An Example of Global Citizenship in the Montessori Curriculum

By Sarah Kennedy-Berge

Students’ own curiosity provides the most effective provocation for learning that is
engaging, relevant, challenging, and significant. How can we facilitate opportunities for
students to develop in considering global issues, asking critical questions, and working for
social justice as change agents?

Curiosity is the key to learning — a concept that should be upheld in the Montessori
classroom. If we can engage the student’s curiosity and wonder, we have activated their intrinsic
motivation that will lead to engagement, deeper, life-long learning, and an invested interest in
affecting change. With these tools, we can then consider how to facilitate opportunities for
students to engage in global issues.

In a Montessori elementary classroom, Cosmic Education is at the core. The teacher
presents a series of “great lessons” based on inspiring stories that encompass the full curriculum.
These stories present “grand and lofty notions” (Montessori, 1948, p. 16) that open the world to
the students and awakens curiosity. From these stories, students are encouraged to explore
deeper and to follow their questions to discover answers. Parallel to this inquiry are lessons in
the practical skills of research, structuring time, gathering data, and presenting information, all of
which provide a structure in which the students can freely explore and learn.

Additionally, global awareness and interdependency are a feature of the Montessori
cosmic curriculum. In a 1956 lecture on the “Tendencies of Man”, Mario Montessori emphasized
the interdependency within nature, between humans and nature, and finally the interdependency

of humanity (Montessori, 2003, p.7). He describes a sort of service of all living things, past or



present, that “seems to say, ‘I give my life and I give my energy in order to contribute to some
item essential to the life of something which is to follow me, and which is better than | am’”
(Montessori, 2003, p. 6).

It is in this light that we can facilitate opportunities for students to engage in global issues
and strive for social change and equity. Consider how we can incorporate the movement
Montessori 2030 (n.d.) in our classrooms, with interdependency and sustainability as central
themes. Students should become active members in their local communities on environmental
issues and take active roles in writing to their politicians to promote further change. Through
real-life inquiry-based projects, they are given opportunities to develop critical thinking and
practice making responsible and sustainable choices. Our students should engage in local and
global activities to raise their awareness and partner with other schools in a variety of activities
to promote awareness in their daily lives. The goal is to create key experiences and opportunities
where the students can make personal choices that have a sustainable impact on the environment
and climate, poverty and distribution of resources, conflicts, health, equality, demographics, and
education (Udir, n.d.).

Critical thinking is encouraged throughout the curriculum. The activity highlighted this
month describes an example of a lesson on interdependency and sustainability that | have done
with upper elementary students, and | have also demonstrated the same lesson with adult
learners, as you can see in the “fly on the wall” video from one such presentation. While it may
be a simple exercise in investigating the exchange of services for everyday items we enjoy, the
level of reflection and critical thinking that arises is always interesting to observe. | watch adult
learners sit back, eyebrows raised, shaking their heads at the amount of human and natural

resources that we consume daily without considering where they come from or how they are



obtained. The upper elementary students have similar reactions, but I always ask the question,
“So what can we do then?” This elicits serious but creative discussions on how we dispose of our
waste, how we can recycle, how we can reduce consumption, and so on. We also relate it to
Maslow’s pyramid of needs, or in a Montessori context, the fundamental needs of human beings.
| often hear my students repeating a question | often ask them — “Is it a need or a want?”’. Many
lessons within the cosmic education curriculum are perfect foundations for proposing ideas that
encourage critical thinking and reflection in the students, and because they are curious and
engaged, they look for creative solutions. | also find that in this age their sense of social and
moral fairness is strong, and they constantly suggest themes that they feel are unfair or that
inspire their empathy and wish to affect change. Whenever this occurs, we must make sure to
support their projects to indicate the importance of their efforts. When we focus on local issues
in our schools, and those local solutions are along in creating awareness in our students, then our
students can be along in taking responsibility for global issues, preparing for a better future for

the upcoming generation (Cloud, 2015).

Lessons on how we can develop further, but also live more sustainably, are key to
preparing our students for a sustainable future. We cannot stop progress and industry, as human
beings will always be searching for better opportunities for improving living conditions in the
future. In projects focused on finding better solutions for use of the natural resource, we facilitate
many learning units for our students to ask questions and find solutions that can help
conservatory efforts. Cloud (2015) illustrated several examples where students created new and
innovative solutions based on local resources and environmental needs, with some students using
biomimicry to inspire their designs. We can ask questions that concern our students directly and

raise awareness for issues, sharing student-created sustainable solutions on a local scale. On a



global scale, politics and education need to work in unison towards sustainability and improve
the quality of life for all human beings around the globe (UNESCO, 2012). Schools can share
projects, and network with local and international schools who are working on similar projects.
This gives the students a feeling of agency of affecting real change. Working on projects
concerning local issues and issues that have real-life relevance to our students, we must take
responsibility and listen to the voices of the upcoming generation (Cloud, 2015).

UNESCO (2012) presents four teaching approaches to further critical thinking, social
critique, and analyses of local contexts. These are simulations, class discussions, issue analysis,
and storytelling. In many cases, the practical application in the classroom has elements from the
arts using drama, play, music, design, and drawing to stimulate creativity and imagine alternative
futures. In a Montessori classroom, where Cosmic Education is at the core, surely a combination
of all four of those teaching techniques in combination with inquiry-based learning can support
authentic, in-depth learning and help our students to see connections on local and global issues.

Inquiry — wonder, awe, and exploration — should be at the center of a rich learning
environment. Students can take ownership of their learning and are motivated to work together to
discover more. Critical thinking, reflection, and collaboration promote deeper learning
experiences, and rather than learning facts, students acquire knowledge and skills in a
meaningful real-world context. As they explore global challenges and social issues, they are
allowed and encouraged to take on projects that affect real change, giving them a sense of

agency and preparing them to take on the issues of their future.
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