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These days, the
word green, and the more com-
prehensive term sustainability, sur-
face in numerous arenas, whether it
be exhortations to recycle more, employ
compact fluorescent lightbulbs, use less hot
water, avoid products with excess packaging, adjust ther-
mostats, plant trees, turn off electronic devices when not

in use, or buy
organic and local food.

While it behooves us to learn
more and to incorporate these prac-

tices into our lives, our classrooms, and
our school environments, we should also ask our-

selves what Montessorians are doing at an even deeper
and more fundamental level to cultivate sustainability.
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Montessori Education Leads the Way

Educating
for Ecological Sustainability:

By Ann Sutton



The root words of sustainability are“to sustain,”origi-
nating from the Old French sustenir, which means to keep
in existence, to provide sustenance and nourishment,
and to strengthen the spirit and courage. The concept
of sustainability, simply speaking, involves meeting the
resource needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. But
to leave it at that is tantamount to saying Montessori
education is learner-centered and involves following the
child. Both are accurate statements, but each just begins
to scratch the surface of what the concept embraces.

Ecology, originating from the Greek oikos, meaning
“house,” is about how living organisms interact with one
another and their environment.“The ecological sustain-
ability movement doesn’t merely advocate recycling; it
actively imagines a system of human production that is
as elegant, frugal, and abundant as what we observe in
nature,” writes Paul Hawken in his book Blessed Unrest
(2007, p.179). He states that our goal involves stabilizing
and harmonizing the relationship between earth’s two
most complex systems: human culture and the living
world (Hawken, 2007, p.172).

Systems Thinking
Sustainability requires systems thinking. The physi-

cist Fritjof Capra talks about systems theory, suggesting
that it is not so much a theory as a particular approach, a
language, a perspective that emphasizes the interrelated-
ness and interdependence of all phenomena (Capra, 2003).
It involves seeing the big picture while tending to the details.

In business and society at large, systems thinking is
neglected in numerous ways. One example involves how
our current economic system evaluates growth and pros-
perity. The GDP (gross domestic product) takes only one
measure of progress into account: economic activity.
Economic activity includes all the positive production
of goods and services. Additionally, economic activity,
under this measurement, also includes rising mental and
physical health-care costs, the costs of building more
prisons, of eliminating habitation and land development
as a result of toxic soil, increased highway fatalities, and
the effects of an oil spill.The authors of Natural Capitalism:
Creating the Next Industrial Revolution, ask:

What sensible person would ever call those things progress?
Yet that is exactly what we do when we assign these
things value simply because they generate “economic
activity. . . .” How is it we have created an economic
system that tells us it is cheaper to destroy the earth and
exhaust its people than to nurture them both? Is it rational
to have [such a] system?. . . To make people better off

requires no new theories, and needs only common sense.
It is based on the simple proposition that all capital be
valued. While there may be no “right” way to value a
forest, a river, or a child, the wrong way is to give it no
value at all. (Hawken, Lovins & Lovins, 1999, p. 321)

One example of systems thinking may be found in
commercial and residential carpeting. Many office build-
ings today use carpet squares. Using squares instead of
rolls of carpeting allows the user to replace worn areas
without scrapping the entire covering. Additionally,
carpeting may become a service provided rather than a
good. A company could lease floor covering. When car-
pet wears thin or there is simply a desire for change, the
leased carpeting would be replaced. The carpet company
removes the old and installs the new, and the remains
are returned to the carpet supplier, whose responsibility
it is to dispose of them. Economics provides an incentive

to the supplier to reuse as much of that material as possi-
ble; innovative thinking makes it happen.

Interface began marketing carpet squares years ago,
and they have explored the concept of leasing carpet.
Over the last 15 years, founder Ray Anderson charged his
employees at Interface with the goal of becoming the first
fully sustainable company in the world (Anderson, 1998,
p. 8). To do this, Interface reexamined how they made
their product, took out ingredients with harmful side
effects for the consumer, the environment, and the
industry, and produced a product that was more durable
and more aesthetically pleasing. Despite conventional
wisdom that warns such drastic changes in doing busi-
ness are too costly, Interface’s profits and sales (over $1
billion annually) continue to increase each year. As the
manufacturer, Interface perceives they are solely respon-
sible for their product. This, in turn, gives them a vested
interest in being as effective as possible. Economic sur-
vival becomes an issue of the entire process, the whole
system under which the industry functions. Interface has
achieved high standards within their company and they
require their suppliers to work toward the same stan-
dards. Their profits remain high, stockholders are happy,
the environment benefits, and the employees, working in
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How is it we have created an economic
system that tells us it is cheaper to
destroy the earth and exhaust its people
than to nurture them both?
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an atmosphere of collaboration, cooperation, innovation,
and stimulation, thrive.

