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Cultural Awareness and Expression 
Competence 
 
Competence in cultural awareness and expression involves having an understanding 

of and respect for how ideas and meaning are creatively expressed and communicated 

in different cultures and through a range of arts and other cultural forms. It involves 

being engaged in understanding, developing and expressing one’s own ideas and 

sense of place or role in society in a variety of ways and contexts.  

Knowledge 

This competence requires knowledge of local, national, regional, European and global 

cultures and expressions, including their languages, heritage and traditions, and 

cultural products, and an understanding of how these expressions can influence each 

other as well as the ideas of the individual. It includes understanding the different ways 

of communicating ideas between creator, participant and audience within written, 

printed and digital texts, theatre, film, dance, games, art and design, music, rituals, and 

architecture, as well as hybrid forms. It requires an understanding of one’s own 

developing identity and cultural heritage within a world of cultural diversity and how arts 

and other cultural forms can be a way to both view and shape the world.  

Skills 

Skills include the ability to express and interpret figurative and abstract ideas, 

experiences and emotions with empathy, and the ability to do so in a range of arts and 

other cultural forms. Skills also include the ability to identify and realise opportunities 

for personal, social or commercial value through the arts and other cultural forms and 

the ability to engage in creative processes, both as an individual and collectively. 

Attitudes 

It is important to have an open attitude towards, and respect for, diversity of cultural 

expression together with an ethical and responsible approach to intellectual and 

cultural ownership. A positive attitude also includes a curiosity about the world, an 

openness to imagine new possibilities, and a willingness to participate in cultural 

experiences.  
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Building Foundation in the First Plane of 
Development 
 

In the first plane of development, the child lives deeply inside the world of his own 

culture. His days unfold between home and the Montessori Children’s House, two 

places that quietly shape who he is becoming. Everything around him—how food is 

prepared, the songs adults hum while working, the way people greet each other, the 

local art on the walls—forms a cultural landscape the child absorbs effortlessly through 

his Absorbent Mind. He does not learn culture the way older children do; he breathes it 

in simply by living. 

In the Montessori kindergarten, culture is woven gently into daily life. Practical life 

activities reflect the traditions and habits of the local community: polishing wooden 

objects made by local artisans, arranging flowers in the style familiar to the region. 

These are small acts, but for the young child, they are profound. He is not “studying” 

his culture—he is participating in it. Through these experiences, his cultural identity 

begins to root itself deep within him. 

Alongside this foundation, the environment also opens a window to the wider world. 

Cultural folders, maps, flags, and stories from different continents invite the child to 

notice that humanity expresses itself in countless ways. A child may place a tiny picture 

of a Japanese temple next to a photo of a Lithuanian church, or listen to a story about 

how children in South America celebrate a holiday. These simple moments stretch his 

imagination and plant the seeds of global curiosity. He learns that while he belongs to 

one culture, many others exist, each beautiful in its own way. 

Expression is an essential part of culture, and in the Children’s House, the child learns 

to express himself freely. This begins with something often overlooked: the attitude 

toward mistakes. In a Montessori environment, errors are treated as friends. No one 

rushes to correct or judge. Instead, the child discovers that his ideas, attempts, and 

experiments are welcomed. This freedom builds confidence—an essential element of 

cultural expression later in life. 
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Practical skills follow naturally. The child learns how to hold a pencil with ease, how to 

use a brush with intention, how to cut, glue, fold, and choose colours with sensitivity. 

The Sensorial materials refine his perception of size, sound, texture, and tone, giving 

him the artistic vocabulary he will later use to create. And so, the child begins to 

express himself. In music, through the Montessori bells, he experiments with tone, 

rhythm, and songs that echo through the classroom. In art, he draws, paints, designs 

patterns, and mixes colours, discovering the joy of making something that comes from 

within. In early writing, he creates small handmade booklets, first expressing ideas with 

the Movable Alphabet, then slowly transferring them onto paper in flowing cursive. 

Each of these experiences is a key—a key to creativity, to confidence, and to feeling at 

home in both his own culture and the wider world. By the time he moves into the 

elementary years, he carries these keys with him. He walks forward ready not only to 

understand culture but to participate in it, express it, and one day, contribute something 

new of his own. 
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Planting the Seeds of Global Citizenship 
In the heart of Montessori education lies a quiet, powerful invitation: for every child to 

come to know themselves not only as individuals, but as vital participants in the great 

unfolding story of humanity. This is not a 

story bound by time or geography—it is a 

story that stretches across centuries, 

cultures, and continents. It is the story of 

human curiosity, of invention, of courage, of 

beauty, and of connection. In the 

Montessori elementary classroom, we do 

more than teach facts—we offer children the 

keys to understanding their place in this 

vast, interconnected world. 

