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Abstract— This study examines components of the Montessori method which support the development of intercultural 
competence (IC) in students. A qualitative approach is used based on exploratory and descriptive methods. The primary data 
source is semi-structured interviews with three experts who are leading authorities in Montessori education and have 
extensive expertise in international education. Findings show that the components of the Montessori method which support 
the development of (IC) in students are the geography curriculum, studying history through fundamental needs of humans, 
grace and curtsey lessons, classroom social structure, observation, peace education, and cosmic education. Recommendations 
and areas of future research are provided. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
“Children who are educated in an environment where 
Montessori principles are consistently applied develop 
sensitivity to and appreciation for different cultures, 
resulting in a worldview conductive to understanding 
and working with, rather than against, people of other 
lands p.44” [1].  
Recently this statement has been re-emphasized by 
Richard Ungerer, executive director of the American 
Montessori Society (AMS). Mr. Ungerer has laid 
down the core values of the Montessori Method, which 
support global citizenship and social responsibility, in 
the winter 2014-2015 issue of Montessori Life 
magazine. In guiding Montessori educators, he points 
out that instilling and nurturing the values of global 
citizenship and social responsibility in children,  
“requires providing accurate comprehensible 
information about history and current world events 
and guiding them to respecting the diverse cultures, 
political views, and belief systems of others 
throughout the world” [2]. Mr. Ungerer suggests 
concrete actions that educators can take to instill and 
nurture the values of global citizenship and social 
responsibility in children, such as; talking about peace 
in the classroom, connecting with other Montessori 
classrooms around the world, introducing additional 
languages, organizing community service-learning 
projects, sending students to Montessori Model United 
Nations, and involving parents in global awareness 
efforts. 
Montessori is a method of education established more 
than a century ago by an Italian physician. It is defined 
by the North American Montessori Teachers’ 
Association (NAMTA) as a comprehensive 
educational approach from birth to adulthood based 
on the observation of children's needs in a variety of 
cultures all around the world. According to the 
Association Montessori International (AMI), which 

was established by Dr. Maria Montessori, physician, 
anthropologist and pedagogue in 1929, Dr. 
Montessori studied children of all racial, cultural and 
socio-economic backgrounds for over fifty years. Her 
intense scientific observation of the human being from 
birth to maturity allowed her to distill a body of 
philosophical, psychological and pedagogical 
principles. These, together with a vast range of 
auto-didactic materials, came to be known as the 
Montessori Method of Education. 
The aim of this study is to explore and describe how 
intercultural competence (IC) is fostered in the 
Montessori classroom. The definition of IC used for 
the purpose of this study is that by Bennett (2004) who 
defines it as, “…the ability to communicate effectively 
in cross-cultural situations and to relate appropriately 
in a variety of cultural contexts” [3]. We see in [4] how 
today we live in a globally interconnected and 
interdependent community. We can be certain that our 
children will live in an even more globalized world 
and that their lives will be even more affected by 
others who live in distant lands, belong to different 
communities, and believe in different Gods or in no 
God at all. Consequently, there is a pressing need to 
prepare future generations of to be interculturally 
competent in order to meet the requirements of global 
citizenship, “Young people today are entering an 
increasingly interconnected society, which demands 
they acquire intercultural competence so they not only 
understand the complexity of global problems but also 
develop the ability to collaborate with others in their 
resolution” [5]. In preparing students for the new set 
of challenges that globalization presents, 
Brunold-Conesa (2010) writes that a, “paramount 
goal of education should be promoting attitudes that 
reflect not only tolerance and respect, but also 
knowledge and understanding of, and the ability to 
communicate and work with, people of other countries 
and cultures.” [6] 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The core of the literature review of this study is 
focused on several components of Montessori 
education such as, the geography curriculum, studying 
history through fundamental needs of humans, grace 
and courtesy lessons, classroom social structure, 
observation, peace education, and cosmic education 
since these components enable teachers to seamlessly 
integrate IC training into everyday classroom 
activities [2], [1], [7], and [8].  
Geography 
“History and geography both begin from common 
origin (the formation of the universe and our planet) 
giving the child a top down, holistic approach p.63" 
[9]. During my interview with Kahn (2014), he 
explains giving the three or four year old child a 
concept of the world using the globe, world maps, and 
continent maps. Geography materials also show 
different people of different color living in different 
places. Mr. Kahn believes that in addition to the 
geography of differences the classroom is supposed to 
introduce what is the same for every human capacity. 
 
