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WHAT IS MONTESSORI?

PRIMARY 
CLASSROOM
Scale 3/16” = 1’-0”

E1/E2 CLASSROOMS
Scale 3/16” = 1’-0”

The Montessori Method of education, developed by 
Dr. Maria Montessori, is a child-centered educational 
approach based on scientific observations 
educating children from a young age to adulthood. 

A Montessori child is one who is naturally eager for 
knowledge. He or she is capable of initiating 
learning through a thoughtfully prepared learning 
environment, touching values the human spirit 
through the development of the whole 
child—physical, social, emotional, cognitive.

Though Montessori is not trademarked, there are a 
number of qualities that make up a Montessori 
school. These include (1) multi-age groupings that 
foster peer learning, (2) child directed work, and (3) 
uninterrupted blocks of work time as well as (4) 
scientifically designed didactic materials based on 
age range and difficulty.

The teacher, child, and environment create a 
learning triangle. The classroom is  prepared by the 
teacher to encourage independence, freedom 
(within limits), and a sense of order. The child, 
through individual choice, makes use of what the 
environment offers to develop himself, interacting 
with the teacher when support and/or guidance is 
needed.

MULTI-AGE GROUPINGS
Multi-age groupings enable younger children to 
learn from older children and experience new 
challenges through observation. Older children 
reinforce their learning by teaching concepts they 
have already mastered, develop leadership skills, 
and serve as role models. This mimics the real world, 
in which individuals work and socialize with people 
of all ages and dispositions. In this case, the classes 
are broken up as follows

Primary: ages 3-6 (PreK - Kindergarten)
Elementary 1: ages 6-9 (1st-3rd grade)
Elementary 2: ages 9-12 (4th-6th grade)

(Yellow) Language
(Blue) Geometry/Geography
(Red) Math
(Green) Botany/Zoology
(Black) History/Art/Culture

(Purple) Practical Life

As all areas of the classroom 
are  accounted for, a highly 
effective color coordination 
system organizes the space 
and materials. This color 
system stays continuous 
throughout the years, so 
finding specific tools are 
simple and organized. As 
thoughts of the children and 
teachers are organized, so is 
the classroom.

Progression of space is also a 
necessity, linking appropriate 
space near one another (i.e. 
Botany near Practical Life with 
a sink for easy clan up). As the 
children progress in learning, 
so does the classroom. It is set 
up in a linear fashion to create 
a path through the space.

CHILD DIRECTED WORK
Dr. Montessori observed that children experience 
sensitive periods, or windows of opportunity, as they 
grow. Montessori education supports children in 
choosing meaningful and challenging work of their 
own interest. While this is sometimes seen as an 
undirected mess, students learn how to be 
intrinsically motivated with sustained attention and 
developmental responsibility to oneself and others. 
This child-directed work is supported by the design 
and flow of the Montessori classroom, which is 
created to arouse each child’s curiosity. Also, this 
design provides the opportunity to work in calm, 
uncluttered spaces either individually or as part of a 
group.

BLOCKED WORK TIME
Respect for individuals is crucial in the learning 
process. During the work period, students are given 
time to work through various tasks and 
responsibilities at their own pace without 
interruption.  To paint a picture, this involves 
selecting an activity at his or her own skill level, 
performing the activity for as long as there remains 
interest, cleaning up the activity and returning it to 
the shelf, then selecting another activity. The 
teacher’s role in this time is monitoring the student 
and providing individual and small group lessons.  
The uninterrupted work period facilitates the 
development of coordination, concentration, 
independence and order, and the assimilation of 
information.

CLASSROOM MATERIALS
The classroom materials have a hands-on approach 
to learning and are scientifically designed to evoke a 
student with a way of assessing progress and 
correcting mistakes, independent of the teacher. 
Montessori’s distinctive learning materials each 
teach a single skill or concept. The concrete 
materials start abstractly and introduce concepts 
that become increasingly complex.