At the core of this vision is the principle of cultural awareness. It is here that the child 

begins to recognize that they are not just a member of a family or a local community—

but a citizen of the world. In today’s global society, where ideas, goods, and experiences 

cross borders effortlessly, cultural awareness is no longer a luxury or an abstract 

concept. It is essential. It fosters empathy. It celebrates diversity not as difference, but 

as the radiant expression of a shared humanity. It prepares children to navigate a 

complex, interdependent world with respect, curiosity, and peace. 

Montessori education sees the child as a builder of the future. Through cultural studies, 

we do not merely inform but we inspire. We provide the context and the keys, so that 

children can explore civilizations, traditions, beliefs, and values—not to memorize them, 

but to feel them, connect with them, and honor them. We help them see that behind 

every language, every artifact, every ritual, is a human being—just like them—seeking 

meaning, beauty, and belonging. 

Cultural awareness rooted deeply in Montessori philosophy, becomes a powerful tool in 

nurturing global citizens: children who not only understand the world, but who care for it, 

and who are ready to shape it with wisdom and compassion. 
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Knowledge Development Through History 
Lessons: The Fundamental Needs - A 
Universal Mirror 
Let us begin with a question. When was the last time you experienced a cultural 

misunderstanding? Perhaps you felt misunderstood… or you were the one who misread 

something—someone’s words, gestures, or way of doing things. How did it make you 

feel? Did it create distance? Did it make you pause and reflect? Now imagine being a 

child—still learning how to name emotions, still discovering your place in the world—and 

encountering those moments. Montessori education prepares the child not to avoid these 

experiences, but to understand them, and to approach the world with curiosity, empathy, 

and connection. 

But how do we help children raise their awareness of the universality of what it means 

to be human? We begin not with culture itself, but with something deeper: with what all 

people have in common. The starting point is the Fundamental Needs of Humans. 

In the Montessori elementary classroom, the study of culture and history begins in a very 

human way: not with facts or timelines, but with the child himself. We gather the children 

in a circle, the Fundamental Needs Chart beside us, and invite them to pause and look 

inward before they look outward. The chart is simple at first glance—two broad 

categories, material and spiritual—but it holds within it the key to understanding every 

human story ever lived. 

We begin with something familiar. “What did you have for breakfast this morning?” 

A hand lifts. “Bread.” 

And then we follow the thread together: 

“Where did the bread come from? Who 

grew the wheat? Who harvested it? Who 

ground it into flour? Who baked it?” 

Suddenly, a slice of bread becomes a 

doorway to the entire human community. 

The children begin to see that their 
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everyday lives are touched by countless hands—people they will never meet, living in 

places they may never visit. This is usually the moment when they lean in a little closer. 

Interdependence stops being a moral lesson or a distant idea; it becomes something 

they can feel. 

From here, we turn to the chart. “What do all people need to live?” we ask. 

The children quickly call out nourishment, shelter, clothing, transportation. Then they 

pause, reflecting on the second half of the chart—those spiritual needs that are less 

visible but just as essential: art, love, belonging, religion, beauty, meaning. These needs 

reach beyond survival. They define who we are. And here, the children begin to sense 

something profound: no matter where we live, no matter the age or culture, these needs 

belong to all of us. They are the universal fingerprints of humanity. 

With this foundation, the study of history unfolds naturally. We turn to the Ancient 

Egyptians or the people of the Arctic, or a civilization nestled deep in a rainforest. But 

instead of memorizing dates or kings, the children look through a different lens: 

“How did these people meet the same needs we have?” “How did their environment help 

or challenge them?” “What solutions did they invent? What beauty did they create?” 

History becomes a long, unfolding story of human creativity. Culture stops being 

something “different” or “other” and instead becomes a celebration of human ingenuity. 

A child no longer says, “That’s strange,” but rather, “That’s clever… That’s beautiful… 

That’s human.” 

This shift is transformative. Through the Fundamental Needs, the children discover that 

every culture is a response—an imaginative, courageous, intelligent response—to the 

same fundamental conditions of life. And in this recognition, a quiet respect begins to 

grow. They start to see themselves in others and others in themselves. 

This is the heart of cultural awareness in the Montessori approach. It does not begin with 

geography lessons or historical sequences—it begins with empathy. With wonder. With 

recognizing the shared human story. And from this foundation, the child steps forward 

ready to encounter the world not with judgment or distance, but with curiosity, admiration, 

and belonging. 
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We have cards that illustrate human interdependencies within 

a local community. For example, when we look at something 

as simple as bread, we explore where it comes from. Bread 

needs water and wheat, so we ask, where does the wheat 

come from? How does it get to us? And this leads all the way 

back to the farmer who grows it. In this way, children begin to 

see the complex web of relationships and dependencies that 

support even the most everyday things. It’s a powerful way to 

show them how we rely on each other within our communities. 

