RESPECTFUL INDIGENOUS RESEARCH
WITHIN A MONTESSORI CONTEXT

by Maureen Harris, M.Ed., B.Mus., AMS
University of Windsor, Canada

mharris@montessorimozarts.com
www.montessorimozarts.com

Abstract
Respectful Indigenous Inquiry

“The ones doing the looking are giving
themselves the power to define”(Smith,1999)

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).
The O’Brien School for the Maasai built in 2006 on the
Maasai reservation by a woman from Chicago Kellie
O’Brien, now houses eight classrooms seven teachers
and one Montessori certified teacher, a secretary, cook
and Principal.
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.

This article examines 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 raises 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 on the verge of extinction, but for all
indigenous peoples (Fraser,2008)
Are there statistically significant differences in the mathematics achievement
scores of Maasai students who receive traditional school instruction and
Maasai students who receive enriched Montessori instruction?

Design and Methodology
Participants: 200 Maasai students ages 3-8 located in the desert
Sanya Station near Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, Africa
Control group: receive traditional instruction based on the current
Tanzanian State model of colonial education.
Experimental treatment: is an “in-house” enriched Montessori
program designed in collaboration with the Maasai Elders
Experimental design - two-group pre-test - post-test comparison
Instrument: Test of Early Mathematics Ability 3 (TEMA-3)
students’ quantitative scores.

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’.

This test is intended to provide useful information on the
strengths and weaknesses of 3 to 8-year-olds mathematic ability
and will be individually administered to each child by the
researcher, with a starting point determined by the child’s age.

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 for real change.

“To create something new through that process of sharing is to
recreate the old, to reconnect relationships and to recreate our
humanness.” Smith, 1999

