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ABSTRACT This paper addresses the ideas of Maria Montessori (1870-1952), Italian educator who established
the most widespread educational method of the world, in relation to environmental education in the context of
child-nature interaction as well as the practices applied within the framework of these ideas. The paper is
composed of two parts. The first part includes the ideas of Montessori about child-nature interaction and information
on how such interaction takes place in Montessori schools. The second part of the paper comprises of the ideas of
Montessori about environmental education and information on the practices applied within the framework of
environmental education. Therefore, the paper includes information on both theory and practice. In the consequence
of the paper, it was observed that Montessori attributed great importance to human contact with nature and that
her method laid emphasis on this idea.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Maria Montessori was born in Italy in 1870.
Despite the reaction of her parents and disap-
proval of the university community, she insisted
and enrolled in the Medical Faculty of Roma
University and obtained her diploma in 1986. In
this way, she became the first female doctor of
medicine in Italy (Pignatari 1967). Starting her
career as an assistant doctor, Montessori also
carried out special research and studies in the
meanwhile. In time, Montessori decided to fo-
cus on method of education and abandoned her
position in the university. Hereby she dealt with
the education of children throughout her life.
Montessori decided to put into practice the nat-
uralist conception introduced into pedagogy by
the French thinker Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-
1778), and she opened the first “Children’s
House” (Casa dei Bambini) for children aged
between 3 and 6 in San Lorenzo, which was lo-
cated on the outskirts of Roma, in 1907  (Pollard
1996).

In this school, Montessori helped the neglect-
ed children, which resulted in their learning in a

short time. The children in this school were ob-
served to do every task joyfully. As the time went
by some important personalities started to visit
this “Children’s House”. The admiration of the
visitors paved the way for the opening of other
nursery schools in a short time (Schafer 2006).
With the courage she gained through her suc-
cesses, Montessori opened the second “Chil-
dren’s House” in San Lorenzo. The third house
was opened in Milano in 1908 and the fourth one
was opened in Roma in 1909. Thus the works of
Montessori went beyond special works of a doc-
tor of medicine in the field of education, and they
became a stream in their own right (Pollard 1996).

In the education done with the Montessori
Method, the children are quite active. As the
children feel free in the environment shaped with
democracy, they are in contact with the materials
directly (Lillard, 2013b). However, with the Fas-
cist leader Mussolini’s coming to the govern-
ment, some freedoms were restricted. By closing
down all democratic institutions in Italy in this
period, Mussolini aimed to represent the state
through the Fascist Party (Armaoglu 1983). Mus-
solini also closed down Montessori schools for
the same reason. Montessori decided to go
abroad at this time; so she had the chance to
present her method in many countries. In a short
time, Montessori Method became the most wide-
spread educational method of the world as a re-
sult of Montessori’s long-term visits to various
countries including the Netherlands, Spain, and
India (Wilbrant 2014).
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2.   CHILD-NATURE  INTERACTION IN
MONTESSORI  APPROACH

After a child comes into the world, he/she
grows up and becomes one part of the environ-
ment. In this way, the child develops a specific
personality by also being affected by the envi-
ronment. However, the important thing is the
development of child’s personality in compliance
with his/her nature. Otherwise, the child may have
some personality disorders. Considering person-
ality disorders as deviations from normality,
Montessori puts forward a philosophy that at-
tracts attention to such threats. According to
her view, a child develops in the best way by
coming into contact with the nature. Therefore
child-nature interaction must be ensured.

2.1. Child-Nature Interaction in
Montessori Philosophy

Emphasizing the importance of human con-
tact with the nature, Montessori alleges that the
child is born in such a way to meet this basic
need. According to her, child loves the nature.
Therefore, children get pleasure from moving and
grasping objects (De Santis 1953). Motivated by
this idea, Montessori (1953) describes education
as assisting the child’s natural development.
Montessori thinks that the nature first creates
the things and then develops them thanks to its
own functions; within the framework of this prin-
ciple, she considers the nature as a director. As
everything is dependent on the nature, we must
obey the commands of the nature.

According to Montessori (1953), the first in-
stinct given by the nature to the child is to act on
his/her own without anyone’s assistance. Born
with this instinct, the child attempts to protect
himself/herself from those people who want to
help him/her. However, failing to protect himself/
herself due to such interventions, the child may
give up trying to act on his/her own after a cer-
tain period. So the child’s tendency to be inde-
pendent may be eliminated. Children who become
distant to the nature in this way may face a dif-
ferent educational problem.

