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The Montessori approach: A paradigm shift
to early chlldhood excellence in Tanzania

By Adonis Byemelwa

N a groundbreaking exploration

of early childhood education,

philosopher and Italian psy-

chology expert Maria Montes-
sori’s revolutionary approach has be-
come a beacon of hope for Tanzanian
preschool students.

Focused on fostering essential skills
in reading, writing, and arithmetic,
Montessori’s philosophy has not only
stood the test of time but has proven
to be a catalyst for societal growth, in-
dividual development, and active com-
munity participation.

As Tanzania grapples with the chal-
lenges of public-school children gradu-
ating without fundamental literacy and
numeracy skills, Montessori’s century-
old method emerges as a potential so-
lution, raising a critical question about
national investment priorities.

Twaweza Research Institute’s 2018
study, involving 197451 children in
4,750 primary schools, revealed a stark
reality: 38 percent of children aged 9 to
13 were unable to pass second-grade
exams. Alarming disparities were evi-
dent, with 42 percent of children from
low-income households passing com-
pared to 58 percent from wealthier
families.

This educational crisis not only af-
fects children in their formative years
but extends into adulthood, leaving
young people in rural areas unable to
sign documents or read. The root of
the problem lies in the historical ne-
glect of early education, dating back to
the 1980s when the foundations were
entrusted to religious institutions, of-
ten labeled “peraperatori.”

Despite the initial mockery of pre-
paratory, early education in Tanzania
became synonymous with basic ac-
tivities, drawing little emphasis on aca-
demic development. However, some
children emerged from this system
with foundational literacy and numer-
acy skills, setting them on a path to suc-
cess in primary education.

With approximately 16 million chil-
dren in Tanzania, constituting 27
school of the total population, the
challenges persist. Despite efforts to
formalize early education in 1995,

public schools still grapple with teach-
ing materials, overcrowded classrooms,
and a shortage of competent teachers
for young children. The perception that
early education is insignificant further
exacerbates these issues.

The Montessori Method, with its em-
phasis on selfreliance, creativity, and
collaborative learning, could potentially
reshape the narrative of early childhood
education in Tanzania. Amba Chen’s
2019 research in China, showcasing over
10,000 schools using the Montessori sys-
tem, highlights its success in rapidly en-
hancing reading, writing, and counting
skills compared to traditional curricula.

Maria Montessori’s philosophy re-
volves around purposeful, hands-on ac-
tivities that address negative behaviors
hindering a child’s reading development.
By engaging children in thought-provok-
ing activities that bring joy and fostering
collaboration with talented peers, Mon-
tessori aims to ignite curiosity and a love
for learning.

In Tanzanian Montessori classrooms,
students of varying ages coexist, collabo-

rating with a range of learning materials.
The absence of a traditional teacher’s
board underscores the emphasis on
peer-assisted learning and self-directed
exploration. Teachers act as facilitators,
circulating to assess each student’s abili-
ties and guide their progress.

Montessori exams prioritize practical
demonstrations of a child’s capabilities
rather than rote memorization, aligning
with a global shift towards competency-
based assessments. This approach chal-
lenges the traditional examination model
and encourages a deeper understanding
of concepts.

While the number of Montessori teach-
ers in Tanzania remains limited due to
specialized training requirements, these
educators are becoming champions of
a transformative educational paradigm.
With advancements in science and tech-
nology, many Montessori schools are in-
tegrating modern methods and comput-
er programs to enhance early childhood
skills.

Moses Anney, a graduate teacher with
a Master’s Degree in Education, empha-
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sizes the transformative impact of Mon-
tessori schools on children’s creativity
and confidence. His research in Dar es Sa-
laam underscores the rapid acquisition
of reading and writing skills within a few
months of enrollment. Adequate invest-
ment is crucial, given the significant costs
associated with creating and preparing
learning tools in the Montessori system.
Research conducted in the United
States by Dr. Carolyn Jean in 2004 further
substantiates the efficacy of Montessori
methods. The study reveals a 70 percent
faster comprehension rate in reading,
writing, and counting skills among pre-
school students using the Montessori
system compared to those following tra-

ditional curricula.

As Tanzania witnesses an increase
in enrollment for early childhood and
first-grade students, the nation stands at
a crossroads. The juxtaposition of China
and the United States, which have prior-
itized early education as a cornerstone
for future innovation, prompts reflection
on the untapped potential within Tanza-

nia.

In examining the global land-
scape, countries that have prior-
itized early childhood education,
such as China and the United
States, stand as exemplars of suc-
cess. Their robust investments in
nurturing young talents and fos-
tering critical thinking skills from
an early age have borne fruit, con-
tributing significantly to their tech-
nological and innovative advance-
ments.

These nations recognize that
the foundation laid in the forma-
tive years shapes the trajectory of
a child’s intellectual and creative
potential, ultimately influencing
the nation’s progress.

Contrastingly, Tanzania’s his-
torical flirtation with pre-primary
education under labels like “pera-
peratori” has resulted in a system
that lacks emphasis on critical
thinking.

The graduates of Montessori
systems, like the accomplished
Mosses Anney, possess the poten-
tial to be transformative forces
within the education system. How-
ever, the underutilization of their
expertise in remote areas and the
neglect of their valuable contribu-
tions undermine the broader im-
pact they could have on reshaping
the national education landscape.