Description of Thesis
Blending architecture with landscape is not a new feature in design. For the 
Montessori schooling system, directly relating the natural world into the school’s 
methods of teaching is crucial for the development of children. This thesis 
connects the two ideas in an iterative method catering to the child’s memory, 
experience, and the ability to explore freely within limits of safety and ingenuity.

The project is designed for children ages 3 to 12, set up in multi-age groupings for 
peer learning, uninterrupted blocks of work time, and guided choice of work 
activity, as the Montessori system adopts. Dr. Maria Montessori believed that 
teacher, child, and environment create a learning circle for the child, prepared by 
the teacher, while encouraging the independence they need to prepare 
themselves for the world of adolescence.

By creating artificial space for a Montessori school, the designer must be aware of 
the needs of the people occupying the volume and the needs around them. The 
program, though, changes culturally and locally. In Alexandria, MN, the specific 
site was chosen to indulge the needs for this region giving children the ability to 
maneuver through the site’s landscapes in a real and experimental way. 

STUDY 
MODELS
Scale: 1”=50’-0”

Early in the process, I was challenged 
to ask why I chose this site 
specifically. To understand the site (in 
elevation, plan, section, experience, as 
an educational tool), I performed a 
series of studies using topography 
models to show the difference 
between this chosen sight and any 
other site, rural or urban. This became 
a very rooted question as the site is 
contour heavy with lush vegetation, 
deepening views and large in size.

As the Montessori Method teaches, 
equipping children in all areas of life 
is important to the educational 
experience. The children have the 
freedom (within limits) to perform 
tasks at their own pace. For this 
specific school, the landscape plays 
an important role in that educational 
experience. 

Through a series of progression 
models to show the trail of how one 
might use built architecture to 
experience the landscape, the study 
gives credit to show steps how to 
approach the vast site. (Left)

Scale: 1”=50’-0”

As the children grow, they foster a 
sense of memory from an experience, 
especially of natural landscapes. For 
myself visiting the site, I remember 
the site being steeper than it actually 
was looking up the eastern side of the 
main hill; it appeared grander than 
the elevation studies showed. 
This explained that we remember a 
memory of a site distorted from the 
actual, much as a child remembers 
specific events in the sensitive period, 
as Dr. Montessori points out.

To help explain this, I represented a 
portion of the site including the creek 
and highest point on the site, 
exaggerating the axis by x2, x4, and 
x8. (Right-hand side of board)

Elementary 1 Classroom
Time of day: 12:00pm (noon)

The above image shows the existing dense area of the 
site, of which a portion of the building overlooks and 
impedes. This is relatable to the built structure as the 
classroom is a direct relationship to the woods. A child is 
as curious in nature as he or she is in a Montessori 
classroom.

Entry / Start
Time of day: 9:00am

As a seed begins small and submerged underground, so does a  young 
child as he or she begins school. At the school, an immediate step 
underground to the main floor is necessary for the learning process. This 
teaches the children to be humble and giving. 

Transition / Learn / Imagine
Time of day: 9:00am

Because of the program, all areas of the school may be used for learning, 
including indoors and outdoors. Specific zones for monitored outdoor 
play are shown in the natural playground.  Small monitored group areas 
may include access to the river for a biology lesson, gardening, sledding, 
hiking, organized sports, and others. 

ITERATIVE 
DESIGN

WEEK 5
Classroom Organization

WEEK 6
Elevation of Classroom

WEEK 2
Interior Space Relationship

WEEK 8
Views from Interior Space

WEEK 8
Spinal Organization

WEEK 8
Early Sun Study

WEEK 8
Partially Submerged Plan 

WEEK 9
Plan following Contours

WEEK 10
Mixed Idea Plan

WEEK 10
Final Plan Development

WEEK 12
Final Sectional Relationships

WEEK 12
Hallway Indoor/Outdoor Relationships

WEEK 9
Begin Section Studies

WEEK 9
Fluidity of Plan

WEEK 9
Primary Section Relationships

Through the process of an iterative method,  
design decisions were made from crucial 
developmental points as discussed in small 
critique. This process, as shown from left to 
right, shifted from working strictly in floor plan 
to section cut, as the section became as 
important as the plan to develop the 
relationship between building and landscape.

