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Seeing the Child Through the Lenses of the Planes of Development !

1. Characteristics of the First Two Planes of Development 
 The structure of Montessori education is directly linked to Maria Montessori’s ideas on             

human development. Proposing that development occurs in stages, each with its own 

characteristics and needs, Montessori outlined an overall construct known as the “four planes of 

development,” including infancy (0-6 years), childhood (6-12 years), adolescence (12-18 years), 

and maturity (18-24 years.) 

!
1.1 The First Plane of Development 
 The first of these planes, infancy, is a time of creation for the child and is considered to            

be of fundamental importance in human development.  Because the nature of the work 

undertaken by the child in this plane varies across its six year period, Montessori divided into 

two sub-planes: the “spiritual embryo,” and “the conscious worker.” 

 Montessori observed that between the ages of 0 to 3, the newly born and young child              

enters the world with no pre-established powers of movement or psychic qualities of her own. 

The infant does have inborn potentialities, however, which determine the course of her 

development. Following this innate creative essence, the very young child begins a process of 

self-construction. 
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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. (The Absorbent Mind 

Montessori 24) 

  The second sub-plane occurs between the ages 3 and 6. Here the nature of self-           

development changes as the child’s consciousness and personality emerge. The child in this sub-

plane is eager to explore her environment, for all of the self-constructed psychic powers she 

created in the first sub-plane will now be developed through her conscious experiences and the 

exercise of her individual will. The child’s hands are perpetually busy at this stage. What may 

appear to be play, however, is in reality the child’s own intelligence at work. The 3-6 year old 

child is a conscious worker, exploring her environment for the benefit of her unfolding 

development. 

 It is in this latter half of the first plane that we may observe what Montessori called             

normalization.  A normalized child begins work independently, engages in it with a deep 

concentration, and completes it with a feeling of satisfaction. Preparing an environment in which 

the child can achieve a normalized state is in many ways our primary concern for children 

operating in the first plane of development. 
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1.2 The Second Plane of Development 
 The second of the planes of development, childhood, takes place between the ages of 6             

and 12. This is a time of calm and uniform growth, where the functions and powers created in the 

first plane are expanded both physically and psychologically. The abstract functioning of the 

mind also emerges at this time, helping the child to explore and internalize abstract reality.   

 With the child’s expanding physical strength and cognitive functioning comes a great             

capacity for work. With the power of an expanding imagination, second plane children are 

explorers of the universe, of humanity, and of culture. Eager for knowledge and understanding, 

they will tirelessly explore new ideas, often joining with their peers, with whom they’re now 

eager to bond, in large scale group endeavors. 

!
2. The Prepared Environment as an Aid to Life 

2.1 A Rational For the Prepared Environment 
 As the child moves through the planes of development, different prepared environments             

are required in order to provide opportunities for the child to explore the things which will aid 

her development. In his book on Montessori’s life and work, E.M. Standing writes about 

Montessori’s idea of the prepared environment.   

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. (Standing 269-270) 
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 Education can be seen as a relationship between the child and her environment.  As the             

child’s sensitive periods and engagement with the human tendencies change from one plane to 

the next, we need to accommodate these changes and provide opportunities for their unfolding 

by preparing environments designed to meet the child’s current developmental needs. 

2.2 Characteristics of the Prepared Environment 
First Plane of Development 
 The first aim of any of the prepared environments is to help the child develop a sense of             

independence and self-sufficiency. To aid this process in the first plane, we scale the environment 

to fit the child’s physical size and arrange it with a strong sense of order. The environment has 

both indoor and outdoor work areas, both of which are filled with simple, beautiful objects which 

represent different cultures. The environment also contains materials and activities which pertain 

directly to the first plane child’s needs, including those in the areas of practical life, sensorial (in 

direct preparation for language and math), mathematics, and language (speaking, reading, and 

writing.) 

Second Plane of Development 
 The heart of the prepared environment for the second plane lies not in a carefully crafted             

physical environment, nor in the inclusion of the simple items which grace the environment of 

the younger child.  If the first plane’s child explores with the hands, the second plane child 

explores with her imagination. The contents of the second plane environment, therefore, provide 

the child with keys to cultural exploration. Charts and timelines, demonstrations and experiments 

- these are purview of the second plane environment. Second plane materials, those for the 

examination of culture as well as those designed for the exploration of the disciplines, take the 

form of materialized abstractions.  Appealing to the child’s now expanding imagination and 
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reasoning mind, these materials help the child see what cannot be seen with her eyes, and to 

know the nature of things not immediately present in the environment. 

