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Abstract
The paper assessed the subjects and teaching methods for the successful implementation of
Nigeria’s early childhood care development and education (ECCDE) curriculum in relation
to the age, needs, interest, and full development of the learner being the foundation for
further levels of education. Nigeria’s ECDDE programme is aimed at facilitating among
others, a smooth transition from home to school; providing adequate care and supervision
for children while their parents are at work; inculcating in the child the spirit of enquiry and
creativity through the exploration of nature, and the local environment by playing with toys,
artistic and musical activities; and teaching the rudiments of numbers, letters, colours,
shapes, and forms through play way method. The paper also discussed on how the
Foundation principles of Maria Montessori’s could be infused into the Nigerian ECCDE
curriculum implementation. These principles include Independence, Observation, Follow the
Child, Correcting the Child, Prepared Environment and Absorbent Mind. Moreover, it
identified the challenges to be faced, strategies to adopt and recommendations that will
facilitate the successful infusion of the principles into the ECCDE curriculum.

Keywords: Infusion, Foundation, Principles, Early Childhood, Care, Development,
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Introduction

The system of education in Nigeria prior to 1999 was six years to be spent in primary school,
three years in junior secondary school and three years in senior secondary school.  The
Federal Government of Nigeria in the 6th edition of the National Policy on Education is very
clear on the importance of basic education as the document highlights and emphasises among
others, “the consolidation of Kindergarten, Primary and Junior Secondary education into a
10-year Basic Education in line with the UBE and its establishment Act”. This was
consequent upon the Education for All (EFA) goal that urges all nations to expand early
childhood care development and education services to all children, particularly the vulnerable
and disadvantaged by the year 2015.

Nigerian ECCDE Curriculum

The ECCDE curriculum was reviewed and revised in 2003/2004 using an integrated bottom
up approach, targeting children aged 0-5 years. This revised curriculum was approved for use
by the government, and a training manual to facilitate the use of the curriculum was being
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developed. The training manual was expected to promote the integrated approach and
converge all sectoral interventions such as health, nutrition, potable water, environmental
sanitation, psycho-social care, early learning, and child protection aimed at fulfilling the
rights of all young children and creating a conducive environment for them to survive, live,
learn and reach their full potentials.

Early Childhood Care Development and Education (ECCDE) centres, day care centres and
play groups are usually for children aged 0-2 years and 2-3 years. The UBE Act (2004) was
expanded to include programmes and initiatives for early childhood care development and
education. The UBE programme made provision for every public primary school to have a
pre-primary school linkage to cater for children aged 3-5 years. Now that the ECCDE
programme is covered by the UBE law, government ownership at State, Local Government
and community level is certain to increase, particularly regarding centres catering for the 3-5
year olds. The curriculum, according to (NERDC 2007) covered the following subjects:

Mathematics Skills which will enable the child to among others, recognise and name
primary colours and shapes at the age of 3; identify number symbols from 1 to 20 at the age
of 4 years; and identify the number symbols from 1 to 50 as well as be able to count from 1
to 100 at the age of 5 years.

Language and Communication Skills: It is part of the curriculum which is taught to enable
the child to be able to among others, at the age of 3 years communicate with others, and sing
song; tell stories, associate pictures with words, and write own name at the age of 4 years;
and express himself clearly, tell simple stories, and copy simple sentence at the age of 5
years.

Scientific and Reflective Thinking: Its’ intention is to enable the child to observe nature at
the age of 3 years; demonstrate an awareness about nature at the age of 4 years; and the
objective at the age of 5 years is to identify living and non-living things and observe their
characteristics.

Physical and Health Education: At the age of 3 years the child should be able to form good
health habits; at the age of 4 years should be able to develop fine motor skills; and the
objective at the age of 5 years is to take part in sports and observe safety rules.

Social Norms: This will, among others, enable the child at the age of 4 years talk about
himself and his family and participate in cultural dances, songs and games. At the age of 5
years however, the objectives among others are to enable the child talk about his
neighbourhood and sing the national anthem, develop basic behaviour, say the national
pledge and recognize the national flag.
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Early Childhood Care Development and Education

UNESCO (2014), stated that early childhood is defined as the period from birth to eight (0-8)
years old. It is a time of remarkable brain growth, and these years lay the foundation for
subsequent learning and development. To UNICEF (2014), early childhood, which spans the
period up to 8 years of age, is critical for cognitive, social, emotional, and physical
development. During these years, a child’s newly developing brain is highly plastic and
responsive to change as billions of integrated neural circuits are established through the
interaction of genetics, environment and experience. Thus, optimal brain development
requires a stimulating environment, adequate nutrients and social interaction with attentive
caregivers. Cherry (2015), on the other hand, sees early childhood as a time of remarkable
physical, cognitive, social and emotional development. Infants enter the world with a limited
range of skills and abilities and therefore watching a child develop new motor, cognitive,
language and social skills is a source of wonder for parents and caregivers.

