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In this eArticle, David Kahn addresses the adolescent as an agent of social 
change who has the capacity to act through real and focused service. Adults 
can prepare themselves for working with adolescents through the Orientation 
to Adolescent Studies, conducted for the first time in Australia at Montessori 
International College on the Sunshine Coast, 3-30 Jan, 2016. This eArticle 
includes photos from the Orientation. 

Now, for the third plane, the exploration is even wider, encompassing the farm 
and the community of the rural area. It echoes what the children explored at the 
second plane: civilization and how it came about. But now the exploration takes 
place in reality because the adolescents are actually doing it. Cooperation with 
the land, cooperation in commerce, and cooperation in the cultural life of the rural 
society touch materially the things studied in the second plane and afford the 
adolescent the opportunity to see his or her place in society.1

DAVID KAHN has 
served as a director 
for various non-
profit Montessori 
m a n a g e m e n t 
organisations over 
the last 40 years. 
He has 17 years of 
Montessori teaching 
experience, 12 of 
them as teaching 
principal at Ruffing 
Montessori School. David was founding 
director of the Hershey Montessori School’s 
Adolescent Community, an internationally 
acclaimed Montessori farm school model 
for adolescent education. He also serves 
as founding director emeritus of Montessori 
High School at University Circle, Cleveland, 
Ohio, which has quickly emerged as another 
programme exemplar. David developed the 
summer training institute, The AMI Montessori 
Orientation to Adolescent Studies, to guide 
and develop teachers who work with students 
ages 12-18. David holds a BA in fine arts and 
classics from the University of Notre Dame as 
well as the AMI Montessori elementary diploma 
from Bergamo, Italy. He has utilised his film 
and writing skills to create the largest global 
Montessori media organisation that documents 
Montessori innovation and implementation in 
both the public and private sectors through 
video and publications. He has created two 
major museum exhibits that have accented the 
social and ecological directions of the Montessori 
movement. Currently, he is assisting with the start-
up of a land-based Montessori charter school 
that will serve the urban poor in Cleveland, Ohio.

2
0

1
6

ISSUE 1
MARCHARTICLE

THE FARM, NATURE 
AND CIVILISATION 
– THE ROOTS OF 
SOCIAL CHANGE

by David Kahn



Montessori Australia Foundation      eArticle Issue 1      2016  2

clearest embodiment of Montessori change is the authentically 
educated adolescent, who has achieved the following:

•  the development of a personal mission and activism; 

•  the exercise of virtues, values and skills directed to human work; 

•  the commitment to social change which demonstrates how 
enlightened service can be done as a series of projects and 
experiments based on community engagement;

•  the understanding that personal specialisation is a practical 
method of contributing to society, whilst at the same 
time possessing a vision beyond the limits of one’s own 
specialisation or role.

The Erdkinder concept, the adolescent on the farm, suggests 
a community aspect of belonging to a place, to a system 

of economic production and 
exchange, to an intimate 
boarding experience of adults 
working alongside children, to 
conditions of learning where the 
materials are the components 
of the farm environment leading 
to academic contexts. And this 
concept is where Montessori 
dramatically navigates away from 
conventional education, carefully 
defining her approach to change:

The Farm, Nature and Civilisation – The Roots of Social Change

Montessori suggested clearly in her pamphlet “The Erdkinder 
and Functions of the University” (1936) that a farm, a boarding 
hostel, and a store can create an optimal learning and social 
environment for the adolescent. She launched her idea of 
Erdkinder (Children of the Earth or Land-Children) after having 
visited German land schools (Landerziehungsheime) in Berlin 
in the early 1920s.2 

The child under six, the elementary child and the adolescent 
construct every part of the Montessori “mission of man”, 
expanding into maturity. Montessori education is on the threshold 
of its adult stage as its pedagogy climbs the developmental 
ladder from birth to adolescence, immersed in successive 
prepared environments. There are glimpses in our experimental 
construct that the new adolescent will be the embodiment of 
service to humanity, seeking collaborative ways to enter society 
as a conscious contributor.

