
 

2. Dr. Montessori & the Adolescent   

Let us start with an obvious question. What is adolescence? Adolescence is a relatively 
new concept which has evolved in our modern society of wealth.  

1. What is Adolescence?  

Dr. Philip Gang explains it as  

"Adolescence is viewed today as a period between puberty and social, psychological and 
physical maturation. The word itself is derived from the Latin verb 'adolescere', which means 'to 
grow up' or 'mature'." (Gang, P. 1989)  

A few hundred years ago children went straight from childhood to adulthood at approximately 
13 years of age. In less developed cultures of today the same still applies. Up to recent times 
children left school as soon as they were permitted to and immediately went to work to help 
support their families. Even in recent generations in our western society many children had 
totally lost interest in school from 12 years. It was irrelevant to their lives.  



In Rethinking Education by Dr. Philip Gang points out that several researchers identify that the 
concept of adolescence came about in the late nineteenth century. Around this time the status 
of the young adults declined, they were no longer trusted with financial responsibility as it 
became more complex, there was less use for them in the social and political world and there 
were more of them because of better health conditions.  

"No longer serious participants in the economic affairs of society, young people were not taken 
seriously on social and political issues either." (Gang, P., 1989)  

There was a great use for this group of strong and energetic young people and that was in the 
factories. Factories needed people with strength, intelligence, some education and the ability to 
be ‘trained’ into obedience and subordination. Obviously young people could fill that gap. 
Parallel to that the education system was growing and many families wanted their young people 
to continue education rather than work in factories. However, the system in the schools was not 
that different from the factories. These young people needed to be moulded in order to make 
them fit to the work place at a later date and also to make them socially controllable.      

Apart from children living and working on family run farms in local communities, adolescents of 
our society to this day choose between these two systems, early work or continuation of 
education. In either case there is a concerted society effort to mould the young people into box-
like personalities that support and continue our industrial society. In modern times education 
and industry have evolved much further and those who continue in education or industry will 
have opportunities to develop individual opinions and ways of life. Our society has not yet 
evolved enough to allow such individuality to play a major part while young people are still in 
adolescence. We have not evolved the skills as a society to do that yet.  

It is no wonder then that some adolescents become rebellious. They have learned many skills to 
become an adult and yet there are many other skills they do not yet have. Society tends to 
repress their right to use any of their adult skills up to the day of their eighteenth birthday. 
Montessori and many others have worked to raise awareness of this dilemma. The problem 
cannot be solved overnight because it is not a simple problem of adolescence; it is a problem of 
society in general. Dr. Philip Gang expresses it thus:  

"The complexity of life in the twenty first century dictates a prolonged period of preparation 
between puberty and entry into the work force.   However, […] it is the task of educator, 
psychologist and social scientist to provide an effective bridge for this transition - one that 
intersects the needs of youth with the needs of society." (Gang, P 1989)   

2. Dr. Montessori & Secondary School Reform  

"The need that is so keenly felt for a reform of secondary schools concerns not only an 
educational, but also a human and social problem […]. Schools as they are today are adapted 
neither to the needs of adolescence nor to the times in which we live." (Montessori, M., From 
Childhood to Adolescence, 1973)  

It might be argued that few modern nations have seriously reformed second level education 
since it began. It is usually the last level of education to be reformed. And reforms are generally 
about improved curriculum content rather than method of education. Often reform has reduced 
the size of the curriculum in an effort to ‘free’ the adolescents' time and pressure. That does not 
always reduce the pressure as Montessori said,  



"So, the labour involved in learning becomes easier, not by studying less but by enriching the 
studies themselves. […the adolescent's] mental and spiritual needs must be satisfied as clearly 
as possible. All the reforms in education to date have therefore been made on a false premise; 
and they are cruel because they only make study more and more empty. They ignore the fact 
that one doesn't have to lighten the load, one only needs enthusiasm."(Montessori, M., The 
Child, Society and the World, 1989)  

We as a society are puzzled about how to approach this problem. The adolescent has not yet 
conformed and raises questions about who he is at his core, while at the same time we are 
trying to teach him to conform so that he will not ask these questions. Each of us has to varying 
degrees adolescent memories of asking questions about life and its meaning, society and its 
meaning, love and its meaning. It is in the nature of adolescence. The issue is perhaps not that 
adolescence is different today, but that it is in the nature of all of us to ask these questions, and 
it does not suit our fast paced technological society if we keep asking questions. Therefore, by 
the time we reach adulthood we have managed to conform and ‘box’ many of our questions. 
This makes sense you may think, or else we would not have time to live our lives. That is right, 
but unfortunately along with the questions, we had to box our natural enthusiasm for work and 
learning and in some case our enthusiasm for life.      