So what is the appropriate role of education in making
the transition to a sustainable society? In 1998, the American
Council on Education highlighted the need for systems
thinking:

Beyond problem solving, education should place more
emphasis on systems thinking. Rather than teaching
students how to solve problems that are presented to
them, students should be taught to examine why the
problem arises and how it is connected to other problems.
Students should be taught that problems can usually be
redefined according to where you look in a broad system
of forces, variables, and outcomes, and that unexpected
relationships and potential solutions can be discovered by
examining this larger terrain. (Oblinger and Verville,
1998, p. 129)

Author Peter Senge, working in organizational learning,
elaborates further:

Children are natural systems thinkers. In schools where
systems thinking is woven throughout the curriculum, and
students and teachers work together as learners and men-
tors . . . these innate skills can truly flower. If we can suc-
ceed in moving toward a learner-centered, systems-based
education system, I believe we will see just how readily
systems citizenship develops . . . and how ineffective the
traditional classroom actually is. (Senge, 2006, p. 361)

Montessori education is uniquely suited to address
this need because it is a whole-systems, ecological
approach; Montessori is a philosophy as well as a
method, a key distinguishing factor from traditional
educational approaches. In Montessori education, there
is one overriding set of principles, guiding all particulars:
curriculum, teacher preparation, discipline, diverse
student populations, and research. The processes and
curriculum content in a Montessori school as rooted,
defined, and described in the Montessori philosophy,
are: To nurture the whole child to realize his/her full
potential in a safe and prepared environment that meets
his/her developmental needs, to partner with parents,
and to promote respect of self, others, and the envi-
ronment.

The what, how, and why of the system remains inherent
and integral. The environment is learner-centered, and
teachers and students both contribute to the lessons.
Highly trained and skilled in observation, Montessori
teachers continually assess, remove obstacles, and con-
nect students to learning materials. When specific issues

arise within the school environment, there is already
a framework in place within which issues can be reviewed
and addressed.

If a student needs remediation in one area, more
lessons and practice can be built into his individual work
plan, with assistance given by the teacher and/or a peer. If
that same student excels in another area, she will be able
to continue to advance in that area, again through the use
of an individual work plan, implemented within the whole
class structure. If a problem arises with bullying, there is
daily “line time” or community meeting time, within
which the issue can be discussed safely and respectfully,
resolved through student group problem solving, a skill
honed and practiced as part of the entire process of
daily learning.

Since Montessori method and philosophy are holistic
in nature, Montessori becomes a model of educational sys-
tems thinking. Within a few years of her presence in
American education, the leading educators of the day
reviewed Dr. Montessori and her methods and found them
inflexible. Some parts of her method, they maintained, were
good; other parts outdated, outmoded. Dr. Montessori did
insist her philosophy and methods be implemented as a
whole. She knew her methods could not be dissected nor
experienced separately. Educators here were not“getting
it.”Montessori was treated skeptically in the past, at least
in part because systems thinking was not a working con-
cept in the field of educational philosophy. Lack of systems
thinking still exists.Yet systems thinking, as it emerges
today, provides the greatest insight into what Maria
Montessori intuitively, thoughtfully, and scientifically
developed in her educational design a hundred years ago.

Relationships and the Montessori Curriculum
“All people and institutions,”Paul Hawken writes,

talking about sustainability,“including commerce, govern-
ment, schools, churches, and cities need to learn from life
and reimagine the world from the bottom up, based on the
principles of justice and the relationship among all living
things”(Hawken, 2007, p. 189). Cognitive, physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual growth and development are all one in
Montessori education.The Montessori curriculum exists as
an integrated whole, whereas a traditional approach keeps
knowledge and learning strictly compartmentalized into
set time frames. Beyond the basic curriculum, Montessori
education includes Practical Life and Peace Education,
components found in infant/toddler programs through the
high school years, interwoven in process as well as content
throughout each day. Cosmic Education begins in elemen-
tary and continues through high school. These aspects,
distinctive to Montessori, become the thread found
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throughout the curriculum, providing an overriding
context within which to place all learning.

