
Lexicon of Montessori Terms: Two!!!
1. Erdkinder Montessori used the word Erdkinder - children of the soil - to refer to 
children in the third plane of development. Though the term is still used in this way, it is 
also used to describe the broader experience of adolescents in the environment 
particular to the third plane of education.  !!
Here, within context of agricultural farm work, adolescents develop in relation to 
themselves and to one another. The farm, as a prepared environment, allows 
adolescents to work together within a structure of production and exchange, with all of 
the organizational principles that this requires. Through cooperation and work, 
adolescents have the opportunity to explore the differing roles adults take in society, and 
to develop the strengths of responsibility and dignity as they live and work in community.!!

“The essential reform of our plan from this point of view may be defined as follows; 
during the difficult time of adolescence it is helpful to leave the accustomed 
environment of the family in the town and go to quiet surroundings in the country, 
close to nature.  Here, an open-air life, individual care, and a non-toxic diet, must be 
the first considerations in organizing a ‘centre for study and work.’ ”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.67.!!
“We have called these children the ‘Erdkinder’ because they are learning about 
civilization through its origin in agriculture.  They are the ‘land-children.’ They are 
learning of the beginning of civilization that occurred when the tribes settled on the 
land and began a life of peace and progress…”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.68.!!
“The essential reform is this: to put the adolescent on the road to achieving 
economic independence.  We might call it a ‘school of experience in the elements of 
social life.’ ”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.64.!!!

2. Grace and Courtesy Grace and courtesy is a Montessori term familiar to many. 
Considered broadly, ‘grace’ refers to physical movement, and a sense of harmony 
between mind and body. ‘Courtesy’, on the other hand, speaks of one’s relations with 
others, and one’s sense of harmony in social relations. !!
Grace and courtesy as an element of Montessori education, however, takes on slightly 
different meanings as children move through the different planes of development. In the 
first plane of education (0-6), children arrive at a sense of grace and courtesy through a 
variety of sensorial experiences having to do with direct care of the self, of the 
environment, and of others. In the second plane (6-12), the children’s expression of 
grace and courtesy expands, revolving now around an interest in the rules of social 
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order, and in how adults formulate their social interactions. Grace and courtesy in the 
second plane stems from the child’s expanding awareness of a broader social order.!!
In the third plane (12-18), the role of grace and courtesy is an implicit part of the 
adolescent’s educational experience.  Children in an Erdkinder setting live and work 
together in a residential, farm-based community.  Here, the children’s expressions of 
grace and courtesy directly affect their collective experience.  !!
As the children enter into maturity, skills with grace and courtesy formed in the third 
plane help them to navigate the rules and norms called for in social adaptation and and 
interaction.!!

“The child comes to see that he must respect the work of others, not because 
someone has said that he must but because this is the reality that he meets in his 
daily experience.”  !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.203.!!
“It is interesting to see how little by little, these [children] become aware of forming a 
community which behaves as such…Once they have reached this level, the children 
no longer act thoughtlessly, but put the group first and try to succeed for its benefit.”  !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.232.!!!

3. Hand/Head  Central to Montessori philosophy is the idea that work with concrete 
reality precedes abstract understanding. This is the basis for the materials so prevalent 
in Montessori environments. !!
Extending the idea more more broadly, however, leads to the understanding that in all 
parts of life an interdependency exists between the thoughts of the mind and the actions 
of the hand. The mind of the youngest child is formed through her actions upon her 
environment.  As we age, the knowledge of the mind can direct the skill of our hands. 
The two must be balanced in order for the human spirit to exist freely in both thought 
and deed.!!