Therefore, the Montessori Meth-
od serves as a beacon of hope
for Tanzania’s education system,
challenging traditional norms and
advocating for early childhood
excellence. The nation stands at
a pivotal juncture where strate-
gic investments in Montessori-
inspired education could unleash
the untapped potential of every
child, transcending socio-econom-
ic backgrounds.

To transform the educational
paradigm, it is imperative to rec-
ognize and harness the capabili-
ties of Montessori graduates like
Mosses Anney, ensuring their
expertise is not left to languish in
remote areas but is instead strate-
gically utilised to mark significant,
positive changes in the Tanzanian
education system.

Empowering women with business, life skills
key in achlevmg de51red development goals

By Beatrice Philemon

S the world celebrates the

International Women'’s

Day (IWD) today, this year’s

theme—Invest in Women.
Accelerate Progress’ highlights the
need to ensure gender equality, wom-
en’s and girls’ empowerment as well
as their rights to healthier lives. The
theme is a wakeup call to women as
requires them to start from where they
are to achieve their desired economic
development goals.

Located in Keko-Mwanga ‘B’ slums
in Temeke District, Dar es Salaam, the
Women in Social entrepreneurship
(WISE) is implementing an economic
empowerment project which has seen
most of women transforming to better
living standards.

WISE implements the project with
financial support from a South Korean
based -Charity organization ‘Holt Chil-
dren’s Services Incorporation’.

Salome Peter, a single mother of
five,is one of the project beneficiaries,
she says: “I was at zero in almost eve-
rything. From the way I used to think,
act, make decisions, commitments and
even to my own appearance. I was liv-
ing like a car that lost its direction and
I had no hope. As I was uneducated, I
didn’t have the necessary life skills, es-
pecially in business. This hindered me
from lifting my family from dire pov-
erty.”

Narrating, she says at Keko slums
women would always meet during tra-
ditional dances and strangely, contri-
butions will be made for happy hours
such as those but nothing about eco-
nomic freedom is discussed.

“But my encounter WISE has totally
changed my life. It is through WISE
that I started meeting with fellow sin-
gle mothers for purposes of discussing
business and other economic empow-
erment activities,” adds Peter who is
now running a small food vending
business.

Salome received a number of busi-
ness and life skills training from WISE
which have helped her to have purpose

Salome Peter
proceeds with
food vending
business close to
her house. Photo:
Guardian Corre-
spondent

in life. The training taught me how
to develop my vision, goal achieve-
ments, developing a business plan,
how to attract and retain customers,
investment and savings.

WISE exposed me to various life
skills such as producing batik, liquid
soap, cakes, catering and decoration
techniques. Through these activi-
ties, I generate a good income.

They linked me with customers,
financial institutions such as Village

Community Banks (VICOBA), dis-
trict loan departments, banks, and
fellow single mothers who managed
to be successful in their lives and
business as well.

After some time, I pulled myself
together and set to work figuring
out my next steps.

“I started focusing on my goals,
started a small food vending busi-
ness and joined a group of fellow
single mothers who were providing

Iunch services to primary school pu-
pils,” narrates Peter.

She told The Guardian that the
gained skills helped her to improve
her business, thus being able to earn
up to 20,000/- per day as a benefit. I
started saving with the goal of build-
ing a single room. What energized me
more was the ability to achieve that
goal by the end of 2022, I now have a
place I can call a home.

From the skills I gained, I was able to
keep my business records and identify
new opportunities in my area. I began
several small businesses including in-
stallation of a Dar es Salaam Water and
Sewerage Authority (DAWASA) water
system where I sell water for domestic
purposes.

“I also have a garden where people
come to buy vegetable every day. I
am still proceeding with food vending
business. I can afford to meet my fam-
ily basic needs from the saving that I
make, I plan to both extend part of my
house and purchase a motorcycle for
business purposes.

I can confidently confess that my en-
counter WISE totally changed my life,
says Salome whose story resonates
with many women in Tanzania. Data
shows that 60 percent of women in
the country live in extreme poverty.

The majority of women are em-
ployed in the informal sector which
is characterized by low-quality jobs,
poor employment terms, low compen-
sation, little protection and without so-
cial security.

WISE believes that any woman, de-
spite the circumstances they are in,
can succeed if she has the self-starter
attitude, gets appropriate training and
has fiscal discipline can transform her
life and livelihood.

In honour of 2024’s International

Women’s Day theme Invest in Women:
Accelerating Progress, WISE encour-
ages all women to start where they
are. What is needed is multiple formal
and informal mechanisms, such as
catchment strategies that can enhance
inclusion of women in the economic
empowerment processes. Thus, eco-
nomic freedom will indeed give wom-
en a voice and dignity, which are uni-
versal human rights.

WISE Executive Director Dr As-
tronaut Bagile says Salome Peter is
among 25 single mothers from poor
households in Keko-Mwanga ‘B’ slums
who have benefited from a three -year
project dubbed the economic empow-
erment project’

The main goal of the project is to im-
prove the income and quality of life of
single moms’ households by providing
economic empowerment program, to
enable women to start and manage
business ventures, conduct financial
literacy and link them with resource
organizations.

According to her, Holt injected
$200,333 for the implementation of
the project.

Dr Bagile lauded a South Korean
based charity organization ‘Holt Chil-
dren’s Services Incorporation’ for
the financial support that in turn has
helped single mothers to transform
their lives something that was not the
case in the past.

Under the project, they have man-
aged to support single mothers who
are living in poor household, aban-
doned with their husband, help them
to set up their own business and im-
prove their livelihood.

They also provide women with
mentorship and coaching on various
aspects relating to the business they
have.