But we don’t stop there. We also study international and global 

exchanges, like trade between countries. For older children, 

we create a special map that shows our country’s trade with 

others, using two colors—blue and red—to represent imports 

and exports. While we don’t explain all the details to the 

children, for us educators, it’s like watching the human body 

in action—the blood transporting everything that each part 

needs—just like global trade moves resources around the 

world. 

This is where we connect with our presentations about the human body to make this parallel 

even clearer for children. Global trade resembles the bloodstream supplying the entire body, 

and the internet, which now transports knowledge and information, acts like the nervous 

system. Through this, we help children understand that we are actually one fascinating, 

interconnected organism—almost like one body where every system depends on the other. 

This is a beautiful key that allows children to discover for themselves how deeply connected 

and interdependent we ALL are—not only locally but on a global scale. 

Jolly HOME SCHOOL, Slovakia 

 

Story from the classroom  

Where does the Bread Come From?  
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The Cosmic Vision: Everything Is 
Interconnected 
 
To help children truly understand culture, we must also help them understand the world 

it grows from. Culture does not float in isolation—it is born from climate, land, animals, 

resources, history, and the needs of communities. It is shaped by rivers and 

mountains, by soil and rain, by sunlight and seasons. And so, in the Montessori 

elementary environment, we offer children another essential key: the Interdependence 

Chart. 

When we unfold this chart before the class, it is as if we are opening a window into 

Maria Montessori’s way of seeing the world. Long before modern science described 

ecosystems and systems thinking, she observed life as a great cosmic dance—each 

being following laws, fulfilling a task, and contributing to the harmony of the whole. She 

watched the ant, the tree, the river, the bird, and she saw purpose. She watched the 

children in her classroom and saw the same thing: the need to understand why 

everything exists and how everything fits together. 

The second-plane child, the 6–12-year-old, is filled with this hunger for meaning. 

Naming is no longer enough. Their eyes brighten with deeper questions: “Why does 

the sun matter?” “What would happen if bees disappeared?” ”How do mountains help 

life?” “Who depends on whom?” 

And so, we guide them gently through the web of life. “Look at the sun,” we say. “It 

follows laws. It gives energy.” “Look at the mountain. It follows laws. It shapes rivers.” 

“Look at the bird, the tree, the water—they too follow laws and serve their part.” 

Slowly, the children begin to recognize that nothing stands alone. Every life is connected 

to another life, every system supports another system. Even human beings, who often 

imagine themselves separate, are woven into this same fabric of laws— not only of 

nature, but of society, culture, and morality. 

This cosmic lens changes everything. When we introduce culture, it is never simply a 

list of traditions or artifacts. Instead, it becomes a story of human response—how 

people, across time and place, have read the environment around them and shaped 



 

 10 Funded by European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the 
author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the National 
Agency.  Neither the European Union nor National Agency can be held responsible for them. 

their lives in harmony with it. Culture becomes a contribution, a gift to the world’s 

balance: how people build homes adapted to climate, develop food systems based on 

local ecology, create tools that meet shared needs, and express beauty inspired by 

their surroundings. 

Through the Interdependence Chart, children 

see that humans are not outside of nature—

we are participants. Our cultural choices 

leave fingerprints on the earth, just as the 

earth leaves fingerprints on our cultural 

evolution. 

And when children grasp this, culture 

becomes more than an academic subject. It 

becomes a living awareness: 

• that we belong to a world where 

everything depends on everything 

else, 

• that our choices matter, 

• and that, just like the sun, the 

mountain, the bee, and the river, we 

too have a task to fulfill in the harmony 

of the whole. 

This is the cosmic vision that shapes the Montessori approach—the understanding that 

everything is interconnected, and that human culture is one of the many beautiful 

threads in the great tapestry of life. 
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One morning, a small group of children unrolled the Timeline of Human Beings across the 

classroom floor. The long ribbon of images and symbols 

stretched in the room, inviting them into the slow, unfolding story 

of humanity. They gathered around it with quiet anticipation, 

tracing the earliest signs of human life—simple tools, fire, 

shelters made from materials found in nature. As the children 

moved along the timeline, they were not led to focus on specific 

nations or isolated events. Instead, they observed how human 

societies gradually became more complex as people responded 

to their environments and worked to meet their fundamental 

needs. With the help of their imagination and stories that they 

heard they noticed repeating pattern on the timeline: how early 

humans shaped stones into tools, created pigments to paint 

their experiences, and followed animal herds or seasons to find food, imagine migrations 

across deserts, forests, and oceans, observing and reasoning that movement was often driven 

by exploration, survival, or the search for community. The timeline no longer appeared to be a 

collection of distant cultures or strange customs, but a continuous thread of human creativity 

and adaptation. 