Objectives of Early Care Development and Education in Nigeria

Early Care Development and Education (ECCDE) is the care, protection, stimulation and
learning promoted in children form age 0-4 years in a crèche or nursery. According to NPE
(2013), the objectives of the programme are to effect a smooth transition from the home to
the school; prepare the child for the primary level of education; provide adequate care,
supervision and security for the children while their parents are at work; and inculcate in the
child social, moral norms, values, the spirit of nature, the environment, art, music and the use
of toys, and so on. Others are to develop a sense of co-operation and team-spirit; stimulate in
the child good habits, including good health habits; and teach the rudiments of numbers;
letters, colours, shape, forms, and so forth, through play.

Delivery of Quality ECCDE in Variety of Settings

Hanga (2016), posited that the quality of the early childhood education a child receives can
have significant influence and positive impact on the child’s development in language and
mathematics skills, as well as critical thinking, social and behavioural skills. Therefore,
certain characteristics differentiate high grade early learning settings and these are:

1. Qualified Teachers/Caregivers: These are those who specialize in early childhood
programme or possess the adequate training that is required to run the programme.

2. Standard Programme: This is the ECCDE programme that entails all round
development of the child including his health, safety and security.
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3. Curriculum and Activities: Different courses, materials/resources, and teaching
approaches as well as methods should be part of the curriculum in order to enrich the
learning environment for children. In doing this:

a. The curriculum should include recent innovations on child development with focus
on specific learning goals for children.

b. Activities, materials and duties should be provided based on the ages of the children,
their needs, interests and abilities that include and support all the three domains of
cognitive (learning, understanding and remembering), effective (thinking, reasoning
and remembering), and psychomotor (physical movement, coordination, and use of
parts of the body).

c. A good curriculum should contain a balance of play, materials needed, and structured
activities for both the teacher and the learner such as teacher-initiated and child-
initiated exploration.

Who is Maria Montessori?

According to American Montessori Society (2016), Maria Montessori was born on August
31, 1870 in the provincial town of Chiara Valle, Italy. Her father was a financial manager for
a state-run industry while her mother was raised in a family that prized education and was
well-schooled and an avid reader, which was unusual for Italian women of that time. The
same thirst for knowledge took root in young Maria, and she immersed herself in many fields
of study before creating the education and method that bears her name. She was an Italian
physician, educator, and innovator who has been widely acclaimed for the education method
that build on the way children naturally learn. She opened her first Montessori school in
Casa dei Bombani, or children’s House, in Rome on January 6, 1907. Subsequently, she
travelled across the world and wrote extensively about her approaches to education,
attracting many devotees in at least 110 countries worldwide.

Maria grew up in Rome, a paradise of libraries, museums and fine schools where she also
started her early childhood years. She was among the Italian female physicians that graduated
in 1896 and was once appointed as co-ordinator of new training institute for special
education teacher. She travelled to India in 1940 when hostilities between Great Britain
broke out but was forced to live in exile for the remaining period of the war. There, she took
the opportunity to train teachers on her method. After the war, she returned to Europe,
spending her final years in Amsterdam. Maria dedicated herself to advancing her child-
centred approach to education. She lectured widely, and wrote many articles and books
before she died peacefully in a friend’s garden, on May 6, 1952.

The child-centred approach to education of Maria Montessori and its principles if properly
adopted and infused into the Nigerian education system, will significantly contribute towards
enhancing the implementation of the ECCDE curriculum. This is because the period from 0
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to 8 years is considered to be the most important and significant for learning as it is at this
stage that teaching, caring and the intellectual development of the child are enhanced- the
focus of the Nigerian ECCDE programme too.

Montessori’s Theory Foundation Principles

Montessori (1952), believed that children should be taught based on their ages, needs,
interests and readiness. To her, when children are able to do things for themselves, there is
improvement in their selves, belief, self-confidence and esteem that they may carry on
throughout their lives. Expatiating on the child-centred approach, the Daily Montessori stated
its principles as Independence, Observation, Follow the Child, Correcting the Child, Prepared
Environment and Absorbent Mind.