!
Cosmic Education as the Wings of the Second Plane Environment 
 Cosmic education is the plan of study in the second plane of eduction (that which             

corresponds to the developmental needs of the second plane child). As it unfolds, cosmic 

education presents the child with an interpretation of the universe as an ordered whole, and a 

vision of the journey the universe, and humanity, has taken to reach the present we now share. 

 Broadly stated, the goals of cosmic education are, first, to help children to see themselves             

in relationship with everything in the universe. Through the study of the history of humanity, 

another goal is to help children appreciate the role of ordinary people of the past as those who 

have dreamed the dreams, and done the work, which has resulted in our present life. Lastly, the 

goals of cosmic education include helping children understand that the stories of life and 

humanity continue, and that they each have a part to play in present reality, and in the unfolding 

of the future. With these understandings in hand, we hope for children in the second plane to 

become aware of the consequences of their own actions, and to see themselves as the creators, 

and sustainers, of the world. 

3. Considering the Third Plane 
3.1 Characteristics of the Third Plane of Development 
 Young people, as they enter into the third plane of development can be seen as social             

newborns. As in the first plane child’s experiences of change, adolescents in the third plane are 

transitioning between childhood and early adulthood.  They are becoming members of society in 

their own right and, as such, are involved in a searching self analysis: Who am I? Where do I fit 
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in? How might I serve others? The social adult has been created, but she has not yet reached her 

state of full development. 

 Young people in the third plane are sometimes characterized as living in a state of             

expectation. They begin to explore the social and economic world around them. They often 

engage in creative expression and explore the noble characteristics of justice and personal 

dignity which will prepare them to be social members of the adult world.  

 At the same time, the third plane can be a difficult one, where the adolescent stands in             

need of protection. With the gradual attainment of physical maturity comes a time of physical 

weakness. This can also be a time of emotional and psychological upheaval, with strong 

emotions, and feelings of discouragement. 

3.2 Characteristics of the Third Plane Prepared Environment 
 The third plane environment is often referred to as a school of experience in the elements             

of social life. The environment for this plane contains opportunities which allow the adolescent 

to show her ability to be independent. Calling for young people to work within an organization 

of social collaboration, this environment provides a variety of activities which are designed to 

feel like adult work, and to appeal to adolescents as worthy of their time and effort. 

 Additionally, the third plane environment offers opportunities for the young person to             

explore personal interests, and to engage in self-reflection as she seeks resolution in the areas of 

self-identification, societal engagement and membership, and her own contributions to society as 

a whole. 

!
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4. Third Plane Development as an Aid to the Fourth Plane 
4.1 Characteristics of the Fourth Plane of Development 
 In his article The Four Planes of Development, Camillo Grazinni writes of the fourth             

plane of development (maturity), as corresponding to the young person’s arrival at university. 

Montessori’s “bulb diagram” of the planes of development shows this plane as extending into 

what she simply labels as “man.”  As the young person moves firmly into adulthood, she can 

become a young person... 

“ ... who can develop the spiritual strength and independence for a personal 

mission in life... a human being who has attained a high level of moral conscience 

and responsibility and can work for the good of humanity” (Grazinni 219). 

4.2 The Social Implications of Education 
            Montessori believed in the power of education to encourage the development of a 

society in which different groups engage in full and free interactions.  

“A powerful campaign of organization would be required to enable men to 

understand and structure social phenomena, to propose and pursue collective 

ends, and thus to bring about orderly social progress” (Education and Peace 

Montessori xi). 

 In order for this to be achieved, Montessori knew that the spirit of the adolescent             

requires many things, not the least of which is to be “valorized,” or accepted and seen as 

having value in the eyes of one’s community.  As importantly, however, is that the adolescent 

build an innate understanding of the purposes of society, and the roles that each of us might 

play in its betterment and unfolding. 
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... it is not the country itself that is so valuable, but work in the country, and 

work generally, with it’s wide connotations of productiveness and earning 

power. The observation of nature has not only a side that is philosophical and 

scientific, it has also a side of social experiences that leads on to the 

observations of civilization and the life of men. (Childhood to Adolescence 

Montessori 68) 

The second plane of education brings to the child a cosmic understanding of the 

contributions of humanity to its own development, and of each person’s part in shaping the 

future. Our third plane work with adolescents helps them build a broader sense of 

responsibility and collaboration - tools they can use in the building of a new world. !

This cannot be achieved without practical and concrete effort. It is not enough to 

preach an abstract principle or to attempt to persuade others. A “great work” must 

be undertaken. An extremely important social task lies before us: actuating man’s 

value, allowing him to obtain the maximum development of his energies, truly 

preparing him to bring about a different form of human society on a higher plane. 

(Education and Peace Montessori xiii) 

!
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