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The Adolescent Plan of Study and Work in the Context of Place 

A Beginning Vision 

A Prepared Environment for a Time of Deep Change 
 Developmental psychology tells us that adolescence is a time of great change. Young 

people work to adjust to any number of changes in their lives: rapid bodily growth and the 

formation of new a physical identification, the onset of puberty, the changing dynamics of peer 

relationships, a growing psychological independence from the family, and growth in their own 

system of personal values. At the same time, the adolescent faces changing expectations from the 

society around them, new cognitive demands at school, and the pressure to develop goals leading 

toward the choice of a vocation. 

 Montessori tells us that adolescents are in a period of self-construction similar to that 

experienced in young childhood, and so are in need of protection and aid as they enter the adult 

society around them. As for each of the planes of development preceding adolescence, 

Montessori calls for a prepared environment in which the adolescent can learn and grow 

according to her developmental needs.  

 In an article entitled “Toward Key Experiences,” (Long, “Experiences”) John Long 

identifies seven experiences key to the social, academic and moral development of the 

adolescent: 

• the development of personal identity 
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• the development of the intellect 

• opportunities for self-expression 

• experience in building and living in community 

• to be in the service of others 

• to learn the ways of the society they are entering as young adults 

• to learn the ways of the natural world 

 In a NAMTA Journal article titled “The Prepared Environment” (Ewert-Krocker, 

“Prepared”), Laurie Ewert-Krocker notes that a prepared environment for adolescents offers 

chances for exploration in all of these areas, provided that experiences in the environment are 

seen as opportunities rather than requirements, and that young people are given encouragement 

rather than judgment. Such experiences, coupled with freedom of expression, community 

experiences in meaningful work, and involvement in production and exchange leading to a sense 

of economic independence, all contribute to an environment in which adolescents can broaden 

their cognitive, physical, and social/emotional horizons. 

 The adolescent program I will start in the fall of 2014 will be located in a classroom in an 

existing Montessori school. There are opportunities for land based activities on the property, and 

access to an organic, cooperative farm thirty five minutes away.  My school is also one half hour 

from the campus of North Carolina State University, several museums, and the state government 

complex in Raleigh. As I form and begin the program, I will need to be mindful of the key 

elements of an environment prepared for adolescents, including conscious social organization, 

avenues for self-expression, opportunities for purposeful work, moral development, and the 

forming of economic independence. 
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Curriculum and Experience Within a Sense of Place 
 An important grounding element for a Montessori adolescent program is the idea of 

“Pedagogy of Place.”  The phrase itself comes from the work of David Orr, a professor of 

environmental studies and politics at Oberlin College, and its ideas have been developed by Pat 

Ludick and others at the forefront of Montessori adolescent work. Directly stated, the primary 

tenet of Pedagogy of Place is that the possibilities of learning which are implicit in any location 

can be made explicit to adolescents through their own work and study. In examining a small 

town, for instance, adolescent students may come to see not just the history of the place, but also 

the roots of its present functioning, and its trending possibilities for the future. In viewing one 

locale as a web of interactive phenomena, adolescents are able to use interrelated academic 

disciplines to expand their perceptions across time, and to deepen their understandings of the 

complex issues unique that place.  

 In the information which follows, I’ve worked to expand the idea of Pedagogy of Place to 

include more abstract grounds, such as the commonality of human thought, study and work 

within the scientific disciplines, the workings of a micro-economy, and the development of the 

human spirit.  Each of these can be seen as manifestations of basic human tendencies: 

exploration and orientation as we seek to understand our environment; work as we strive to raise 

the beauty and use of our surroundings; and abstraction and communication as we learn and 

convey our thoughts and feelings to one another. 

"
"
"
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The Humanities and Sciences: Pedagogy of Place in Human Understanding  

Human Tendencies and the Ground of Social Possibility 
 Important in the development of an adolescent program are the binding elements of 

genuine community. In living together, adolescents take on responsibilities toward one another, 

participate in the practical tasks of shared space, and negotiate with one another in good faith as 

they maneuver through the aspects of social organization. Sharing in communal life helps 

adolescents to explore ways of belonging, and how to find a useful role among their peers.  The 

emphasis here is not simply on how to relate to others in a group, but how to contribute to the 

cohesion and advancement of one’s community.  

 In the book From Childhood to Adolescence, (Montessori, From) Montessori refers to 

“practical considerations for social organization” in a program designed for adolescents. My 

thoughts on this for TNS’s program include the following: 

Residence for Young People 

While our program will not be a boarding setting, aspects of “residential life” can be encouraged 

in a variety of ways, including these: 

• adolescent community meeting on Friday mornings 

• manage budget for program supplies, including telephone,  

• matters of the micro-economy, including costs and reinvestment, specialist renumeration, 

transportation 

• consider logistical, programmatic and social aspects of the program and reach agreed 

upon solutions and ideas 

• school community service 

• maintenance assistance 
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• help with afternoon carpool 

