of a child of three, 
that the little one learns easily what we should find it hard to impart. There is a 
communication and a harmony between the two that one seldom finds between the 
adult and the small child.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.206.!!!

7. Nature/Supranature Nature refers to the natural state of the world, its structures and!
its interdependencies. In the work of civilization, humanity transforms nature, building 
upon it a supranature which raises the land to a higher level of beauty and efficacy.  !

 !
As young people progress in the third plane of education, considering and living within 
the moral context of economic commerce, they begin to consider the various aspects of 
what humanity has constructed, in the past as well as in the present. Through 
observation and reflection, they can evaluate the relationship between our created 
supranature and the interests of mankind and our planetary environment, leading to 
sound decisions for the future.!!

“The first stage of civilization is just that of the transformation of nature to a higher 
level of beauty and usefulness in her products, and an apparently miraculous use of 
the secrets of nature. This is truly a “supra-nature” devised by man. This supra- 
nature includes the great scientific progress in biology and in chemistry, and a 
consecutive progress of succeeding generations that makes one wonder if the 
greatness of man as well as the greatness of God. Therefore work on the land is an 
introduction both to nature and to civilization and gives a limitless fields for scientific 
and historical studies.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.68.!!!!!
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8. Preparation of the Adult Preparation of the adult is an important component of what!
Montessori considers the spiritual aspect of working with children. Montessori’s idea of 
the spiritual preparation of the teacher stems from from her belief that children develop 
intellectually and socially by interacting directly with their environment. Moving with 
freedom, independence and discipline, children choose work in a prepared environment 
which serve their fundamental needs. !!
For this to be possible, the teacher needs to honor the child’s choices and work, not 
imposing her own expectations and values. Montessori writes, “The true educator is the 
man who rids himself of the inner obstacles which make the child incomprehensible to 
him...” (The Secret of Childhood. 90) According to Montessori’s ideas, one may choose 
the work of teaching, “... but first comes an act of humility, the routing out of a prejudice 
embedded in our hearts…”  (The Secret of Childhood. 94)!!

“Our instruction to educators consists in showing them what inner dispositions they 
need to correct, just as a doctor might point out the particular and definite disease 
that is weakening or threatening a physical organ. Here then, is some positive help. !!
The deadly sin that arise within us and prevents us from understanding the child his 
anger. But since no deadly sin exists alone, but always in combination or company 
with another, so anger summons and combines with a sin of more noble appearance 
and hence more diabolical, pride.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, p.90.!!
“Hence a prejudice has found its way into the adult – the notion that the life of the 
child can be changed or improved only through teaching. This prejudice impedes the 
understanding of the fact that the child constructs himself, that he has a teacher 
within himself and that this inner teacher also follows a program and a technique of 
education, and that we adults by acknowledging this unknown teacher may enjoy the 
privilege and good fortune of becoming its assistants and faithful servants by helping 
it with our cooperation.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Formation of Man, p.46.!!
“The first step an intending Montessori teacher must take is to prepare herself. For 
one thing, she must keep her imagination alive; for while, in the traditional schools, 
the teacher sees the immediate behavior of her pupils, knowing that she must look 
after them and what she has to teach, the Montessori teacher is constantly looking 
for a child who is not yet there. This is the main point of difference. The teacher, 
when she begins work in our schools, must have a kind of faith that the child will 
reveal himself through work.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.252.!!!!
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