“We may put it like this: the child’s intelligence can develop to a certain level without 
the help of his hand. But if it develops with his hand, then the level it reaches is 
higher, and the child’s character is stronger. So even here, in what we can to think of 
as a purely psychological matter, the facts are that a child’s character remains 
rudimentary unless he finds opportunities for applying his powers of movement to his 
surroundings.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.139.!!
“Now, even the laborers need education. They must understand the complex 
problems of our times, otherwise they are just a pair of hands acting without seeing 
what relation their work has in the pattern of society. Such as they are today, they 
may be said to have no head. Meanwhile, the intellectuals of the day are all cripples 
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as long as their hands remain useless. Their spirit will dry up if the grandeur of the 
practical reality of our days is completely shut away from them, as if it did not exist. 
Men with hands and no head, and men with head and no hands are equally out of 
place in the modern community.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.61.!!!

4. Moral Development When speaking of Moral Development in a Montessori context, we 
consider the practical needs that arise out of social interaction which, again, change 
according to the child’s plane of development. In the first period, morality is based in the 
proper and attentive care of self, others, and the environment. In the second plane, 
children enter into a sensitive period for considering right and wrong, with issues in social 
interaction considered accordingly.!!
In the third plane, there is a sensitive period for the development of justice and personal 
dignity. Through her experiences with production and exchange in the third plane of 
education, the adolescent begins to understand that human society requires mankind to 
operate on a basis of reciprocal help, and that that help depends upon a set of rules 
which govern social interactions. !!

“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? It 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 itself 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. So that among the other laws the child is 
learning now, there is something grand to be grasped here, to realize that this is the 
most important factor in the organization of society and in social morality. ... Social 
morality has this basis, this is the material part of morality, a real material by which 
we can understand how an error in distribution is a moral fact which brings a social 
disease.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The NAMTA Journal 26.3	
!!

5. Occupation An occupation is an extended activity that involves the participants in a 
direct experience which is relevant, has a real sense of purpose, and is intimate and 
engaging. Students involved in an occupation have opportunities to take on real 
responsibilities, be involved in group decision making, and work with others in an 
integrated community.!!
In a Montessori adolescent environment, occupations are centered around a need 
which requires real work to be met.  When a group of students is entering into an 
occupation, there are three important organizing principles: !
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!
• to identify a task or challenge,!
• to determine what the group needs to know, and what it needs to accomplish in 

order to fulfill the task,!
• and, as a group, work to acquire the knowledge and proficiencies required to 

accomplish the task.!!
The resulting work, which occurs over a period of time, is validating to each participant’s 
sense of ability and usefulness.  Occupations help participants to discover and take on 
the role of being an individual in the context of a broader society. It involves them in 
purposeful work which leads to learning, and allows them to make a contribution to their 
group.!!

“Therefore work on the land is an introduction both to nature and to civilization and 
gives a limitless field for scientific and historic studies. If the produce can be used 
commercially this brings in the fundamental mechanism of society, that of production 
and exchange, on which economic life is based. This means that there is an 
opportunity to learn both academically and through actual experience what are the 
elements of social life.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.68.!!
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 of 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, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.73.!!
“I believe that the school is primarily a social institution.  Education being a 
social process, the school is simply that form of community life in which all 
those agencies are concentrated that will be most effective in bringing the 
child to share in the inherited resources of the race, and to use his own 
powers for social ends. I believe that education, therefore, is a process of 
living and not a preparation for future living.” !
John Dewey, My Pedagogic Creed, Article 2!!!

6. Personality/Character On the first page of Childhood to Adolescence, Montessori 
states that the successive levels of education need to correspond to the the successive 
personalities of the child. This indicates that what we think of as a child’s “personality” is 
not constant, but is rather subject to change according to the child’s plane of 
development.!!
In Montessori philosophy, personality is seen as the sum total of the interactions 
between a child’s physical and mental potentials. A child’s intellectual and moral 
capacities influence her sense of will, and the will guides the child’s physical 
potentialities. The visible expression of these interactions is what we commonly         
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see as behavior. The result is either what Montessori terms moral behavior (character), 
or immoral behavior (deviant). !!
That which we call character, therefore, is an expression of moral behavior stemming 
from a child’s personality. The personality, in turn, is dependent upon the child’s 
interdependent usage of both the mind and the hand as reflected in the characteristics 
of her plane of development. !!
The task of the educator is to prepare an environment in which the child can construct 
her personality. The third plane’s prepared environment enables the adolescent to 
achieve a sense of both social interdependence and personal independence through 
the completion of meaningful work which engages the child’s mental and physical 
potentialities. !!