• all school community work on Friday afternoon  

• community meals 

• prepare, eat, and clean full lunch two days a week 

• prepare a lunch addition (i.e. salad, fruit, etc) three days a week 

• overnights 

• monthly Friday night overnight 

• break, prepare dinner, movie 

• Saturday morning off campus community service 

• occasional school night overnight 

• break, prepare dinner, study hall, personal time 

• all school community service the next morning 

• baked good for staff 

• assist with morning carpool 

• early morning story in Children’s Houses 

• quarterly two school night overnight 

• class/work time, outing, prepare dinner, study hall 

• breakfast/off campus community service/day long adventure, break, prepare dinner, 

study hall, personal time,  

• breakfast, class/work time 

"
"
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Guesthouse 

• working with administration to welcome prospective families on school tours 

• hosting visits for families of students rising into the adolescent program 

• hosting visits for student rising into the program 

• hosting opportunities for current adolescent program families to take part in our school day 

• working with administration to host chess tournaments 

• our head of school is an “international master” 

• hosting events which involve other Montessori adolescent students 

• coffee house type events 

• literature workshops 

• science expo 

Science and the Ground of Study and 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, she said, 

both manual and intellectual, is a natural tendency of humanity. 

 The adolescent’s work of social development is in direct preparation for her entry into 

adulthood. A goal of my program will be to build the cohesion and cooperation of the group 

through physical and intellectual work. This is accomplished by engaging in activities which, 

through the division of labor, and production and exchange, involve the adolescent in the 

production of something of use to society as a whole. 

 An “occupation” is an extended activity that involves adolescents in a direct experience 

which is relevant, has a real sense of purpose, and is intimate and engaging. Students involved in 
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an occupation have opportunities to take on real responsibilities, to be involved in group decision 

making, and to work with others in an integrated community. 

 While there are opportunities for land based occupations on my school’s property, I 

intend to expand those opportunities through partnership with a local organic farm. Between the 

farm and the school property, we will have occupations such as the following which will engage 

the students in activities with the land: 

Farm 

• gardens 

• lettuces and other greens 

• kitchen herb garden 

• pollinator garden 

• grapes and peppers for making jam 

• other herbs to be used in making soap 

• animals 

• bees 

• perhaps chickens 

 There is an another element of Montessori’s Educational Syllabus for the adolescent 

which also falls under the ground of study and work.  Montessori believed that there is a 

common base of cultural knowledge which prepares the adolescent to live in the world as an 

informed citizen. The section “Preparation for Adult Life” includes three parts having to do with 

biology, the history of science and technology, and the history of humanity. 
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 Information in each of these parts of the Syllabus can be communicated and developed 

through work in humanities projects and occupational work relating to the sciences. Possible 

humanities studies and occupations in my program could include the following: 

• The Study of the Earth and Living Things 

•  monitoring stream water quality and analysis of the stream ecosystem at large 

• examining the relationship between different woodland habitats and the needs of the flora 

and fauna that live in each 

• studying the processes of plant reproduction and growth though organic gardening 

• studying and meeting the fundamental needs of various animals - bees and chickens, for 

instance - by raising livestock 

• The Study of Human Progress and the Building Up of Civilization 

• Examine advances in technology and the sciences within studies of human history 

• physics and engineering in the architecture of the ancient world and the industrial 

revolution 

• chemistry and genetics in the study of the development of agriculture and animal 

husbandry and related issues of nutrition 

• the history of infectious disease control 

• The study of the History of Humanity 

•  units of study in the humanities: 

• the beginnings of agriculture and civilization - Mesopotamia 

• classical civilizations - Greece, Rome 

• the age of exploration and the meeting of cultures 
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• US history - slavery and the Civil War, early industrialization and labor, 20th century 

topics - the depression, America’s increasing role on the world stage 

• the rise of the modern city and issues of immigration 

 The format used for humanities and occupational studies is the three period lesson. In the 

first period of a given study, the guide offers key concepts concerning the topic at hand, helping 

the students to attain a common vocabulary and idea structure among themselves. This period 

might also include experiences in the form of hands on work, visits to related locations, or with 

specialists in a field of knowledge.  As part of this process, students are encouraged to make 

choices about areas for further study of interest to them, and to formulate questions which can 

lead to deeper research and learning. In the second period, students pursue their questions, 

gathering, recording and analyzing information. In the third period, students can present their 

findings in a variety of ways, including through some form of artistic expression, as written 

research paper, or through a media such as video, or PowerPoint presentation. 

Building a Micro Economy 
Pedagogy of Place in the Economy of Goods and Services 
 The development of a small business in the context of a micro-economy is directly 

encouraged in Montessori’s writings on adolescent education. In the creation of a small business, 

students come to understand principles of supply and demand, marketing, accounting, use of 

capital resources, and the division of labor as they contribute to a local economy.  

 With the creation and operation of a small business also comes a sense of 

entrepreneurship, and a variety of opportunities for the application of a multi-disciplinary 

curriculum: mathematics, budgeting, and money management in the elements of finance; 

reading, writing, research and telephone skills, data organization, and cooperative relationships 
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in the logistics of production; applied sciences in the logistics of production; community 

awareness in developing integrity in business; and writing and computer skills in marketing and 

community interaction.  