The relevant issue, that affects the life of adolescents, is that society favours individuals who do 
not ask questions and just work. We cannot solve this issue fully in our careers as teachers but 
we can do two things. Firstly we can become aware of the fact that the issue is largely within 
customs of our society that we have not questioned today and gradually we can adjust our own 
behaviour and attitudes to young people. Secondly we can help the young people in our care to 
develop a strong emotional maturity that will help them to adjust to society so they can cope 
with the rapid evolution of technology. It may have suited society to have unquestioning ‘robots’ 
in factories and schools when we had an industrial society. But we are now in an age of 
information and also an age of weapons of mass destruction. Now we require human beings 
who are fully developed holistically. Just after World War II ended Dr. Montessori said the 
following and it is still relevant today:  

"Society has not only developed into a state of utmost complication and extreme contrasts, but 
it has now come to a crisis in which the peace of the world and civilisation itself are threatened. 
[…] More than to anything else it is due to the fact that the development of man himself has not 
kept pace with that of his external environment." (Montessori, M., From Childhood to 
Adolescence, 1973)  

3. The Prepared Environment for the Adolescent  

Montessori believed that the adolescent needed two things "protection during the time of 
difficult physical transition and an understanding of the society which he is about to enter to 
play his part as a man" (Montessori, M., From Childhood to Adolescence 1973). In helping them 
to adapt to society she urges that we focus on developing adaptability. We should not reduce 
the curriculum rather we should make the learning experiences more real so that the 
adolescent gets practice at adapting to real life situations and the learning arouses enthusiasm. 
Work should be more than intellectual work. She said "All work is noble, the only ignoble thing is 
to live without working" (Montessori, M., From Childhood to Adolescence, 1973). She 
recommended a school for adolescents where they took part in both intellectual and manual 
work. This was her proposed Erdkinder programme. She talks about a "school of experience in 



the elements of social life", stressing development of independence and a valorisation (or 
strengthening) of personality.       

A Montessori school for adolescents should provide an opportunity for the young person to 
experience real life in a protected environment. Given the fact that the adolescent's body is 
developing rapidly this protected environment needs to be a safe and healthy environment. The 
prepared environment for the adolescent must take account first and foremost of the physical 
and social needs. Intellectual needs have to take a secondary place.   

In practical terms the setting needs to be comfortable and with access to the outdoors. The 
adolescents should have opportunities to prepare and eat (and hopefully grow) healthy food. 
There needs to be equipment for the preparation and presentation of projects. A reference 
library and access to the internet are essential to the research needed in their study. The 
prepared environment should have available the curriculum which the students will study, 
making it possible for them to check it whenever they need to. They will be responsible for their 
own curriculum.  

The prepared environment must allow for the social needs of the adolescent. The milieu, the 
human atmosphere needs to be friendly and open. The teachers will have to work hard to create 
and maintain this atmosphere but it is essential to the confidence of adolescents. The teachers, 
by example, and by instruction where necessary, should guide the adolescents in the art of 
treating all others with respect and warmth. The rights of the individual, the rights to freedom 
and the agreed rules of the classroom community must be protected by the teachers. Every 
decision that is made, every item that is placed in the classroom, every action that is taken 
must take account of the rights of others, students or teachers. At the same time there must be 
an atmosphere of enthusiasm. This can be seen in the teacher's attitude, in the way in which 
work is presented and in the manner in which students work together. This is not an easy 
environment to prepare if the teacher does not have his heart in the job. But with understanding 
of the adolescent's needs and a certain commitment to self-awareness and knowledge of 
Montessori principles, it will be possible.  