A concrete, personal example occurred in Ohio during
an accreditation of a Montessori school. As I sat for my
15-minute observation in one of the preschool class-
rooms, I witnessed a girl, 4 or 5 years old, who went up
to a peer and, unprovoked, grabbed her by the arm,
squeezing it tightly. The girl whose arm was squeezed
reacted instantly, at first with a grimace and a quivering
bottom lip, then with a quick return squeeze of the
perpetrator’s arm, though clearly with less intensity.
Her classmate responded with a swift swat as the first
child moved to get out of the way. The incident seemed
over, but the child who had been hurt was still visibly
rattled and upset. She looked briefly toward the teacher,
a few feet away, then marched purposefully past her and
returned to her teacher holding an artificial, stemmed
rose. Suddenly all three, girls and teacher, were together,
the teacher down on her knees, having been at work with
another child. The child with the rose told her teacher
that she had been hurt. The teacher responded with non-
verbal sympathy, then watched as the child spoke to her
classmate, telling her that she had been harmed. As she
finished speaking, she handed the rose to her classmate,
who took it and responded by acknowledging what had
just been said to her. They exchanged the Peace Rose
again, each speaking while holding it. At the finish, both
girls were visibly calm, the teacher gave them both a nod,
the Peace Rose was replaced in its vase, and the girls
went back to their work. Such is the powerful impact and
influence this practice has when it is allowed to be repeated
throughout a child’s educational experience.

Around the world, Montessori classes build relation-
ships with fellow Montessori students and teach the prin-
ciple of diversity within unity.Their learning environments
feel (and often look) the same: inviting, respectful, full of
nature, aesthetically pleasing, orderly, and purposeful.
What is different always makes sense: for example, the
classroom in China may have a work on silk scarf tying in
the area of Practical Life, while the one in Cleveland will
likely not. In Northern Canada, Practical Life activities
include polishing mukluks, while in Japan Practical Life
includes learning origami (Larson & Tseng, 2006, p. 36–39).

Strikingly, there exists this backdrop of commonality
in the work, the things universal, while preserving as well
the flavor of each culture. Students in Montessori educa-
tion share the same fundamental approach to learning, a
familiarity from which they can build a deeper under-
standing of one another and of the world.

The New Worldview
The worldview to which people subscribe appears to

be the most salient component in determining behavior—
yet it may be also the most difficult to alter. As biologist
and advocate Janine Benyus states,“Our basic relationship
to nature—even the story we tell ourselves about who we
are in the universe—has to change.”(Benyus, 1997, p. 8)

From the beginning of industrialization, the world-
view we have come to accept sees the universe as mechan-
ical, with parts separate from the whole of things. This
worldview fuels the misperceptions that it is us against
others; it is only the individual that matters; we can have
control over the environment; we live within an infinitely
expanding frontier. We distrust subjectivity, expect control,
prediction, and certainty, look to data of outcomes and
events, and revere black-and-white methodology in most
matters. (Heuerman and Olson, 1999)

The emerging worldview of the universe, held by Paul
Hawken and his contemporaries, is a living and undivided
whole; its elements are interconnected, interrelated, and
interdependent. There is a totality of interaction among
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The child spoke to her classmate, telling her
that she had been harmed. As she finished
speaking, she handed the rose to her class-
mate, who took it and responded by acknowl-
edging what had just been said to her. They
exchanged the Peace Rose . . . each speaking
while holding it. At the finish, both girls
were visibly calm.



diverse parts, organized together in patterns that balance
and sustain the essence of the whole. Process and pat-
tern become the chief task. It is a universe of spirit, pur-
pose, meaning, and mystery. It is a universe filled with
creative and emotional choices, a world of gray, a both/
and world where little is certain. This emerging world-
view echoes the organic worldview of the ancients, but
this time it is emerging from the discoveries of quantum
physics and the discoveries from the study of living
systems (Capra, 2003).

Humankind’s worldview has shifted before. As author
Daniel Quinn (1992) reminds us,“The Renaissance didn’t
come about because people began to do new things;
rather new things began to be done because people
began thinking in a new way.” Prior to the Renaissance,
leaders rejected many ideas of the Middle Ages and
shifted the focus from the study of God to the study of
humanity. A more pronounced shift occurred during
the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries,
when the challenge was adjusting comfortably to a
worldview that no longer put Earth at the center of the
universe. That switch in thinking is clear to us 400 years
later, but it initially seemed incredibly disruptive and
fearsome.