1. Independence: Montessori stated “Never help a child with a task at which he feels he
can succeed.” It is always a goal of Montessori education in the classrooms to make
the child independent and be able to do things for himself.

2. Observation: Observation or watching the child is for parents and is easy to do.
Countless hours can be spent just watching children and seeing how they are enjoying
themselves, and exploring their environment.

3. Following the Child: “Follow the child, they will show you what they need to do,
what they need to develop in themselves and what area they need to be challenged in.
The aim of the children who persevere in their work with an object is certainly not to
“learn”; they are drawn to it by the needs of their inner life, which must be recognized
and developed by its means.”

4. Correcting the Child: Children make mistakes; they may spill something, drop food
unintentionally and so on. There is no need for one to raise his voice in situations like
these. Instead, calmly recognize the mistake and use the opportunity to work together
with the child on some valid practical works.

5. Prepared Environment: “The teacher’s first duty is to watch over the environment,
and this takes precedence over all the rest. The prepared environment is important
part of Montessori. It is the link for a child to learn from adults.

6. Absorbent Mind: Montessori opined that children learn the language without anyone
teaching them. This sparked her idea for the “absorbent mind”. Children under the
age of three do not need to have lessons in order to learn, they simply absorb
everything in the environment by experiencing it, and being part of it. It is therefore
important that the environmental set up is good, nice and positive since this is what
the child will absorb whether he chooses to or not.

The Montessori theory of foundation principles and concepts as earlier indicated, can provide
freedom to the child to critically think, manifest his innate abilities and develop better
communication with his environment, parents and teachers. In a nutshell, these principles and
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concepts promote the intellectual, physical and mental growth of young children thereby
preparing them for future challenges of life.

The Nigerian ECCDE Curriculum and Montessori’s Foundation Principles

In line with the Montessori’s stance, the Nigerian ECCDE curriculum according to NPE
(2013), is child centred (educational activities shall be learner centred for the maximum self-
development and self-fulfilment). Similarly, it is carefully designed to cater for the ages,
needs, interests and ability of the learners. This can be seen through the diversification of the
curriculum in order to cater for different ages, abilities and aptitudes of the learners at
different levels or system (nursery, crèche and pre-primary). The NPE also stated that
Government shall ensure that the curriculum of teacher education is oriented towards play-
way method; ensure that ECCDE centres adopt the caregiver-infant ratio of 1:10 at crèche
level and 1:25 at nursery; supervise and control quality of ECCDE institutions; make
provision for the production and effective utilization of learning and instructional materials in
adequate numbers and so forth. The ECCDE curriculum contains teaching of mathematics
skills, language and communication skills, and scientific as well as reflective thinking.
Others areas covered by the curriculum include teaching of physical and health education,
creative arts and social norms.

Appropriate Teaching Methods at ECCDE Level

Teaching methods should always be appropriate to learners and dependent upon the topic
being taught. According to Hanga (2016), the required teaching methods that match the ages,
abilities and interests of pupils in early childhood education are dramatization, story-telling,
problem solving, discovery, field trips, play-way and excursion. She added that teaching
method to be adopted is usually dependent on the activity employed in the course of teaching
a particular lesson.

Infusion of Montessori’s Principles into ECCDE Classrooms

Independence: This can be achieved by giving children opportunities to move, dress
themselves, choose what they want to do, and have confidence in doing that particular task.
When children are able to do things for themselves, there is improvement in their selves,
beliefs, self-confidence and esteem that they may carry on throughout their lives.

Observation: This refers to the period when a child starts to collect objects which to him
serve as toys and therefore, parents/guardians or caregivers should encourage and support
such behaviour. Similarly, such objects should be provided and made accessible to the
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children and should not be thrown away unless by the children themselves. In addition, apart
from at home, the school environment including the classroom should be adequately
provided with a variety materials/objects which a child may choose from and play with
independently without discouraging him.

Through observation, adults can also learn what the needs of the child are. For example, if a
child starts banging on objects, it means that he has a need for that gross motor activity, so
give him a drum. If children are pushing things around the room, they need to walk but
cannot do it themselves yet, therefore help them or give them a wagon to push. This is how
observation can help create harmony and fulfilling the child’s current needs.

Following the Child: This principle means when one has observed from the actions of the
children, he should follow them in what they need to do. If they want to climb, give them the
opportunity to climb in a safe manner and do not be over-protective. Following the child also
means being non-directive that is not telling them what to do all the time. Give the child the
freedom to choose what he wants or needs to do and to act on his own. Do not tell children
what they have to do, but rather present them with choices of different materials/toys.