MAIN DETAILS
Scale: 1/2” = 1’-0”

The relationship of building to landscape 
is important to the success of the design.  
The four relationships below sum up a 
majority of the foundations, walls, and 
green roofs.FLOOR PLAN

The floor plan shows the relationship 
of spaces to each other, making 
visible the linear progression one 
child might take throughout the 
years at the school. 

Included in the school:
- entry condition
- learning stair case for large 

group  assemblies
- a commons area for lunch, 

larger projects, and third party 
uses

- administration
- outdoor light wells, 
- 2 primary classrooms
- 2 Elementary 1 classrooms
- 2 Elementary 2 classrooms
- youth gymnasium
- transition space for circulation 
- small break out spaces
- natural playground

Throughout the building, there are 
many exit access points for easy 
outdoor use, which is critical for the 
educational process.

Scale: 1”=16’-0”
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TRIPEAKS MONTESSORI
M. Arch Thesis Design by Alexander P. Jansen

Creek
The small creek can be 
used for botany, 
biology, exploring, and 
fun. 

Outdoor 
Classroom
To be used for small 
group discussion about 
nature.

Hiking Trails
The wooded area of 
the site can be used for 
picnics, discovery, 
group hikes, and 
creativity.

Steep Hill
The step areas of the 
site can be used for 
winter activity.

Organized Sport
Soccer, football, 
baseball, and other 
outdoor recreation.

Natural 
Playground
An area for younger 
children to play 
monitored at all times.

Garden
To be used for learning 
and growing 
vegetables as a class.

Grassy Plains
The West side of the 
site was kept natural 
for views and beauty as 
you approach and 
leave the site.  

Entry
The approach is simple 
and humble, 
mimicking the 
philosophy is the 
school.

Parking
The parking is for 
teacher, outside 
collaborators, and 
parents.

There are a number of different 
learning styles in the world today. 
Some models work well while 
others lack motivation and support, 
thus many children are left with an 
unequal education. The region 
where a child lives also has a 
significant role on how education is 
meaningful and productive. It is up 
to designers and educators to help 
depict why current school systems 
are not helping children learn to 
their fullest capacity. Gould Evans 
writes, “Our education system has 
an obligation to prepare future 
generations for a rapidly changing 
world” (2016). Because of the shifting 
biosphere and its implications on 
our future, we should be constantly 
refurbishing our school system to 
give children a revamped, 
progressive education that will excel 
children into future generations.

The variety of school systems in the 
world is vast: public, private, some 
larger than others, homeschooling, 
and so on, but which unique system 
gives a child the opportunity to 

WHAT IS EDUCATION?
A Look into Our Current Education Models

(excerpts taken from early stages in thesis preparation)

learn in such a way that the child 
lives a healthier, holistic life because 
of that education? Educators 
around the United States need an 
ever-changing current system for 
their profession while keeping in 
mind the most important task: the 
education of the child. Sir Ken 
Robinson said “The fact is that given 
the challenges we face; education 
doesn’t need to be reformed — it 
needs to be transformed. The key to 
this transformation is not to 
standardize education, but to 
personalize it, to build achievement 
on discovering the individual talents 
of each child, to put students in an 
environment where they want to 
learn and where they can naturally 
discover their true passions” 
(Robinson, 2009). Education is the 
underlying goal of school and is vital 
to the world today. It is how we live, 
and it is imperative for our future.

We all have our own story and 
preference for schooling. But what if 
there was a school that touched 
every child in ways that excited 

them and made them love school? 
Can we even call it school at that 
point or is it a lifestyle of learning? 
How, then, should we educate our 
young students for the future? We 
need to re-look at the definition of 
education.