History 
Dr. Montessori suggested that the focus in history, 
“shouldn’t be wars and conquests, as it often is in 
human civilizations; rather, it should be in the 
changes in the daily lives of people that are caused by 
human exploration and inventions, geographical 
changes, and variations in climate p.160” [10].  
According to Kahn (2014), the shared stories of the 
origins of; the universe, life on earth, and humans, are 
universal knowledge and skills that don’t belong to 
any one culture.  In [9] Hall explains that the 
universals of human "supra nature" are reflected in the 
common needs of humans in the categories of religion, 
art, transportation, defense, clothing, shelter, 
communication, food and water, and social 
acceptance. The integrated approach to history and 
geography provides a global perspective to the 
interdependency of life on earth as going forward with 
a high degree of implicit optimism as the individual 
approaches their collective task.  
Grace and Courtesy 
Lessons in grace and courtesy are given by using 
scripted role play to actual scenarios to teach peaceful, 
courteous behavior and prevent bullying. Examples of 
grace and courtesy lessons in [12] are; How to blow 
your nose, how to greet a visitor, how/when to say 
"excuse me", how to ask for help from a 
teacher/friend, what to say if someone says "you're not 
my friend", how to walk with scarcely making a 
sound, how to tell someone you want to be alone, how 
to observe someone do work, how to clean up your 
snack, what to do if you're really angry, and how to 
agree to disagree.  

Regarding grace and curtesy, Miller (2014) says that 
grace and courtesy lessons empower children to be 
responsible, self-aware, and independent. These 
activities are about respecting children's needs and 
considering the whole classroom community as a 
collective unit. Practicing modeled behaviors at 
neutral moments allows children to discover 
much-needed tools, and they are grateful to know what 
to do and say in frustrating or difficult circumstances. 
Through the structure of Grace and Courtesy, children 
are able to practice respectful communication, and 
they are given tools to respond to others. 
Classroom Social Structure 
The structure of the Montessori classroom is built 
around team work and cooperation. In [13] this idea is 
underscored by indicating that the Montessori 
classroom is centered on cooperation rather than 
competition. The mixed age groups, which facilitates 
and encourages assistance seeking and providing 
among students, in addition to the freedom to move 
and communicate as well as community meetings all 
create the social fabric of the classroom and help 
children develop empathy, self-confidence, and good 
social skills. Lillard sees that, “the spontaneous 
creation of a community of children is one of the most 
remarkable outcomes of the Montessori approach 
p.74” [14]. This is also supported by Seldin (2010), 
“The key element in adolescent Montessori education 
is the creation of a protected social laboratory in which 
students can clarify their values, build strong 
interpersonal relationships, and learn to communicate 
their thoughts and feelings articulately and maturely 
to one another” [15]. 
Observation 
Observation, according to Montessori, is the corner 
stone as well as the heartbeat of the Montessori 
Method. She depended on observation greatly in 
developing the method. “What I have done is merely 
to study the child, to take and express what he has 
given me, and that is called the Montessori Method 
p.3” [16]. Montessori educators, “observe the children 
in order to discover their needs and interests based on 
their stages in self-formation and their individual 
personalities. They then attempt to present just the 
materials or activities to the children that match their 
developmental needs p.22” [10]. Teachers observe in 
their classrooms on a daily basis, and occasionally 
observe other classrooms as well. Children learn to 
also observe others, guided by grace and courtesy 
lessons 
 