 Part of this process is the development of a store, or place of commerce, even if it’s only 

a table set up once a week to sell products to the local school community. Below are some of the 

things which the students could sell. Those marked (*) are products which relate directly to the 

farm occupations listed above: 

Store 

• * greens  

• * soaps 

• * jams 

• jewelry 

• * eggs (?) 

• * honey/bee products 

• magazine of student writing and art 

 Involvement in the micro-economy is important to developing a sense of confidence in 

the adolescent. Through the micro-economy, the young person is able to take part in purposeful, 

community oriented work, to assume different roles in the processes of production and exchange,  

and make an individual contribution in the context of achieving group goals. 
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 Work in the micro economy is also vital to forming the independence an adolescent 

seeks. As she moves psychologically away from the family and toward membership in greater 

adult society, the adolescent seeks a sense of economic independence, and confidence in moving 

toward self-sufficiency within that structure. 

Creative and Physical Expression 
Pedagogy of Place in the Development of the Human Spirit 
 Montessori’s Educational Syllabus for adolescence also includes self-expression and 

psychic development. The first, self expression, is vital to the self-construction of the adolescent 

spirit. 

Self Expression and the Ground of Inner Life 
 Adolescence is not only a time of expanding knowledge, it is also a time when young 

people begin to examine the self more deeply and form interests which they often carry into 

adulthood.  Opportunities for self-expression are especially important at this age. Some that will 

be included in my program include the following: 

• music and movement 

• music skills exploration 

• guitar 

• hand drums 

• piano 

• formal music lessons 

• conducted by James, in house music teacher 

• yoga 

• led by community members 
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• dance 

• area dance facilities 

• language/communication 

• theater and performance 

• creative writing 

• story telling 

• communications technology 

• video production 

• sound editing 

• photography 

• art 

• ongoing skill lessons 

• conducted by Karen, in house art teacher 

• specialty workshops, such as... 

• pottery 

• clay sculpture 

• torn paper collage 

Psychic Development 
Pedagogy of Place as in the Roots of Humanity 
Moral Development and the Ground of Intention and Care 
 While Montessori wrote of the development of humanity’s social and scientific 

environment as having outpaced the development of the human spirit, she also spoke of social 

structures which can lead toward equanimity and peace. We are all affected by the imbalance 
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between structure and spirit, Montessori noted. To counter this, she spoke of the need for a 

spiritual transformation on the part of teachers, that they might better guide young people by 

learning to follow their interests and demonstrated needs.  	


	
 In this period of social and cultural uncertainty, however, there is also a rising need for a 

more broad social/spiritual transformation which can help young people engage in the dialogue 

required for social functionality. Affecting this transformation is especially important in the 

preparation of adolescents as they enter into broader interactions with the world around them.  

 When speaking of moral development in a Montessori context, we consider the practical 

needs that arise out of social interaction. Adolescent are in a sensitive period for the development 

of justice and personal dignity. Through experiences with production and exchange, adolescents 

begin to understand that human society requires them to operate on a basis of reciprocal help, 

and that that help depends upon a set of rules which govern social interactions. Social 

interaction, therefore, can be seen as a part of moral development as it purposefully explores 

relationships between individuals and the necessary processes of group functionality. 

 In addition to the moral aspects of social organization as Montessori defines it, there are 

also other avenues of moral/social behavior which can be explored. 

• moral orientation in the individual 

• cultural religion and spirituality 

• Buddhist concepts of mindfulness and peace 

• using mindfulness: recognizing attachment and aversion 

• preparing for change: truths of human life 

• building change: moving from reaction to choice 
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• social organization 

• social interdependencies 

• living within the structure of the school community 

• observing structures of social organization in the broader community 

• social justice 

• in the small group 

• reciprocal help in the pursuit of common goals 

• dialogue in conflict resolution 

• in the broader society 

• seminar examination of current events - local, national, international 

• exploratory visits with groups from differing ideologies acting for change 

Language, Mathematics and the Ground of Human Thought 

 The Psychic Development portion Montessori’s Educational Syllabus also includes 

language and mathematics. This may at first seem illogical. On closer consideration, however, 

one sees that the ability to use language and to develop a mathematical mind are innately human 

qualities - things with which we are born, and which we use to communicate our thoughts and 

ideals. My program can develop each of these areas.  

• mathematics 

• lessons appropriate to each individual 

• applications of mathematics in the context of occupations 

• language 

• writing for specific purposes 
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• public speaking  

• debate 

An Opportunity for Growth 
 Among the parents in my school community there is a growing concern and 

dissatisfaction with their options for secondary education.  Many of the families currently 

enrolled in my Upper Elementary class are committed to the ideals of Montessori education. The 

parents of my rising sixth year students, in particular, are actively supporting the creation of an 

adolescent program for their children as they rise into their seventh year.  On the whole, the 

opportunity represents possibilities for significant growth for the school, for the students who 

will help to pioneer the program, and for the adults who will work together to create a program 

responsive to the needs of the students it serves. 
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