If one studies the unity, diversity 
and scope of Montessori’s 
thinking about the planes of 
education, then the adolescent 
becomes de facto a 
Montessori agent of change – 
knowing how to be useful, how 
to help mankind, developing a 
social reality through building a 
responsibility to his or her own 
farm community, and then the 
village and on to the world. The 

The child under six, the 
elementary child and the 

adolescent construct every 
part of the Montessori 

“mission of man”, 
expanding into maturity. 
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the Montessori adolescent nevertheless is “called” to be 
different, to have a certain seriousness about what one’s life 
needs to include, to be a positive and contributing citizen. 

The final bridge to a greater society is the Montessori high 
school, where there is an intensification of the call to action 
implicit to becoming an adult. Social life must transition from 

the elementary cooperative 
cosmic studies to the adolescent 
farm community to a new, larger 
context of a limited, but real 
community action which is 
squarely placed in the adult world 
– a world that is urban, socially 
and culturally diverse, creative 
and immersed in business and 
service to others.

While it is the adolescent who 
brings down the final curtain 
on our stage of Montessori 
change, it is the sweep from 

early childhood to adolescence in a Montessori school which 
actualises change. If the adolescent programmes by design are 
small communities outside school – either urban or rural – then 
we no longer have places called schools which are anything 
like the traditional schools of the past. Instead, the school 
reshapes itself to become the organic culture envisioned in the 
utopian annals of “Human Solidarity in Time and Space”:

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. This can be summed up in one sentence: 
Schools as they are today, are adapted neither to the needs of 
adolescence nor to the times in which we live. 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 civilization itself 
are threatened.3 

Never in the Montessori 
literature is the call for “change” 
so intense, so vigorously aimed 
at the problems of our times 
as with the adolescent. The 
importance of adolescence is 
that it is a second formative 
period, and Montessori looks 
to adolescence to give birth 
to the final personality piece 
– or even the final missing 
personality piece – to equip 
the adolescent as a free agent of social change. The farm as 
slice of real life is critical to early adolescence. To experience 
the hard reality of economics, production and exchange, 
to care for oneself and for others, to understand the harsh, 
clashing reality between nature’s balancing systems and the 
human-built world – these are some of the real outcomes of 
Montessori education on the land. Neither nerd nor missionary, 

Never in the Montessori 
literature is the call for 

“change” so intense, so 
vigorously aimed at the 

problems of our times as 
with the adolescent. 
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ecological, social and economic 
realities for the present and future 
of civilisation. 

On 28 October 1931, Mahatma 
Gandhi told Maria Montessori 
in a speech at the Montessori 
training college in London:

You have very truly remarked that 
if we are to reach real peace in 
this world and if we are to carry 

on a real war against war, we shall have to begin with children 
and if they will grow up in their natural innocence, we won’t have 
the struggle, we won’t have to pass fruitless idle resolutions, but 
we shall go from love to love and peace to peace, until at last 
all the corners of the world are covered with that peace and 
love for which, consciously or unconsciously, the whole world 
is hungering.5

This is the great task of 
education: to make the child 
conscious of the reality and 
depth of human unity… Above 
all, we must make the children 
understand how extraordinarily 
moving it is that men are 
not united by their interests 
alone, but that a deeper bond 
exists at the very root of their 
brotherhood…

I cannot insist enough, therefore, on the importance of history, 
in any and all its details, if we are to educate the children to an 
awareness of universal solidarity.4 

In 2015 the cymbals clash, the trumpet plays, the adolescent 
is poised for action, the Montessori educator is waiting to 
enter into the higher calling of world service. The San Lorenzo 
past is hurtling toward the future, but there is one aspect of 
Montessori that is unknown, one aspect which only the ghost 
of Montessori future knows for sure. Can we make our change 
complete and bestow a living reality to the lines and slogans 
which point to human solidarity, peace and unity? 

These are elevating thoughts, but at the level of day-to-
day reality, they remain more vision than sustainable action. 
Montessori change must be directly linked to the highest level 
of adult contribution from our graduates and future colleagues 
in the form of real and focused service to improve spiritual, 

“ ...it is the sweep from early 
childhood to adolescence in 
a Montessori school which 

actualises change”
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