As they continued along the long paper path, the children saw the universality of human 

tendencies unfold—our urge to explore, to create, to imagine, to belong. Across thousands of 

years and countless landscapes, every group of people had used their hands, minds, and 

hearts to shape lives that met the same fundamental needs. By the time they reached the end, 

it became clear to the group that the story was not finished. The timeline placed them gently 

within the same narrative—another generation with the capacity to contribute, invent, and 

express what it means to be human. And this is the quiet power of the timeline in Montessori 

education: it roots cultural awareness not in difference, but in shared humanity. It invites 

children to step into history with a sense of unity, gratitude, and belonging—seeing themselves 

as part of a vast and interconnected human journey. 

Jolly HOME SCHOOL, Slovakia 

Story from the classroom  

The Timeline of Human Beings  
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Belonging to the Whole and Building 
Identity 
As children journey through these cultural lessons, something subtle yet powerful begins 

to unfold within them. At first, they listen with curiosity—about ancient peoples, faraway 

lands, different customs. But gradually, a deeper understanding takes root. They stop 

seeing human beings as distant tribes, exotic cultures, or isolated civilizations. Instead, 

they begin to sense the quiet truth that has always been there: we are all human, shaped 

by different landscapes yet bound by the same needs, the same planet, the same great 

story. 

This shift is not merely intellectual. It is emotional. It is personal. A child begins to feel 

belonging—not only to their family or community, but to the vast family of humanity. A 

sense of identity starts to take form, grounded in the knowledge that “I come from 

somewhere,” and equally, “I am part of something much bigger.” 

And as this awareness grows, a new kind of expression emerges. Children begin to 

create not as imitators, but as individuals discovering their own voice. Their art becomes 

more intentional, their writing more reflective, their projects more meaningful. They no 

longer express themselves to please the adult; they express to communicate who they 

are. 

“This is my perspective.” “This is my story.” “This is how I understand the world.”  

This is the essence of cultural awareness—not just learning about culture, but 

internalizing a foundation of identity that is rooted, confident, and open-hearted. 

Montessori education aims for this: an identity that can proudly say, “I belong to my family 

and my people,” while also whispering with equal conviction, “I belong to humanity.” 

When we weave together all the threads of Montessori cultural education—the 

Fundamental Needs lessons that show our shared humanity, the Interdependence Chart 

that reveals our place in the cosmic web, the Great Lessons that spark awe, and the 

child’s own natural drive to understand—we are not giving answers. We are giving keys. 

• Keys to wonder: “How did they live?” 

• Keys to connection: “They are like me.” 
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• Keys to peace: “We are all part of one world.” 

Maria Montessori believed that humanity is already united—through nature, through the 

movement of goods and ideas, through the invisible threads that bind ecosystems and 

communities. The true challenge, she said, is that we do not yet act like we are united. 

Education, therefore, must offer children a new perspective: one that does not erase 

differences but celebrates them as beautiful expressions of the same human spirit. 

And so, in our Montessori classrooms, we plant these seeds with intention and care. We 

tell the great stories of the world. We explore how people meet their fundamental needs. 

We follow the lines of interdependence that stretch across continents and centuries. And 

as children grow in knowledge, they also grow in awareness—developing empathy, 

humility, and a quiet confidence that they, too, have a meaningful role in this shared 

world. 

This is the heart of Montessori cultural education. This is how understanding becomes 

identity. And this is how we begin to raise children who are not only citizens of their 

countries, but citizens of the world. 

 

„It is necessary to understand that every 
nation has its own task, and yet all of these 
tasks are part of a single work – the 
creation of a peaceful world.“ 

Maria Montessori, Education and Peace, 

Chapter 13 
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Building Essential Skills to Make Identity 
Visible 
 
In Montessori, creative expression is not an extracurricular activity—it is a natural 

extension of the child’s inner life and a vital part of the prepared environment. The 

classroom is rich with possibilities: materials, tools, and presentations that invite 

children to explore who they are and how they see the world. The guide offers lessons 

that open doors to multiple forms of expression. Calligraphy, for example, becomes 

more than handwriting; it is an exploration of style, intention, and the message we wish 

to convey. Art lessons go far beyond simple drawing. Children encounter lino printing, 

crochet, ceramics, watercolour, and other techniques that offer different textures and 

languages of expression. 

 

Through these experiences, children refine their abilities and discover the value of 

handwork—something often overlooked in today’s fast-paced world. Whether they are 

crafting a handmade book, sewing bags for classroom materials, or designing their 

own cards, they are not simply practicing skills. They are embedding their identity, their 

choices, and their vision into what they create. 