Peace education 
Gandhi (1943) wrote in a letter to Dr. Montessori,  
Madame Montessori, … 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 to 
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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 p.187” [17] 
In the Montessori environment children are guided 
through lessons in how to resolve conflicts between 
them, without adult intervention. They are provided 
with a peace corner for self-reflection, calming one’s 
self down, or conflict resolution. While practicing 
conflict resolution, children develop independence, 
good listening skills, and peaceful behavior. Another 
part of peace education in a Montessori environment 
is the study of peace makers. Nature studies, which are 
highly focused on in Montessori environments, also 
play an important role in instilling peace in children.  
Cosmic education 
Cosmic education is a form of education that is the 
integrative unity of all the different areas of education. 
According to Dr. Montessori there is a Cosmic Plan. 
To her the universe appeared to operate according to 
organizing principles. Understanding the cosmic plan 
is fundamental to the way the Montessori program 
carries forth from early childhood. “Each form of life 
has its cosmic task. Each one is related to the task of 
the other. The common aim is the upkeep of the earth, 
the upkeep of our world p.196” [18].  
Through cosmic education the teacher awakens the 
consciousness and awareness of each student’s cosmic 
task and facilitates the understanding of human unity. 
Cosmic education helps students realize that all life 
has value and purpose, not just human life. Dr. 
Montessori believed that we should be conscious of the 
gifts that we are passing on from those who came 
before us to those who come after us. The adults’ sense 
of gratitude, wonder, responsibility and the awareness 
of cosmic task should be carried on to the child. “Only 
when we look at the whole, can we see in the evolution 
of all life forms, their cosmic function.” [18] 
 
III. METHODOLOGY 
 
In this research paper, a qualitative approach is used 
based on exploratory and descriptive methods. This 
research paper uses two kinds of data sources, primary 
and secondary. The primary source is composed of 
semi-structured short interviews with three experts 
who are leading authorities in Montessori education 
who have extensive expertise in international 
education. The interviewed experts are David Kahn, 
executive director of the North American Montessori 
Teachers’ Association, and former founding Program 
Director of the Hershey Montessori Farm School who 
is currently establishing an International Centre for 
Adolescent Studies; Tim Seldin, president of The 
Montessori Foundation and Chair of the International 
Montessori Council; and Cynthia Brunold-Conesa, 

former Montessori teacher trainer and experienced 
Montessori teacher, who has taught for two years at an 
international Montessori school in Switzerland. When 
given the choice, none of the three interviewees chose 
to stay anonymous for the purpose of this research 
paper. The secondary data source for this paper is 
relevant articles and books by experienced Montessori 
educators and researchers, as well as by the founder of 
the Montessori Method, Dr. Maria Montessori. 
After providing the interviewees with the definition of 
IC used for the purpose of this study the interview 
questions were asked. The questions are; 

1. Does the Montessori classroom environment 
differ from other educational environments in 
fostering intercultural competence, and how? 

2. How can we best prepare teachers to help in 
fostering intercultural competence? 

3. Can you think of specific examples of incidents 
that have reflected students’ motivation, 
knowledge, and skills that enabled them to 
communicate effectively and appropriately 
with people of other cultures? 

