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Is Montessori an Effective Educational
Philosophy and Curriculum for the Maasai of
Today?
The Maasai, nomadic cattle herders in Tanzania, Africa, are
experiencing a huge shift in their culture (Crawhall, 2006).
Government-run schools are overcrowded and lack the resources
to provide them with quality education (Frideres, 2007).
This study examined ways in which conducting respectful
research may assist some of the most marginalized and
disadvantaged communities and groups. Supporting a reciprocal
sharing of knowledge and defining an education for early learning
which is relevant and meaningful for lives today. It raised the
questions what is Indigenous research methodology, who can do it,
who is it for, and who gains from it? It suggests reframing and
renaming the research paradigms to include Indigenous world
views and their realities while respecting and honouring their rites
as a source of enrichment.
It concludes with thoughts on the potential for the indigenous
movement to ‘reframe’ early learning within a Montessori context
not just for the benefit of the Maasai tribe, but for all Indigenous
peoples (Fraser, 2008)
This urgent and timely research has the potential to connect the
Maasai to the global pool of knowledge and may offer alternative
paradigm shifts for Indigenous education globally.
To date, with the exception of one study conducted by Floyd,
education researchers have yet to examine Maasai traditional
native music-making in the context of school education. This
inquiry succeeded in filling a small piece in the void of literature.
“The ones doing the looking are giving themselves the power to
define”(Smith,1999)

Maasai Music

The transmission of valued Maasai knowledge is
passed from one generation to another through the
sharing of traditional Maasai music. The Maasai music
with multi-rhythmic and melodic phrases and movement
was taught and transmitted from the Elder to the students
orally. The structure of Maasai music is vocal harmonic
singing led by a leader olaranyani who sings a melody
over the group’s rhythmic throat singing, similar to call
and response http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Y8QjjpSmP9w (Harris, 2013f).
The experimental treatment took place 3 times a
week for 3 months and was an “in- house” Maasai music
experience delivered by the culture bearer and consisted
mostly of a capella singing and rhythmic pulsations to
chant stories of the Maasai ways. The control group
received a colonial style of music rote memorization
instruction http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rIH9EnPD9FI (Harris, 2013a). The following is an
online example of “Mango Tree” a Western song sung by
a Maasai teacher to the tune of London Bridge is falling
down http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0in3oLeCQKU
(Harris, 2013b).

Every person needs a place furnished with hope.
(Angelou, 2005)
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Mixed-Methods Design

Findings of this study suggest that the students, teachers and
Elders embraced the Maasai music-enriched instruction in the
Montessori inspired curriculum, which seems to have a clear
benefit for both male and female students with significant
results specifically for the youngest students.
Based on these findings, the null hypothesis of no difference is
rejected. It appears that participation in traditional Maasai
music-making in a Montessori inspired pedagogy contributes to
an increase in mathematics achievement at all three age levels,
with the youngest age having a higher score than the older age
groups.

Qualitative
- Maasai Elder was chosen by the village Elders as
cultural expert
- Culture bearer introduced traditional Maasai music 3/week
- Traditional Maasai music-making, structure, transmission
and instruction was observed and documented, recorded,
and videotaped
- Data gathered was converted to text data and analysed
- Field notes and interviews with teachers and Elders
- Reflective interviews with culture bearer and teachers
- Comparisons with literature
Quantitative
- Students post-tested on TEMA-3
- Test scores in mathematics analysed for both groups control and experimental

Such programmes that respect and preserve indigenous
knowledge may engage students to succeed within a global
community. The Maasai, are now in a position to structure the
education for their children in such a manner as to preserve their
knowledge for future generations (Brown, 2008; Omolewa,
2007; Owuor, 2007; Phillips & Bhavnagri, 2002).

No gender effects (F (1, 74) = .97, p = .33) and no gender
by treatment interactions (F (1, 74) = .42, p = .52) were
observed in the sample.

Montessori’s diversified cultural origins built on respect for
humanity, poise it as a mainstream education model with the
potential to reframe the international conversation about an
educational reform that ‘works’.
The author’s positioning of Montessori as a humanizing
education model in which to conduct respectful research, will,
no doubt, create controversy. But without such, there is no
possibility of real change.

Elders, Principle, teachers, and the founder of the school
were interviewed at the beginning of the study and once again
three months laters to determine if their responses and
perceptions had changed in anyway. The interviews took place
in person, by phone, or skype and were video recorded and
translated when necessary, and transcribed.
TEMA-3 mathematics testing tool (Ginsburg & Baroody,
1948). Reliability is estimated at .97 based on a sample of 46
children and corrected for restriction of range. provide useful
information on the strengths and weaknesses of three to nineyear-olds mathematic ability The combination of random
assignment and the presence of a control group provided a
control for internal invalidity, and the absence of mortality did
not prove to be a threat (Gay & Airasian, p.377).

Results
The study examined the views of the cultural expert, Principal,
and teachers relating to Maasai music, teaching and learning
processes, as well as the motivation and pedagogical outcomes
for alternative engaged learning.

Quantitative
- 334 students, 8 teachers, culture bearer, Principal and school
Founder
- Students randomly assigned to one of two groups
- Random selection based on gender and age matching
- 334 students pre-tested on TEMA-3
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Mixed Methods Design
The study investigated the experience and benefits of
native Maasai music-making within the context of early
learning. It constitutes a mixed-methods study by way of
focusing on a particular cultural group in the transmission of
its traditional music into a school curriculum, followed by
assessment of the learning benefits for the students.

This table lists the mean math change scores and bootstrapped
confidence intervals for the three class age groups.
Comparing math change scores, Pre-kindergarten students
clearly benefited from receiving music instruction in the class
(µ = 29.13) compared to students who received conventional
instruction (µ = 11.90; F (1, 74) = 60.98, p < .001, ω2 = .13).