In this context, apart from the parents, teachers and caregivers have an important role to play
by always following the children under their custody. Whether in the school compound or in
the classroom, children must be followed and helped with materials or objects that they can
choose from. They should not be told what to do or what to choose, rather provide them what
they want and stand back to watch them unless the need for help arises before one should
intervene. What is important here is for both teachers, caregivers and parents while observing
the actions of the children to follow them in all that they need to do.

Correcting the Child: One will find that children do like to clean up as they see it as
something adults do. There is no need to blatantly point out a child’s mistake because there is
a way to make him realize it. For example, with a cloth bib a child who is learning how to
drink from a glass will find out that if he tips the glass a bit too early, the water will spill on
him and he will feel it. If a child mispronounces a word, there is no need to correct him, but
rather say the word correctly. Correcting children may result in them being scared to attempt
anything for fear of making another mistake.

For instance, children can be provided with aprons to tie and be encouraged to paint using
water colours or use clay to play without stopping or correcting them but praising what they
are doing. It is worth stressing that children develop to realize their mistakes through
frequent practice and watching the actions and performances of their colleagues.

Prepared Environment: Rooms or classes where children learn have to be child-sized with
activities set up for success and allow freedom of movement and choice. The environment
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has to be safe for the child to explore freely; and it has to be ready and beautiful for the
children so that it invites them to work. The work is their play which they always enjoy.
The development of the child is therefore dependent on the environment he lives in,
including his home. The environment where the child lives, plays, study and sleeps, be it
home or school, should be carefully organized and provided with all the things that will
stimulate and arouse his interest. Similarly, the physical environment where the pupils play
should have a large space to enable them move freely and should contain materials needed
for physical exercises.

The classroom arrangement on the other hand, should provide space for free movement,
interaction and allows the teacher to see every corner from his seat. It also includes
classroom management and control procedures, as well as the way the space is organized,
furnished and maintained. Similarly, the learning environment refers to the diverse physical
site and contexts in which pupils learn, rest and or play such as indoor/classroom (learn, eat
and sleep) outdoor/compound (play, explore, sit and discuss). This shows that pupils learn in
a variety of settings.

Absorbent Mind: Teachers, parents and adults generally should be careful of what they say
around children. Even though one may think they are not listening as they may not be able to
express themselves yet, however when they can, one will not want them swearing back at
him. It is for this reason that we should not say “No” to a child so that he may not say “No”
to us rudely. Instead, it is better we say “Stop” when we want to tell children that what they
are doing is wrong. From these statements, it is obvious that at the age of 0-3years children
have absorbent minds because they learn without any body teaching or asking them to learn
or say “repeat after me”.

Recommendations

Having discussed what early childhood care development and education means, it is pertinent
to proffer the following recommendations towards infusion the Montessori’s principles in the
Nigeria’s ECCDE programme:

1. Teachers who specialize in the ECCDE field should always be employed to
implement the curriculum while those that are already involved in the programme
but lacked specialization should be trained and retrained through seminars,
workshops and even in-service training.

2. The authorities concerned should intensify efforts to see that the environment of
ECCDE centres are provided with the materials needed for the successful
execution of activities and those that allow freedom of movement and choice for
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the children. In addition, the environment should be safe, secure and provided
with all the things that will stimulate the children’s interest.

3. The required educational resources should be adequately provided and comprise
of variety of materials such as manipulative, toys, attributes blocks, see-saw,
slides, tricycles, rocking horse, mats and mattresses, water bowls, paints, crayons,
brushes and so forth for the use of the children.

4. The teaching methods, skills and strategies applied by teachers should be based
on the subject/topic being taught and whether the learning is inside or outside the
classroom for the attainment of the desired objectives.

5. Monitoring and supervising the children where necessary should always be given
priority by teachers and caregivers but this should not be to the detriment of the
principle of “following the child.”

Conclusion

It is important to emphasize that in designing any curriculum, the interest and benefit of the
learner as an individual and the nation in general to which the learner belongs should be
taken into account. Although Nigeria’s ECCDE curriculum is designed based on the child’s
interest, age and needs, yet there are some impediments towards the successful
implementation of the programme. The infusion of Montessori’s principles into the Nigerian
system, even though challenging due to the large number of pupils in a classroom under the
control of one teacher, and the non-conformity to the caregiver-pupils ratio to mention a few,
will go a long way in laying a solid foundation for the nation’s development. To overcome
the challenges therefore, Nigeria has to deliberately provide all the necessary resources and
materials that will make the implementation of the ECCDE programme to conform to Maria
Montessori’s principles.
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