Education is always evolving; 
transforming to suit technological 
advancements, population 
requirements, and cultural lags in 
our community. Oxford’s definition 
of education reads “the process of 
receiving or giving systematic 
instruction, especially at a school or 
university.” (Oxford Dictionary). 
Although this common definition 
can be in agreement for most 
traditionalists, it limits education to 
its full potential. “What is 
catastrophically wrong with this 
mode of thinking is that it severely 
underestimates human capacity” 
(Robinson, 2009, pg. 39). This can be 
a problem when trying to fully 
educate our youth. 

Robinson says that there is 
tremendous emphasis on 
standardized tests and rarely any 
funding for “non-essential” 
programs such as the ones I 
excelled in. We wonder why children 
today seem so unimaginative and 
uninspired; our current systems are 
draining the creativity out of 
children (2016). Our industrialized 
system likes to cram facts and 
figures into students’ heads. “This 
process is a safe default, but in fact, 
learning is far more powerful when 
contextualized to each student’s 
individual life experiences.” (Gould 
Evans, 2016, pg. 8). All the 
standardized testing is making 
children alienated from the entire 
culture of education. Education is 
the system that is supposed to 
develop our ideas and natural 
abilities (2016). We need to ask 
questions such as ‘how can we 
inspire our children to want to learn 
curiously and naturally?’ and ‘how 
can we help them reach their full 
potential?’  Robinson says that “[The] 

one-size-fits-all approach to 
education marginalizes all of those 
who do not take naturally to 
learning this way.” (2009, 36). The 
goal of our schools is to inspire 
children to be the greatest, to 
develop concepts and ideas, raise 
self-esteem, and want to learn and 
grow as they mature, not rid original 
ideas that will lead into our future.

One of the most important 
criticisms today is the use of the 
outdoors within the school systems. 
Nature as a tool for learning is very 
limited for children today. For large 
public institutions, only a small 
amount of outside education is 
offered. Most of the time is taken up 
by the ’meat and potatoes’ 
classified by professors and 
principals and minimal amounts of 
time for arts and outdoor time. 
Richard Louv said in his recent 
publication Last Child in the Woods: 
“Nature inspires creativity in a child 
by demanding visualization and the 
full use of senses … In nature, a child 

finds freedom, fantasy, and privacy: 
a place distant from the adult 
world, a separate place.” (2005, pg. 
7). To counter recent growths in 
child obesity, depression, mental 
illness, attention disorders, and the 
need to be plugged in, Louv 
continues to say that in the span of 
a century, the American experience 
of nature has gone from direct 
utilitarianism to romantic 
experience to electronic 
detachment (2005, pg. 16). 

Rachel Carson, a nationally 
renowned environmentalist and 
writer, wrote “Those who 
contemplate the beauty of the 
earth find reserves of strength that 
will endure as long as life lasts.” 
(1962). Education is about being 
curious of what is around us. It we 
deplete ourselves of it, we die to our 
senses for what we were made for. 
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Proposed 
Site

Project Criteria
1. Blend architecture into the 

landscape while minimally 
impacting the visual heaviness 
of the site. 

2.   Design a school that meets (and 
exceeds) the needs and goals 
set out by the AMS (American 
Montessori Society) fostering 
memory and experience. 

3. Develop a design that is site 
specific through an iterative 
process.

4. Maximize opportunity for 
child-based learning by giving 
the children:

 -the proper indoor and 
outdoor spaces they need 
to explore, learn, and grow

 -freedom to explore around 
the site within the limits of 
a safe environment 

Alexandria, MN

The Meaning of the Site
To explain how one experiences the site can be measured in the upbringing of 
a flower. As a seed is planted, and through its life, it slowly grows and blooms. 
Similarly, in a child’s educational life, it starts from birth as a curious baby, 
growing in knowledge with rudimentary tasks to abstract ideas.

For the architecture of the site, the school progresses linearly much like the life 
of a flower.  The youngest level classroom (Primary) is located on the main level, 
which is submerged partially underground. As the child grows and in 
knowledge, he or she moves to an elder classroom, raised in elevation, until the 
path ends where one can contemplate their experience at the school at the 
highest point on the site.

START LISTEN TEACH

SITE PLAN
Scale: 1” = 100’-0”
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