“In my experience, if – for special reasons – a child has been unable to use his 
hands, his character remains at a low stage in its formation: he is incapable of 
obedience, has no initiative, and seems lazy and sad. But those children who have 
been able to work with their hands make headway in their development, and reach a 
strength of character which is conspicuous.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.139-140.!!
“Children construct their own characters, building up in themselves the qualities we 
admire. These do not spring from our example of admonishments, but they result 
solely from a long and slow sequence of activities carried out by the child himself 
between the ages of three and six.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind, p.190.!!
“The importance of human personality resides in the fact that it can construct by 
means of intelligence and labour that world of individual freedom which takes the 
place of instinct, and which makes it man’s final task to act upon the external world 
by carrying out the complex activities we call civilization... It is independence which 
lies at the root of this conception of ‘personality’. Personality begins when the Ego 
has got rid of the enthrallment of other egos and has begun to be able to function 
alone. Personality is urged forward by feeling its own worth; self-respect makes one 
seek out tasks of increasing importance. Thus comes the impetus towards progress. 
What education has to do is to prepare an environment favorable to this unfolding of 
personality.”!
 -- Dr. Maria Montessori, Principles and Practice, p. 58.!!!

7. Social Development Montessori’s meaning for the term social development changes 
somewhat depending on the plane of development of the child.  In the first plane (0-6), 
social development takes place in regard to the individual as the child uses the !!
absorbent mind to construct herself as a member of her time and place. In the second 
plane (6-12) the emphasis changes toward aspects of social order, and the rules of 
social engagement in a social group. In the third plane (12-18), the child’s work of social 
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development is in direct preparation for her entry into adulthood. The emphasis here is 
not simply how to relate to others in a group, but how to contribute to the cohesion and 
advancement of one’s community, as well as of the broader society. This is 
accomplished by engaging the adolescent in activities which, through the division of 
labor, and production and exchange, involve her in the production of something of use 
to society as a whole.!!

“This is the time, the “sensitive period” when there should develop the most noble 
characteristics that would prepare a man to be social, that is to say a sense of 
justice and a sense of personal dignity.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.63.!!
“It is a different form of life that is lived in the group so closely knit together. A higher 
form of self-control is needed here, which is at the base of social education, and it 
has to be worked out and actually experienced in the sensitive period during which 
man is creating his social personality.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The NAMTA Journal 26.3, p.183.!!
“Social life is not sitting in a room together or living in a city. It does not regard social 
relations. 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. … Division of labor enters into it too.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The NAMTA Journal 26.3, p.180.!!!

8. Three Period Lesson The three period lesson might be called the Montessori 
approach to inquiry.  Through this structure, children are introduced to, and work with, 
concepts in a way which allows them to internalize ideas, and to express them 
according to their own understanding.  !!
Briefly stated, the first period is when the guide establishes an association between an 
object and its name, or explicates an idea: “This is....” In the second period, the guide 
helps the child to recognize the object, or to deepen her understanding of an idea: 
“Show me the...” In the third period, the child recalls the name of the object, or the 
content of the idea: “What is this?”!!
In the first plane of development (0-6), this structure often takes the simple form of 
helping the child learn the names and qualities of objects in the environment. In the third 
plane, the same structure is used as students are introduced to new concepts. In the 
first period, the teacher initiates a challenge, introduces key concepts, and works with 
the students to establish a common vocabulary. In the second period, the students !!
engage a process of exploration and discovery, deepening and expanding their 
understandings. In the third period, the students express the knowledge, understanding, 
and insights they have gained though their work.!!
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“Montessori does lay down certain principles with regard to giving of lessons(...) The 
famous ‘three period presentation lesson’ from Seguin is a model of efficiency in this 
respect; and Montessori recommends its use with small children, especially in the 
‘naming’ lessons. Period I: Naming; Period II: Recognition; Period III: Pronunciation 
of the word.” !
-- E.M. Standing, Maria Montessori, Her Life and Work, p. 307.!!!

