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Syed Ali and his wife heaved a great sigh of relief when their two-year old daughter Alizeh was admitted to a reputable school last month. 

“We felt as if we were going through the process of applying to universities again, scared if we would be selected as students at our desired university … only this was a hundred times worse!” 

Similarly, Nida Amir Khan, another young mother, cried tears of joy when her two-year old daughter Anusheh was admitted to the couple’s school of choice. 

“We were extremely apprehensive about whether Anusheh would be accepted or not because she can’t even string words together to make a sentence yet. Fortunately for us, the selection committee did not feel that this was a setback. After all, attending a creditable Montessori for a child is the best way for him/her to be accepted by a quality school, for further studies, which is what we want.” 

Hundreds of other parents in Pakistan, who wish to see their toddlers admitted to the best schools available, are going through the same experience. The best playschools and Montessori schools of Karachi are now in a race to admit children, hardly out of their diapers, who can’t speak more than a few intelligible words, let alone hold a pencil. A couple of schools even require expecting mothers to register their unborn child to the school’s waiting list. 

Mrs Mary Hassan, the headmistress of International Montessori Centre (IMC) says that the key to understanding this race is to first understand the Montessori system, what it offers, and how it helps children become better students. 

“The Montessori system depends on encouraging learning among children between the ages of two and six years, based on observing and facilitating a child’s nature (instinctive inquisitiveness) to function in total freedom, in an environment prepared with materials designed for a child’s self-directing learning activity. 

A Montessori teacher is expected to be fully involved in viewing the child as having an inner natural guidance for his or her perfect self-directed development. The role of this teacher is to oversee the environment with the view to eliminating any hurdles that are likely to impede a child’s natural development. Consequently, the teacher is expected to interact with the children: an approach, which is referred to as “lessons”, to resolve misbehavior, or to show how to use the various self-teaching materials provided in the environment for the children’s free use. 

Basically, the Montessori programme covers a child’s education, starting from the age of two years and ending when the child has reached the age of six. The nomenclature, assigned to various stages of the programme is purely meant to induct an organisational structure for achieving better administrative management by the concerned educational institution. 

At IMC, the entire Montessori programme is classified as under: 

•Two/two-and-a-half to three years: Play-group 
•Three to four years : Montessori 
•Four to five years : Nursery 
•Five to six years : Preparatory 

Regular curriculum-based schooling starts from the age of six years onwards. 

When asked whether she has seen any change in the behavior and attitude of parents towards a child’s earlier education throughout the years she has been teaching in Montessori, and whether this system helps a child become a better student in his/her later years, Mrs Hassan had some interesting facts to share: “Parents, over the years, have become more interested in seeing their children start schooling at an early age. This is also probably due to the fact that more and more Montessori schools are being set up these days, as compared to the situation prevailing a decade ago. 

“It is just a question of availability and affordability of Montessori education by the parents, which has greatly increased over time. A regular supply of formally trained Montessori directors indicates that greater interest is being taken by young people in adopting the profession of a Montessori teacher, which, in turn, is leading to the opening up of more institutes for training in the field. 

“Such developments have automatically increased the demand and acceptability of Montessori schools in all urban areas of Pakistan. 

Speaking of how a child benefits from Montessori education, it is now a verifiable fact that most children, who have gone through the Montessori System, are likely to do better in their respective educational pursuits, as they grow up, as compared to the ones who have missed out on early education. 

“There are critics who claim that admitting children to school at such a young age limits their creativity and puts a damper on their inquisitive nature by submitting them to a set timetable and curriculum — well, the Montessori system began in 1896 and has spread like wild fire all over the world, over the past 114 years. With that kind of an internationally-established track record, the comments of a minority of educational researchers against starting education right from the cradle are not objectively sustainable. 

“Exceptions can occur, but even modern medical researchers are proving that a child has an instinctive capability of educating him or herself, even as a toddler. The Montessori system does not aim to curb a child’s learning -- it is in itself a means to enhance the curiosity and interest that make children such fast learners.” 

The question that arises now is how exactly do children become better students if subjected to early education? Fouzia Zafar, a nursery teacher who completed her teaching course from Falcon House Grammar School, explains how the education system in Karachi works for children less than six years of age, and how admitting them to school early helps them rather than hinder their intellectual growth, as is suggested by some experts. 

“Children start playschool by the time they are two-and-a-half years old. During playschool and pre-nursery (generally known as Montessori), we teach children to handle material like metal insets and cylinder blocks, and let them do activities like pegging, threading beads and pouring water. This helps their eye and hand coordination. 

“Also, we teach them nursery rhymes, the alphabet and colour recognition. Learning nursery rhymes is like a brain exercise for the child — it strengthens the child’s memory. By the time the child reaches nursery, he is expected to know the alphabet orally. Nursery students learn to write the whole alphabet as well as the huroof-e-tahajji (the Urdu alphabet). By the time they are promoted to kindergarten, they know how to read and write two-letter words.” 

It is a well-known fact that children are quick learners, and with this kind of progress, it is evident that they can easily fit into the competitive environment that is all the rage of modern education. 

However, this kind of pressure is very likely to distress such young children … children in the UK, USA and Canada start school at the age of four, by which age Pakistani school-going children are a good deal ahead of their overseas peers. Nevertheless, ultimately all students, may they be from Pakistan or abroad, are, more or less, similarly educated by the time they become college bound seniors. 

No doubt the Montessori system and early education in general, helps hone the minds of young students so that they are made capable, beforehand, of handling the pressures educational endeavors present but is it necessary to put them through this strain at such an early age? It’s a question worth asking. 