The roots of Montessori’s educational per-
ception, which takes the child’s instincts as the
basis, rely on the ideas of French thinker Jean
Jacques Rousseau (1712- 1778). Considering the
child as the center, Rousseau aims to bring up
his natural person, i.e. the person that lives in

compliance with the nature (Bal 1991). Like her
predecessor, Montessori (1953) also emphasiz-
es the importance of nature for humans. Accord-
ing to her, the nature does not abandon the child
who becomes independent once born. The na-
ture provides the newborn child with an instinct
to adopt the environment he/she has confront-
ed. So the child starts to act with the psycholo-
gy of seizing the world. In this context, it is the
nature that gives the child the instinct to work.

It can be seen that Rousseau and Montessori
follow the same line in terms of the values they
attribute to the human interaction with the nature.
Both thinkers suggest that the education must
serve to this purpose. For the people that have
managed to do this, Montessori uses the term
“nature’s people”, and she provides information
about the qualities of the nature’s person.

According to Montessori (1932), the “na-
ture’s person” is the one that interacts with the
nature, and in other words, that acts in accor-
dance with the laws of the nature. The most ba-
sic instinct of such person is to work. We notice
this instinct especially while observing the chil-
dren because children work without being tired.
And this shows us that human-beings are born
to work. Motivated by this idea, Montessori
emphasizes that it is a very dangerous initiative
to prevent children from working. For her, such
an attempt is similar to taking a plant out of the
soil (Lillard 2013a). The contact of the plant with
the nature is cut down when it is taken out of
soil. Similarly, the child’s contact with the nature
is eliminated when the child is prevented from
working. Montessori alleges that children in such
situations cannot develop a personality that is
specific to their being.

In addition to being hardworking, the “na-
ture’s person” is also quite disciplined, patient,
consistent and coherent. Montessori (1950)
thinks that these characteristics are acquired as
a result of being hardworking. For him, children
who have activated their instinct to work and
make continuous efforts are well-disciplined.
Such children are purified from all bad habits such
as instability, laziness, being rebellious and false-
hood. The child complies with the nature by
moving. However, these movements must not
be irregular, but they must be oriented towards a
target. Movements that are performed for work-
ing are oriented towards a certain target. Within
this framework, Montessori suggests that a per-
son’s performance of regular movements indi-
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cates his/her coming into contact with the na-
ture. According to her, there is always a tenden-
cy towards perfection in the nature. Everything
in the nature changes by moving. Also the hu-
mans can reach perfection only by moving. Hu-
man’s being free means his/her being perfect. A
person that works protects his/her freedom by
becoming compliant with the nature at the same
time. In this context, laziness is a sign of person’s
incompliance with the nature according to Mont-
essori philosophy. Montessori put forward her
method within the framework of this perception
by taking the “instinct to work” as the basis.

2.2. Child-Nature Interaction in
Montessori Schools

Rousseau is the pioneer of “self education”,
one of the educational principles of Montessori.
Attributing importance to contact with the na-
ture, Rousseau emphasizes that adults have a
preventive influence that may deform the natu-
ral tendencies of the children, and he thinks that
the best behavior towards children is to leave
them by themselves (Pignatari 1967). Rousseau
(2008) emphasizes that children get alienated from
naturalness due to wrong behaviors of their par-
ents, and he alleges that those children who are
not alienated from naturalness do not want some-
thing without a reason. Therefore children must
be able to move freely and whenever they want.

The educational environment of Montessori
School, which was shaped by the idea of Rous-
seau, was designed in such a way to allow chil-
dren to move independently. Children can move
the furnishings, which are located in the envi-
ronment in compliance with their nature, in the
way they want. In this environment, children are
allowed and able to take any materials from the
cupboards, which are designed in accordance
with their height, and they can perform works
with them wherever they want. If the children
find it necessary, they can also work on a carpet,
which they can lay on wherever they want (Top-
bas 2004). All the materials in the environment
are compliant with the height of the children, and
they are genuine. Even the materials such as oven,
knife and iron are not different from the ones
used in real life. Such materials show that Mon-
tessori Method put an emphasis on reality and
on the nature in relation with the reality (Lillard
2013a). Therefore, children in Montessori School
have the opportunity to face the realities at early

ages even though it can be risky for them. For
this purpose, no fake material is accepted in the
educational environment of Montessori.