Maria Montessori captured the new worldview when
she wrote:

All things are part of the universe and are connected with
each other in order to form one whole entity. . . . The con-
cept of an education centered upon the care of the living
being alters all previous ideas. Resting no longer on a
curriculum, or a timetable, education must conform to
the facts of human life. (Montessori, 1948)

The Montessori Prepared Environment
Molecular biologist Mahlon Hoagland identifies

eight qualities common to all living organisms and
healthy societies in his book The Way Life Works (refer-
enced in Hawken, 2007, pp. 175–183). As you read this
list, think about Montessori education and the concept
of the prepared environment:

1. Life builds from the bottom up.
2. Life assembles itself into chains, linking up

interests, people, and communities.
3. From a few themes, life generates many variations

(the opposite of standardization).
4. Life organizes with information.
5. Life finds solutions that address multiple problems

instead of one.
6. Nature works in cycles and is self-correcting.

7. Nature recycles everything, nothing is wasted or
thrown away (because there is no “away”).

8. Life tends to optimize rather than maximize.

These criteria appear to match what Montessorians
aim to create in their prepared environments. Are not
Montessorians already fostering this way of thinking
and doing?

One October, I visited a Montessori lower elemen-
tary classroom with 24 first-, second-, and third-graders.
I sat in a corner, observing for about 15 minutes. Each
student had a small binder in which was written work
that needed to be completed for that week. One student
sat at a small desk working quietly on addition cards,
one was doing an alphabetizing work, and one was play-
ing at the keyboard, using headphones. I saw two students
working on parts of speech with the teacher, another
doing multiplication with a concrete Montessori material,
and four students at a table, collaboratively researching
Halloween. One student took the class pet rat from her
cage to hold, while sitting quietly on the floor.

I watched two students working together on Spanish
vocabulary, one nearby working on Roman numerals, two
more working on illustrating their writing, and one work-
ing on reading comprehension. In a corner by one window,
one student was knitting, another sitting quietly nearby,
crocheting. One student was carefully ironing place mats
for lunch and when another came to join him, they figured
out how to share the work. Two were sitting at the snack
table, and one was cleaning up the counter after preparing
a snack. Another was practicing handwriting, and two
were laying out the materials on living and nonliving
parts of the universe. For this material, a younger student
sought assistance in laying out the work correctly; an older
student patiently guided their work. When the teacher
determined the volume of talking in the classroom was
increasing, she turned on soft classical music. This action
seemed a familiar signal to the children that they needed
to decrease the noise level. Not a word was spoken, yet
the environment adjusted.

Thus, as I experienced, the design of Montessori edu-
cation is ecological in nature. It looks and feels much more
like an ecosystem than a factory, because it is structured as
a network, rather than a hierarchy. Such a learning environ-
ment fosters independence, interdependence, self-discipline,
decision-making, organizational skills, responsibility,
intrinsic motivation, grace, and courtesy.

Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, author of Flow: The
Psychology of Optimal Experience, recognizes the strengths
of Montessori pedagogy in generating flow and has
spoken of this at Montessori conferences. He describes
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the concept of flow as that rare
mental state associated with feel-
ings of optimal satisfaction and
fulfillment. When children enter the
flow state of deep concentration and
total immersion while learning, they are
likely to become intrinsically motivated life-
long learners (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Flow abounds
in authentic Montessori classrooms, as do other key
qualities. Daniel Goleman, the author of Emotional
Intelligence, writes,“I foresee a day when education will
routinely include inculcating essential human competen-
cies such as self-awareness, self-control, and empathy,
and the arts of listening, resolving conflicts, and coopera-
tion. . . .” (Goleman, 1995, pp. xxii–xiv). The competen-
cies about which both Goleman and Csikszentmihalyi
speak are nurtured in Montessori classrooms, day in and
day out. Montessori education creates an environment
where the process is as much a part of the learning as
the content.

Additionally, paramount to providing the Montessori
prepared environment is the spiritual preparation of
the teacher. Research and common sense affirm this.
Parker Palmer, author of The Courage to Teach, writes,

We teach who we are. Teaching, like any truly human
activity, emerges from one’s inwardness. . . . As I teach,
I project the conditions of my soul onto my students,
my subject, and our way of being together. . . . Knowing
myself is as crucial to good teaching as knowing my
students and my subject. (Palmer, 1998, p. 2)

Linda Lantieri, teacher, administrator, university
professor, and internationally known expert in social
and emotional learning, believes that

A bold new vision for our schools is
needed—one that reclaims them as soul-

ful places of learning where the spiritual
dimension is welcomed. . . . Children benefit

from having their inner lives more present in
our classrooms, and [we need] adults who have

the courage to help evoke that change. (Seymour,
2004, p. 191)