9. Valorization Speaking broadly, a child valorizes her personality by coming to know 
that she can be independent and can achieve real goals by her own efforts. The task of 
education in this regard is to provide opportunities in a prepared environment for this to  
happen naturally.!!
 The accomplishments by which a child may become valorized change across the 
different planes of development. There is a common thread between them all, however, 
and that is the development of progressive stages of independence. !!
For the young child in the first plane, gaining functional abilities in caring for one’s self, 
for others, and the environment represents a developmentally appropriate level of 
independence.  For the second plane child, the valorizing sense of independence 
comes from engaging in a wider scope of social life, and applying one’s greatest efforts 
to the tasks of life.!!
In the third plane, valorization is a process by which the adolescent has the opportunity 
to work independently in a role which results in real and necessary service to her 
community. For the adolescent, the natural result of this is twofold: first, that the she is 
recognized by her community as having made a valuable contribution toward the 
betterment of all, and, second, that her self-awareness of her own accomplishments, 
increases.!!
For the adolescent, independence and valorization are found in making direct 
contributions to society, and in having them recognized by peers and adults. The kinds 
of actions most satisfying for the adolescent are those which prepare them in some way 
for adult life.  An adolescent is not valorized by simply cooking for others or helping with 
chores.  Adolescents need real work, opportunities which present problems to solve and 
community engagement. To live and have social experiences together while doing real 
adult work, to experience the value of the production and exchange of goods and 
services, these lead to independence at the third plane independence, and to the 
valorization of the adolescent personality.!!

“The plan aims above all at ‘valorization of the personality’ in the present social 
conditions.  It should not be restricted to consider exclusively the specialized training 
that will ensure a well-paid post in the future.  It is quite obvious that the necessity 
for such specialization exists and must be considered, but only as a means, as a 
practical method of becoming a member of society, not as an end to which must be 
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sacrificed both the values of the individual and his feeling of responsibility towards 
society as a whole.”!
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.71.!!
“This ‘independence’ has more educational than practical value; that is to say, it has 
a closer connection with the psychology of the adolescent than with an eventual, 
actual utility.  So, even if a boy were so rich that his economic security seemed 
above all the vicissitudes of life he would still derive great personal benefit from 
being initiated in economic independence.  For this would result in a ‘valorization’ of 
his personality, in making him feel himself capable of 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.”  !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence, p.64.!!

10. Work Montessori understood work to be the essence of humanity’s social life, and 
believed that the purposeful work of the child assists in the development of the future 
adult. Work, both manual and intellectual, is a natural tendency of humanity. Through it, 
the child develops her personality and character.!!
In the third plane, the aim of the adolescent’s work is the experience of financial 
independence through economic production and exchange. !!

“The essence of this social life is work. Work and exchange bring together people far 
apart – bring them in touch – who would never otherwise be in touch at all.” -- Dr. 
Maria Montessori, The NAMTA Journal 26.3, p.181.!!
“That is the third level, in fact, characterized by the preparation of the human soul for 
work as the vital function that is the corner-stone of social experience.  When he 
enters the workaday world, man must be aware first and foremost of his social 
responsibility.” !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, p.110.!!
“Real, honest work and the exchange of its products constitute the mechanism for 
the 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 
existence of mankind.  All the rest follows as the consequence of that, i.e., 
organization.”  !
-- Dr. Maria Montessori, The NAMTA Journal 26.3!!!!!!!
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