4. Characteristics and Deviations  

Dr. Montessori drew some comparisons between the adolescent and the spiritual embryo, the 
child of 0-3 years, especially 1-3 years. Vital skills are being developed and at the same time 
there is a deep need for freedom of movement. Freedom of movement for the adolescent is 
wider than the exploration of the infant and toddler however it has the same elements. In both 
age groups there is a deep need to explore one's own body, one's own experiences, one's own 
reactions. These are internalised and used to create the personality. The infant/toddler is 
creating her basic individual personality while the adolescent is creating the ‘social man’. 
Montessori talked about this being a “‘sensitive period' when there should develop the most 
noble characteristics that would prepare a man to be social, that is to say, a sense of justice and 
a sense of personal dignity" (Montessori, M., From Childhood to Adolescence, 1973).  

The physical embryo and the spiritual (or psychic) embryo, have the characteristic of any 
embryo, they are extremely sensitive to external stimuli. Montessori in speaking about 
adolescents mentioned "doubts and hesitations, violent emotions, discouragement and an 
unexpected decrease of intellectual capacity" (Montessori, M., From Childhood to 
Adolescence, 1973). It is not lack of intention or desire that makes it difficult for the adolescent 
to concentrate and study but   



"[…] a real psychological characteristic of the age. The assimilative and memorising powers of 
the intellect [of younger children] seem to change [at adolescence]. The chief symptom of 
adolescence is a state of expectation, a tendency towards creative work and a need for 
strengthening of self confidence." (Montessori, M., Childhood to Adolescence, 1973)  

The adolescent becomes very sensitive to insults and finds it difficult to concentrate. These are 
not deviations but characteristics. The body is extra sensitive and illness is more common than 
in middle childhood. Confidence is extra sensitive and the adolescent is easily upset. The 
adolescent needs care, understanding, structure, and confidence building. There seems little 
point in continually emphasising intellectual work when it is not a priority to the adolescent in 
her very nature. Intellectual work may be essential because of a curriculum but it is important 
for you to understand where the priority of the adolescent lies and in that way you will be able to 
support her more.   

The infant/toddler is the spiritual embryo. We might say that the adolescent is the ‘social adult 
embryo’.  Dr. Montessori did not use this term, in fact she used the term ‘social embryo’ for the 
3-6 year old who was preparing social skills to use in the group. Therefore we cannot use this as 
a Montessori term. However, there are some embryonic characteristics. Just as with the 
infant/toddler if we remove freedom then the energy that is driving the exploration and the 
activities will become deviated.  

"[…] this [adolescence] is the time when the social man is created, but has not yet reached full 
development, that in this epoch practically every defect in adjustment to social life originates. 
These defects have very dangerous results, either for the future of the individual (timidity, 
anxiety, depression, inferiority complex), or for society (incapacity to work, laziness, 
dependence on others, or cynicism and criminality)." (Montessori, M., From Childhood to 
Adolescence, 1973)  

These are deviations which might happen to the adolescent if she is denied the freedom to 
explore and express herself. This should not be taken lightly. This is actually what happens to 
many adolescents in our society. Parents struggle to support them, teachers struggle to teach 
them and legal systems struggle to control their behaviour, all with only limited success. In most 
cases with stable support the adolescent manages to ‘get through’ this phase and ends up as a 
normally adjusted adult. At what cost? How much of her soul and enthusiasm did he have to 
surrender? What about the adolescents that do not make it through the system and end up 
committing suicide, in jail, pregnant or drug-addicted? The issue of adolescence in our society 
is one that Montessori urged us to look at seriously over fifty years ago. She points out that in our 
‘democratic society’ there is no democracy for people from birth to 20 years, we might say birth 
to 18 nowadays. Montessori was quite passionate in her concern for what the system does to 
adolescents. You may find her language strong but in essence what she says is still true today in 
the majority of secondary schools. The challenge for Montessori teachers is to look at the 
underlying society issues that lead to this situation and question those that are not absolutely 
essential. To support the adolescent means removing as many as possible of the restrictions to 
their freedom of personality. The following quotation was part of a speech made in 1951 the 
year before Montessori died.  

"The formation of a man evolves in a way that is anything but democratic. What happens to a life 
in adolescence? There are no choices. Study in a certain school is compulsory, and certain work 
must be done whether it is pleasant or not. The work is done without using the hands and the 
children must stay, I won't say sitting on chairs, but 'embedded in their benches' […] They must 



stay there without moving, listening (without working) to a monotonous little homily, lessons 
that are like pieces of a mosaic containing history or geography, given to them by the teacher's 
droning voice. Can these children escape from this?  No. […] How can the soul be formed in 
such constriction?" (Montessori, M., The Child, Society and the World, 1989)  

 


