
Using Montessori Theory to 
Support Exceptional Learning

Led by Natalie Schelling

January 23, 2018



Introduction to Me

○ Lead Teacher in Ocean Studio (6-9) 
○ Live with my family and help take 

care of my grandfather who has 
suffered a stroke and has the onsets 
of dementia

○ Master of Education in Montessori 
Integrative Learning from Endicott 
College
○ TIES Program (The Institute for Educational 

Studies

Picture of Ocean Studio 17-18



Purpose & Agenda

○ Not a lecture
○ Exploration with you about 

supporting our children
Systems Thinking—Relationships 

Learning Insights—The Planes of 
Development and Human Tendencies

The Participants – The child and the 
adult

Practice—The Prepared Environment 
and the Cosmic Task

Conclusion—Questions and Comments



"How do we challenge, inspire, 
prepare, nurture, and sustain the 
ever-changing human? How can 
being part of a learning 
community support this 
process?"

Marsha Snow Morgan in An 
Eco-Genesis for Education: Context for 
Learning



Systems Thinking

○ Looks at the whole seeking to understand 
the parts

○ Looks for relationships and connections for 
how the parts work together to make the 
whole

○ The whole is greater than the sum of the 
parts

○ The parts or elements are necessary, but not 
self-sufficient outside of the whole

○ Bigger systems contain smaller subsystems



We can no longer think of rocks, animals, 
and plants as being separate.  Gaia theory 
shows that there is a tight interlocking 
between the planet’s living parts—plants, 
microorganisms, and animals—and its 
nonliving parts—rocks, oceans, and the 
atmosphere. 

Fritjof Capra in Web of Life



Montessori 
Radical 
Education 
using Gaian 
Theory

Created by Dr. Phillip Snow Gang & 
Marsha Snow Morgan



Maria Montessori – Who was she?

○ Maria Montessori lived 1870-1952
○ Method developed from her insights compiled 

from years of experience, detailed observations, 
experimentation with materials, and 
perspectives from background as a medical 
doctor

○ Persecuted for being a woman with different 
ideas, promoted then exiled from Italy for these 
ideas, put under house arrest for being an Italian 
citizen during WW2

○ During this time in exile, she began her most 
important work on the development of children



“The child is capable of developing and giving us 
tangible proof of the possibility of a better humanity. 

He has shown us the true process of construction of 
the human being. We have seen children totally 
change as they acquire a love for things and as 

their sense of order, discipline, and self-control 
develops within them…. The child is both a hope 

and a promise for mankind.” 

Maria Montessori in Education and Peace



Learning Insights – 4 Planes of Development



Learning Insights – The 4 Planes of Development 

○ The Absorbent Mind (0-6 years old)
○ Maria Montessori compared this to a 

photograph 
○ Everything is captured in its entirety
○ The child absorbs everything in his or her 

environment
○ The Conscious Mind (6-12 years old)

○ The child goes back to that photograph and 
analyzes specific things within in

○ For example: Child learning about past tense 
verbs



Learning Insights—Human Tendencies

Human Tendencies

Explore Repeat

Orient Perfect

Order Work

Imagine Observe

Abstract Communicate

Manipulate  



Participants

Child
○ Uses the Human Tendencies to 

learn
○ Constructs of his or her own 

web of learning
○ Forms himself or herself as the 

adults to be

Adult
○ Follow the needs and 

tendencies of the child
○ Create a learning atmosphere 

(prepared environment)
○ Show a love and 

understanding of the Universe



“It is not acquired by listening to words, 
but by virtue of experiences in which the 

child acts on his environment.  The 
teacher’s task is not to talk, but to prepare 

and arrange a series of motives for 
cultural activity in a special environment 

made for the child.” 

Maria Montessori in The Absorbent Mind



Practice—The Prepared Environment

The Physical Environment
○ Physical Layout of the space

○ Things to fit the child’s body
○ Sequence of Concrete to 

Abstract materials that the 
children can manipulate

○ Order and beauty

The Spiritual Environment
○ Wonder and Curiosity
○ Independence
○ Peace and Respect



Practice—Cosmic Task

○ Who am I?
○ Where did I come from?
○ What is my purpose?

○ Cosmophilia – the overwhelming awe 
one feels for the Universe, not merely 
its beauty but incredible complex 
processes that manifest in 
unimaginable

○ Ecophilia – the tendency to bond 
with the natural world and to 
notice/feel the presence of Earth 
systems that sustain life 

○ Biophilia – the instinctive love for the 
living world.

Dr. Philip Snow Gang in 
To Educate Eco-Sapiens



“We then become witnesses to the 
development of the human soul; the 

emergence of the New Man, who will no 
longer be the victim of events but, thanks 
to his clarity of vision, will become able to 
direct and to mold the future of mankind”

Maria Montessori in The Absorbent Mind



Conclusion

○ How can we interconnect the school 
environment with the home 
environment?

○ What did you discover about the 
interconnections between the 3 
elements of the Learning Insights, 
Participants, and the Practice that 
can support exceptional learning?