 

We also broaden their understanding by inviting them into the world of real art and 

music. Music is not limited to what plays on the car radio; instead, children listen to 

Mongolian throat singing, traditional songs from various cultures, classical 

compositions, and contemporary instrumental works. In visual art, they encounter 

masterpieces in museums, explore galleries, and handle sets of art cards grouped by 

style, theme, or technique. They learn, for example, how different artists interpret the 

sea—each painting unique, each perspective valid. This becomes a quiet but powerful 

lesson: You can shape the world according to how you see it. 

 

Such exposure does more than cultivate appreciation—it awakens creativity and helps 

children find their own voice. They also deepen these skills through collaborative 
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projects. Working together, they discuss, negotiate, and decide how something should 

look or what story it should tell. Even a simple question like “What did you have for 

breakfast?” can become a doorway into culture, leading them to explore agriculture, 

geography, trade, and technological innovation across history. 

 

Research, dialogue, and storytelling unfold naturally as they ask: How did Egyptians 

stay cool in the desert? What fruits grew in places without apples? How did different 

cultures express joy or nourish their spiritual life? Through such investigations, children 

strengthen essential academic skills—critical thinking, comparison, analysis, 

synthesis—while simultaneously cultivating empathy and cultural awareness. They 

begin to see the world not as a place divided by differences, but as a mosaic of shared 

human needs expressed in beautifully diverse ways. 
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In Montessori Akademija, the arts and crafts shelf 

has a special magic of its own. Each time the guide 

presents a new technique—how to thread a needle, 

mix watercolours, blend pastels, or fold paper into 

simple shapes—the classroom gathers in a quiet 

semicircle. The children watch carefully, their eyes 

following every movement. The presentation is not 

just about learning a skill; it is an invitation to enter 

the creative process with confidence and 

independence. 

Once the presentation ends, the room opens again 

into gentle activity. One by one, children begin to 

flow toward the arts and crafts shelf. Some arrive with a clear plan—a bracelet they’ve been 

meaning to finish, a drawing they started yesterday. Others come simply because the materials 

call to them: soft yarn, coloured pencils, clean paper, tiny scissors that fit perfectly in their 

hands. Here, creativity becomes part of everyday life. For some, this corner of the classroom 

brings a deep sense of calm. They settle into quiet concentration, carefully choosing colours 

and arranging their tools. The rhythm of cutting, gluing, or painting helps them centre 

themselves. Their breathing slows. Their shoulders relax. 

For others, the shelf becomes a place of joyful experimentation. They try new techniques, 

combine materials unexpectedly, or proudly show a friend how they just discovered a new 

pattern. Their work carries a simple beauty—an aesthetic that gently spreads through the 

classroom as finished pieces decorate shelves, hang near windows, or become gifts for 

classmates. 

What begins as a short demonstration from the teacher turns into a long, unfolding journey for 

the children—a space where creativity, peace, and independence naturally weave into their 

daily Montessori life. 

Montessori Akademija, Lithuania 

Story from the classroom  

A Path to Creativity 
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Attitudinal Development Recognizing 
Human in Every Culture 
In Montessori education, attitudinal development does not happen through lectures or 

moral reminders. It grows quietly—through the stories we tell, the materials we offer, 

the art we explore, and the freedom children have to express their inner lives. At the 

heart of it all is one essential truth: every culture is an expression of universal 
human needs. When children begin to see this, they no longer look at cultural 

differences with confusion or judgment, but with curiosity, gratitude, and respect. 

 

Participating in Cultural Experiences: Entering the Story, Not Just Studying It 

Children in the Montessori elementary classroom do 

not simply learn about cultures—

they experience them. They explore West African 

rhythms, study Islamic geometric design, and examine 

how the landscape has been painted by dozens of 

artists across centuries. They handle real artifacts, 

visit museums, participate in festivals, taste and make 

foods, read folktales, and learn dances or games from 

different parts of the world. By participating rather than 

observing from a distance, children develop an 

attitude of openness. Cultural life becomes something 

they belong to—not something foreign or separate. 

They come to understand that human creativity lives everywhere, and that entering the 

expression of another culture is an act of respect. 

 

Valuing the Diversity of Cultural Expression: Seeing Humanity in Many Forms 

As children discover both ancient and modern civilizations, they begin to recognize 

universal human tendencies—our need to orient, to build, to communicate, to 

celebrate, to create beauty, to seek the sacred. These insights shift their attitude: 
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differences are no longer “strange,” but simply different expressions of the same 
human heart. 

Through the Great Lessons, fundamental needs charts, timelines, origin stories, and 

research projects, children come to see diversity not as contrast, but as richness. This 

nurturing of attitude goes beyond tolerance—it becomes appreciation, even gratitude.  