Another element of Montessori Method that
is closely connected with the emphasis on the
nature is the beauty of the environment that en-
courages positive reaction. Montessori consid-
ers beauty not as an external contribution to the
developing child, but as a positive necessity. Her
educational environment which is shaped by this
idea should be elaborate and attractive (Lillard
2013a).

The colors, brightness and shapes of the
materials in Montessori School should be com-
pliant with each other. Everything in the envi-
ronment has the features to attract the attention
of the child. For example, bright and light-col-
ored tables give the children a feeling that they
should use them attentively. The attractiveness
of the materials in the environment causes the
children to have interest in the environment and
to use them attentively and carefully (Montessori
1950).

The importance attributed to the nature is
clearly observed in Montessori environment, and
it is one of the first qualities to be noticed. The
emphasis on the nature in Montessori Method
is not limited to the educational environment.
The best emphasis on the nature is made in the
practices of environmental education.

3. ENVIRONMENTAL  EDUCATION  ON
MONTESSORI  SYSTEM

Montessori Method awakens children’s love
for environment and this awakening also includes
the protection of the environment; so environ-
mental protection by itself is one of the basic
elements of Montessori education. Therefore,
this fact eliminates the necessity for another les-
son (Wilbrant 2014). However, Montessori sys-
tem has various lessons aiming to raise aware-
ness about the environment.

Botany, geography and zoology are the les-
sons that lead children to establish a conscious
relation with the nature. On the other hand, these
lessons constitute an inseparable part of Mont-
essori Method. Most of the six-year-old children
that have got education through this method
have more knowledge about the classification of
plants and care for living creatures than an aver-
age adult does. Considering this fact, it can be
suggested that the children in Montessori
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schools are sufficiently prepared to be ecologi-
cally responsible adults (Lillard 2013a).

Furthermore, Montessori system includes
practical trainings aiming to create awareness
about environmental protection and to provide
environmental consciousness. Significant part
of such trainings is carried out in the school-
yard. This means that Montessori system also
includes outdoor education.

Education for environmental care includes
such works as cleaning the surroundings, col-
lecting fruits from trees, feeding animals, etc.
Especially 5 and 6-year-old children deal with
gardening (Montessori 1970). Montessori men-
tions the acquisitions of the children that have
been engaged in such works.  Some of these ac-
quisitions are related to environmental education.

According to Montessori, as the child has
growing interest in observing the development
of the plants and animals he/she has been deal-
ing with, his/her consciousness about such
plants and animals also increase. In this way,
child’s love for the nature and living creatures
also increases (Akyuz 1979).

CONCLUSION

According to the research of Montessori, who
took the needs of the children as the basis, the
best way for the development of children is their
getting into contact with the nature. And Mont-
essori Method which is based upon the findings
of her research was designed in such a way to
enable the child to establish a relation with the
nature. The aim is to educate children and to in-
crease their environmental consciousness.

It is known that today’s people are alienated
from the nature. Especially the ties of the chil-
dren with the nature are getting increasingly
weaker, and they are becoming dependent on tech-
nological elements such as television and the In-
ternet. It is known that technology-addicted chil-
dren do not have a personality that is suitable for
their nature. Considering this fact, it is clear that
the need for Montessori Method has increased
even more today. The ideas of Montessori sup-
port this suggestion. The basic reason for her to
develop an original method in the field of educa-
tion was her idea that despite the miraculous de-
velopment of the environment along with the de-
veloping technology, the human existence can-
not accommodate to this development.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is possible to give some recommendations
at the end of this paper which discusses natural
education in the frame of the Montessori Meth-
od. These recommendations for researchers and
practitioners can be listed as below.

Some quantitative researches can be done
about the effectiveness of Montessori’s natural
education.

Natural education done in the frame of Mon-
tessori Method can be adapted to other educa-
tional institutions apart from Montessori Schools.

Some researches can be done dealing with
the problems appearing during the natural edu-
cation process of Montessori Method.

Before and after natural education of Mont-
essori Method, some studies can be conducted
about children’s and teacher’s understandings
of nature.

LIMITATIONS

This paper is not about the effectiveness of
natural education done in the frame of Montes-
sori Method. Montessori’s original works are
used as references in this paper. As this paper is
basically in the form of literature review based
on historical research, it is limited to them rather
than recent works.
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