 
IV. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 
In [19] Deardorff describes an interculturally 
competent student as; curious to learn about other 
cultures, regularly looks for opportunities to meet 
those from different cultures, interacts with those from 
different cultural backgrounds, accepts them without 
judging their external features, habits, or decisions, 
realizes that acceptance doesn’t necessarily mean 
approval, makes others feel valued and respected, 
reflects on her own cultural conditioning about what 
she believes and values, frequently reads about other 
cultures, stays abreast of news on world events, seeks 
to understand the context in which others live, enjoys 
attending events of local ethnic groups,  strives to have 
an open mind, and refrains from making judgments.  
As mentioned above, some of the components of 
Montessori education that help students foster IC in 
the Montessori classroom are the geography 
curriculum, studying history through fundamental 
needs of humans, grace and courtesy lessons, 
classroom social structure, observation, peace 
education, and cosmic education. Becoming curious to 
learn about other cultures and regularly looking for 
opportunities to meet those from different cultures and 
interact with them is usually an outcome of teaching 
the Montessori geography starting at a very early age 
(three or four), focusing on places as well as people, 
and showing similarities as well as differences.    
Montessori schools usually have diverse student 
populations and staff. While interviewing them, Mr. 
Kahn and Mr. Seldin explained how they have found 
that Montessori classrooms attract people of different 
cultures. Mr. Kahn attributes that to Montessori 
practice being a-cultural, so every culture can relate to 
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it. Mr. Seldin believes that the average Montessori 
school tends to be very inclusive and welcoming and it 
tends to draw people who are international and 
oriented to thinking in a global perspective.   
In [11] Brunold-Conesa (2014)  talks in her interview 
about a Montessori integrated history-geography 
curriculum that explores both ancient civilizations 
and contemporary cultures saying, Montessori’s 
“fundamental needs of humans” curriculum, as simple 
as it sounds, becomes the foundation for 
understanding and appreciating cultural differences; 
the curriculum de-emphasizes nationalism and 
promotes an understanding of humanity as a global 
family. While this curriculum alone does not fully 
prepare children for future encounters, work, or other 
relationships with people of other cultures, it is a 
grounding work for the inception of intercultural 
awareness and understanding—the foundation of 
intercultural competence. 
Kahn highlights Montessori’s awareness of the 
importance of grace and courtesy (Care of self, love of 
self, care of others, love of others, community, 
forming the social fabric of the classroom) in 
communicating and  showing one’s feeling for 
another human being. He defines grace and courtesy 
as follows, “grace is the actual natural respect for 
yourself and others, and courtesy is a way to show it. 
You’re in a constant state of grace when you’re 
respecting others, and you’re in a constant state of 
courtesy when you’re showing the respect” [7]. 
In his interview, Kahn (2014) highlights that the 
concept of observation, which is basic to Montessori, 
should be applied by students who would question how 
one person is the same, or how he or another person is 
different. He says the teacher also has to observe and 
the child as the child observes himself. So the teacher 
is constantly watching the child and the child looking 
for ways to watch other children who are different, and 
see that they’re not really that different at all. Kahn 
stresses that when the teacher observes the child he 
should look beyond cultural blinders and see the 
universal emerging intelligence in the child. 
In my interview with Seldin (2014), he explained that 
by its very nature Montessori from an early age is 
encouraging kids to think about culture from an 
anthropological point of view, and in general, because 
of the peace orientation there is a much better sense of 
acceptance and understanding of people who are very 
different from you. So, while Montessori teachers and 
children are not free of all the prejudices in the world 
there is an overall cultural imperative from 
Montessori to escape that sort of nonsense, to look at 
the world as being interconnected, and to know that 
we’re all very different and we can still understand 
each other. We have more in common than we have 
dividing us. 
Montessori students are usually able to interact 
successfully with those from different cultural 

backgrounds as a result of peace education, practicing 
grace and courtsey, having good observation skills, 
and having good social skills as a result of the 
Montessori classroom social structure. Accepting 
those from different cultures without judging their 
external features, habits, or decisions, refraining from 
making judgments, and making others feel valued and 
respected is also an outcome of peace education and 
grace and courtesy lessons. Montessori students 
practice self-reflection frequently in the Montessori 
environment. They learn at an early age to utilize the 
peace corner, and the freedom they exercise in moving 
around and choosing activities allows for reflection 
time.  
Students in a Montessori environment learn about 
their own culture through the “Study of a Nation” 
lessons, as well as having the freedom to research 
aspects of their culture that are of interest to them. The 
love of learning they develop, as an outcome of the 
freedoms they exercise and the developmentally 
appropriate lessons, drives them to learn about their 
culture and those of others as well as stay abreast of 
news on world events and seeking to understand the 
context in which others live. Students who are 
interested in other cultures and are comfortable 
arranging going out experiences would enjoy 
attending events of local ethnic groups. 
 
CONCLUSION/RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Based on the interviews done for this study, as well as 
the reviewed literature, many components of the 
Montessori Method of education foster IC in students. 
Montessori students are likely to turn into peaceful, 
courteous, cooperative adults, knowledgeable about 
their own cultures as well as of people of different 
cultures, and willingly interact and communicate with 
them effectively and successfully when possible. 
These characteristics are some of what make 
interculturally competent individuals. 
These outcomes, however, are dependent on the 
authenticity of the Montessori environment and the 
successful application of the Montessori Method. 
Supporting the widespread and sustainability of 
Montessori education would be taking towards 
preparing interculturally competent individuals, who 
are ready to meet the future challenges of our 
increasingly globalized world. Some of the ways in 
providing that support may be for states to facilitate 
and/or sponsor Montessori teacher training programs, 
establish Montessori public schools and/or transform 
existing traditional public schools into Montessori 
ones, and encourage the establishment of private 
Montessori schools. The existence of Montessori 
public schools allows an equal chance for students of 
different socio-economic statuses to be well prepared 
for the future. Further exploration of Montessori best 
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practices and additional ways in which IC can be 
fostered in Montessori classrooms is needed. 
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