 

Ethical and Responsible Cultural Ownership: 
Honoring the Work and Wisdom of Others 

Montessori children grow up surrounded by the 

creations of human civilizations: the Indian number 

system, the Arabic astrolabe, Chinese 

papermaking, Mesopotamian writing, Egyptian 

architecture, Greek philosophy. They learn where 

ideas came from, who discovered them, and how 

they spread across continents. This builds a moral 

attitude toward knowledge itself: 

ideas are gifts passed down through humanity, not 

things to claim as our own. 

When they study music, they learn to credit the 

composer; when they reproduce artwork, they acknowledge the artist; when they share 

information, they cite their sources. Respect for intellectual and cultural ownership 

becomes natural—because they understand they are participating in a vast human 

story, not collecting isolated facts. 

 

Curiosity About the World and Imagining New Possibilities: From “Why?” to 
“What If?” 

The Montessori environment invites children into a lifelong posture of wonder. Whether 

exploring how early humans survived in deserts, why different languages developed 

unique scripts, or how seeds traveled across trade routes, children learn that the world 

is full of unanswered questions. And unanswered questions become invitations. 
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This curiosity is intentional: we do not give children all the answers—we give them 

keys. Keys to explore, to question, to imagine different futures. Curiosity becomes not 

just an academic skill but an attitude toward life. The child begins to walk through the 

world not with fear of the unfamiliar but with excitement for what can be learned from it. 

 

Artistic Self-Expression and Participation in Cultural Life: Finding One’s Own 
Voice 

Expression in Montessori is not a separate subject—it is woven into every corner of the 

classroom. Children practice different ways of drawings, write stories, compose music, 

make maps, create timelines, and even bind their own books. These skills are not 

taught so children can copy a standard—but so they can express who they are. As 

they explore diverse artistic traditions, they also begin shaping their own.  

This nurtures a deeply personal attitude: My voice matters. My perspective has 
value. I, too, contribute to culture. Creative work becomes a bridge between 

knowledge and identity, between personal expression and global awareness. 

Ultimately, Montessori cultural education builds attitudes that go far beyond academic 

understanding. It shapes how children see people. When faced with the unknown, do 

they react with judgment—or curiosity? With fear—or interest? With indifference—or 

respect? 

By grounding children in universal human tendencies, exposing them to the 

“supramind” of shared human wisdom, and giving them endless opportunities to 

express themselves authentically, we cultivate humility, appreciation, and wonder. 

This is the foundation of cultural awareness: 

a heart that recognizes humanity everywhere, 

a mind that values diversity, 

a spirit that participates in culture with responsibility and joy, 

and an identity that knows: 

“I belong to my people… and I belong to humanity.” 

That is the attitude we grow—one creative act, one story, one moment of wonder at a 

time. 
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Indirect Preparation for Expression: 
Creating the Conditions for the Child’s 
Voice 
In Montessori education, expression is never forced, staged, or extracted. It is not 

something we demand from children—“Express yourself now!”—because anything 

produced under pressure rarely reflects the inner world of the child. True expression 

rises gently, like breath, when the conditions are right. That is why Montessori spoke 

so passionately about freedom: freedom in time, in space, and in choice. This freedom 

is not a vague ideal; it is an essential part of the child’s preparation for authentic 

expression. 

A Space Where Expression Can Breathe 

In the Elementary classroom, long stretches of uninterrupted work time become fertile 

ground for creativity. A child who is composing a melody, carving a linoprint, or writing 

a mythological story needs depth of time—time that doesn’t expire with a bell or get 

interrupted by constant transitions. Expression cannot grow in a rushed environment. It 

needs spaciousness, the sense of “I can stay with this as long as my heart wants to.” 

Children choose what they want to work on and how they want to approach it. A study 

of volcanoes might become a hand-drawn booklet, a three-panel comic, a dramatic 

performance, or a small documentary filmed on a tablet. When the “how” belongs to 

the child, expression becomes natural, not imposed. 

Skills as Seeds, Not Scripts 

While freedom opens the door, knowledge and skill give expression its wings. For this 

reason, Elementary classrooms are rich with small, quiet presentations that teach 

techniques detached from any specific project. The children might learn how to create 

a mosaic, how to crochet a small pouch, how to bind a booklet, how to use watercolor 

washes, or how to carve patterns into clay. They might practice writing in calligraphy, 

exploring how different fonts communicate different moods. These lessons are gifts—

keys placed gently into their hands. The children do not need to use them immediately; 

they tuck them away until inspiration calls. 
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Because the presentations focus on technique rather than finished products, the 

children do not imitate the guide. A watercolor lesson may begin with the science of 

pigments or the way water carries color across the page. Afterwards, the room fills with 

landscapes, swirling abstract shapes, soft portraits, constellations—each piece 

unmistakably belonging to its creator. 