The preparation of Montessori teachers includes thor-
ough knowledge and understanding of the curriculum,
methods, materials, and specific developmental needs
for the designated age groups for which one is training.
Moreover, teacher education goes beyond pedagogy,
psychology, and content. As Dr. Montessori wrote:“The
teacher is the main connecting link between the mate-
rial . . . and the child”(1975). She charged her teachers:

You yourselves must be filled with wonder and when you
have acquired that, you are prepared. . . . It is not enough
for you to love the child. You must first love and under-
stand the universe. You must prepare yourself, and truly
work at it. (Montessori, 1975)

At the Core of Sustainability Is Social Justice
Paul Hawken (2007) has written an entire book on

social justice being at the root and heart of attaining
ecological sustainability. His work is well documented,
thorough, compelling, and soulfully eloquent. In his
conclusion, he notes simply that “at the core of all social
justice organizations, historically and presently, are two
principles: the Golden Rule and the sacredness of all
life, whether it be a creature, child, or culture.” (Hawken,
2007, p.186) Further:
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There can be no green movement unless
there is also a black, brown, and copper movement.
. . . What is most harmful resides within us. . . . There is
no question that the environmental movement is critical
to our survival. Our home is literally burning and it is
only logical that environmentalists expect the social jus-
tice movement to get on the environmental bus. But it
is the other way around. The only way we are going to
put out the fire is to get on the social justice bus because
in the end there is only one bus. (Hawken, 2007, p.190)

Fostering a keen sense of peace and social justice, as
we know, is fundamental to Montessori education.

Educating for Sustainability
The education of even a very small child, therefore,

does not aim at preparing him for school, but for life.
—Maria Montessori (1948)

One hundred years ago,
Maria Montessori was on the cutting

edge of what the world needed to achieve ecological
sustainability. When we carry her work forward, we
collaborate in meeting the earth’s needs. Montessorians
are called to recognize daily the contribution they are
already making and to continue to have the courage of
their convictions. It takes courage, indeed, especially in
today’s climate of immediate accountability and stan-
dardized testing.

As Margaret Wheatley, author of Leadership and the
New Science, notes:

We often tend to limit our explorations of what’s possible
by surrounding ourselves with large amounts of infor-
mation that tell us nothing new. We collect information
from measures that tell us how we are doing—whether
we’re up to standard, whether we’re meeting our goals.

MONTESSORI LIFE ISSUE 4, 2009
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But these measures lock us into learning only about a
predetermined world. They keep us distracted from
questioning our experience in a way that could create
greater possibilities. They don’t ask us to question why
we’re doing what we’re doing. They don’t ask us to
notice what learning is available from all those things we
decided not to measure. (Wheatley and Kellner-
Rogers, 1996, p. 26)

Dr. Montessori implored us to recognize that

Our principal concern must be to educate humanity—
the human beings of all nations—in order to guide it
toward seeking common goals. We must turn back and
make the child our principal concern. The efforts of sci-
ence must be concentrated on [the child], because he is
the source of and the key to the riddles of humanity.
The child is richly endowed with powers, sensitivities,
and constructive instincts that as yet have neither been
recognized nor put to use. In order to develop, he needs
much broader opportunities than he has been offered
thus far. Might not this goal be reached by changing
the entire structure of education? (Montessori, 1948)

Envisioning ecological sustainability, William
McDonough and Michael Braungart, authors of Cradle
to Cradle: Rethinking the Way We Make Things, ask,

Why try to optimize the wrong system? We don’t simply
need to be “less bad.” We need to start over in the way
we look at things. What about designs that love all the
children, of all species, for all time? (McDonough &
Braungart, 2002, p. 142)

Montessori education offers such a design for learning.
Montessori students not only read and write and com-
pute, they have a broad knowledge base upon which to
become lifelong learners who respect self, others, and
the environment.

Ecological sustainability principles and authentic
Montessori practices present new paradigms for living
in this world, stimulating critical and creative thinking
through content and process. Ecological sustainability and

Montessori principles follow approaches that are holistic
and systems oriented, attuned to living in harmony with
the earth. They share a vision that recognizes humans as
living beings and part of nature, comprising one web
on one planet in a vast universe of profound mystery.
Ultimately, both present a way of living—and establish a
necessary, new way of thinking.
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The child is richly endowed with
powers, sensitivities, and construc-
tive instincts that as yet have neither
been recognized nor put to use.
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