The same is true for music. Instead of starting with other people’s compositions, 

children first explore what sound can do—how repeating patterns form rhythm, how 

silence creates tension, how a simple three-note phrase can feel joyful or sorrowful. 

They first compose and express, and only then learn to read the music of others. As in 

language, writing (expressing one’s own thoughts) comes before reading (accessing 

the thoughts of others). 

An Environment of Inspiration and Order 

Expression thrives where beauty and order support the mind. In Montessori 

classrooms, materials are arranged with intention: paints sorted by hue, papers stored 

by texture, instruments ready for hands to try, threads and needles waiting in small 

baskets. An environment like this communicates a message: Your ideas matter here. 

Your creations have a place. 

The classroom is also alive with storytelling—cosmic tales, history stories, scientific 

discoveries, cultural narratives. Each story becomes a spark. A child who hears about 

ancient cave art may begin mixing natural pigments to create their own mural. A lesson 

on early agriculture may inspire another to weave small baskets or build a miniature 

granary. Expression grows when the imagination is fed with wonder. 

The Inner Freedom to Create 

Freedom, skill, and inspiration prepare the soil—but the seed of expression rests within 

the child’s spirit. For expression to emerge, the child must feel safe. Not safe from 

physical harm, but from judgment. If every piece of work is corrected, evaluated, or 

praised too intensely, the child learns to create for approval rather than for truth. In the 

beginning, many children still seek validation—“Do you like my picture?”—but with 

time, reflection, and gentle redirection, they discover something more precious: the 

quiet satisfaction of their own inner approval. 
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Expression should never be performance-driven. Its value lies in the act itself. 

Sometimes a child draws not to display a picture but to process a feeling. Sometimes 

they write a poem to understand an idea. Sometimes they spend days weaving a bag, 

not because the bag is needed, but because the process soothes the soul. These 

moments matter. They are acts of integration, healing, and growth. 

Many Doors Into Expression 

In a Montessori community, expression never sits in a single corner—it is offered 

through many doors. One child finds their voice through drama, reenacting a myth with 

classmates. Another becomes captivated by geometric art, exploring how circles 

evolve into mandalas. Another discovers weaving or ceramics as their preferred 

medium. Some use storytelling, movement, mathematics, or quiet observation. 

We offer visual, verbal, musical, mathematical, physical, and social forms of expression 

because we do not know which doorway the child’s inner voice will choose. The more 

pathways available, the more children find their own authentic route. 

Expression Rooted in Cultural Awareness 

Expression does not grow in a vacuum. Cultural stories, history charts, and keys to 

understanding civilization become the child’s palette. Through these lessons, children 

encounter how different cultures met the same universal human needs—and how 

creativity shaped each response. 

History cards showing the evolution of lighting, from fire to lanterns to electricity, reveal 

ingenuity across centuries. Fundamental Needs Charts show that clothing, shelter, 

transportation, education, and worship vary beautifully across time and place—yet 

arise from the same inner drives. 

When children explore these patterns, they begin to see culture not as decoration or 

trivia but as the living expression of humanity’s tendencies: our need to belong, to 

create, to understand. This recognition deepens their own expression. Their work 

begins to reflect gratitude, curiosity, and connection with the wider human story. 
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The Child as Creator, Not Performer 

Montessori guides do not create artists. We create the conditions in which artists 

emerge. We do not produce musicians, poets, scientists, or inventors. We offer keys, 

tools, and freedom—and the children shape themselves through their work. 

Expression spills into every subject: a geometric theorem illustrated with art, a geology 

story turned into a diorama, a cultural study transformed into a song. Children 

collaborate, discuss, question, revise. They express themselves socially as much as 

artistically, weaving ideas together in community. 

The World as Their Workshop 

Ultimately, expression comes alive most fully when the world becomes part of the 

child’s workshop. The second-plane child longs to explore beyond the classroom—to 

visit museums, attend concerts, meet artisans, interview experts, and walk through 

history with their own feet. Through these experiences, their imagination grows roots in 

reality. Their hearts open to empathy, and their identities are shaped by a sense of 

belonging to a vast, interconnected world. 

Where Knowledge Meets Imagination, and Expression Meets Identity 

When all these conditions come together—freedom, skill, beauty, storytelling, cultural 

keys, and real experiences—expression becomes more than a school activity. It 

becomes the child’s way of making sense of themselves and their place in the 

universe. 

In this sacred dance between knowledge and imagination, the child’s identity slowly 

unfolds. They become creators of meaning, keepers of culture, and contributors to the 

human story. Their expression becomes a pathway toward belonging, empathy, and 

peace. 

And so, in Montessori, we nurture not just learners, but whole, vibrant souls—ready to 

step into the world with clarity, curiosity, and a boundless sense of possibility. 
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How Cultural awareness and expression is visible 
 in Montessori Elementary classroom? 

Essential knowledge 
Local, national, European and global 
cultures and expressions, including 
their languages, heritage and 
traditions, and cultural works of art 

Children explore cultural works through 
classroom materials, cultural folders, Big 
Work projects, museum visits, and 
storytelling. They learn about music, art, 
architecture, rituals, traditions and languages 
from different times and places.  

How these cultural expressions can 
influence the ideas of the individual 
and others 

Children observe and discuss how different 
cultures solve same fundamental needs—
food, shelter, art, and spiritual expression—
and reflect on how these ideas inspire 
innovation, problem-solving, or personal 
creativity. They discuss how one culture’s art 
or invention can influence another, 
connecting historical ideas to modern 
applications. 

The different ways of communicating 
ideas between creator, participant 
and audience within written, printed 
and digital texts, theatre, film, dance, 
games, art and design, music rituals, 
and architecture, as well as hybrid 
forms 

Children create presentations, posters, short 
films, songs, or performances to share their 
understanding of cultural topics. They 
explore how different media—text, music, 
art, drama—convey meaning and evoke 
emotions, learning to adapt their own 
communication to audience and context. 

Their own developing identity within a 
world of cultural diversity 

Through projects, timelines, and discussions, 
children recognize universal human 
tendencies and needs and see themselves 
as part of a larger human story. They 
connect their personal experiences with the 
histories and customs of other peoples, 
fostering empathy and self-awareness. 

The role of arts and culture as a way 
to both view and shape the world 

Children see how culture reflects human 
needs, values, and imagination. They learn 
that art, architecture, music, and traditions 
can influence society, express ideas, and 
inspire change, encouraging them to engage 
creatively and responsibly with the world. 

The importance of aesthetic factors in 
daily life 

Classrooms and activities emphasize beauty 
and order: calligraphy, illustrated booklets, 
art projects, teachers’ handmade materials, 
and well-prepared workspaces teach 
children to value aesthetics as part of culture 
and self-expression. 

Core skills 
Express and interpret figurative and 
abstract ideas, experiences and 

Children create various products: paintings, 
musical compositions, dramas, or storytelling 
projects that communicate ideas, emotions, 
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emotions with empathy in a range of 
arts and other cultural forms 

and cultural concepts. They reflect on how 
different cultures express similar 
experiences in diverse ways. 

Enjoy/ appreciate works of art History and art materials, listening to diverse 
music, visits to galleries, museums, and 
cultural events cultivate appreciation of 
artistic expression across cultures and time 
periods. 

Express themselves through different 
media - 
using/improving one ́s innate 
capacities 

Children use different techniques: drawing, 
painting, sculpture, ceramics, watercolor, 
music, movement, storytelling, and writing to 
express their understanding of culture and 
identity, integrating knowledge and personal 
creativity. 

Identify and realise opportunities for 
personal, social or commercial value 
through the arts and other cultural 
forms 

Collaborative projects, classroom 
exhibitions, and community events allow 
children to share their work publicly, 
fostering confidence, social responsibility, 
and understanding of cultural impact. 

Engage in creative processes, both 
as an individual and collectively 

Children work alone or in groups on projects 
like murals, performances, research 
presentations, or various media projects, 
learning to plan, negotiate, and collaborate 
creatively. 

Attitudes (students value) 
Participating in cultural experiences Children actively engage in storytelling, 

“Going Out” visits, museum and gallery trips, 
music performances, cultural workshops, 
and classroom events that bring culture to 
life.  

Diversity of cultural expression Students explore art, music, rituals, and 
traditions from different cultures, learning to 
value difference as expressions of shared 
human needs and creativity. 

An ethical and responsible approach 
to intellectual and cultural ownership 

Lessons emphasize crediting sources, 
respecting copyright, and asking permission 
before using others’ work, in both everyday 
classroom work and their projects. 

Being curious about the world and 
imagining new possibilities 

Big Work projects, cultural investigations, 
and research tasks encourage children to 
ask questions, explore unfamiliar traditions, 
and envision new ways of expressing ideas. 

Artistic self-expression and 
participation in cultural life 

Children are encouraged to create, perform, 
and present in diverse artistic forms, 
integrating their cultural knowledge and 
personal perspective into authentic 
expressions. 



 

 26 Funded by European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the 
author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the National 
Agency.  Neither the European Union nor National Agency can be held responsible for them. 

 


