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Some key questions for us:

To help children, is the level of their mothers’ education 
important?     

Is it important for Montessorians to explore ways to 
address this issue: in the field? at policy levels (locally, 
nationally, internationally)?
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Women’s rights 

Is the promotion of women’s rights important to address 
in order to help children, particularly very young 
children?



What do we know? 
776 Million illiterate women worldwide

Their children have less access to school, drop out in 
greater numbers and do less well in school

They have been educated to remain silent, stay in ‘their 
place’ and not speak 

More frequently, they do not talk to their young infants 
while doing daily life activities



Can this issue be addressed directly to women without the 
permission of male leaders in communities and homes?

Male leaders 



Maria Montessori “...That hundreds of millions of 
illiterates should still exist in the world, whilst in all 
continents the products and instruments of mechanized 
civilization are being spread, reveals the existence of a 
glaring contrast between the material and the moral 
progress of man and creates a universal lack of 
balance.” (World Illiteracy)



“The problem underpinning the kind of education 
that tries to cultivate the mind through culture is 
that of illiteracy although on first sight it would 
seem a totally different issue.



However, it is undeniable that education, in 
order to convey culture, cannot do so without 
literacy, in the same way that trains cannot 
circulate without a railroad system (p.1).  



“To eradicate literacy is therefore an act of 
redemption on behalf of lost beings; it is similar to 
giving artificial limbs to a cripple, it is a 
veritable act of succour to be placed high on the 
list for social institutions.(p.2)



“It may be said that civilised man has mutated to 
become a creature with two languages, as though 
he had made a biological acquisition similar to 
those that occur in the species and that this 
acquisition is a new characteristic essential for 
man’s adaptation.” MM, p.2



Is it their fault that their children don’t learn in school?

No, they have been brought up to take their place in 
society based on tradition.

Each generation has to decide which traditions it wishes 
to keep and transmit to the next generation.

Whose fault is it?



Can a simple approach to help very young children be a 
successful entry point to success in raising women’s literacy 
rates worldwide?

Reaching women 



‘In fact the UNESCO, which studies education 
also as a practical means necessary to establish 
greater harmony among all peoples, places in the 
forefront the campaign against illiteracy.





“The problem of education, certainly, is not identical with 
that of illiteracy - indeed it is very different. It concerns 
the spiritual formation and the intellectual uplift of 
mankind in order to adapt it to the changed conditions in 
the ‘new world ’ where, up till now, it still vegetates, 
unprepared and unconscious.



Maria Montessori: “This education, however, must 
circulate by means of literacy as trains circulate by 
means of a network of railways.” (World Illiteracy)













The education of the masses opened a new chapter in 
human history and it continued to be developed and 
expanded. It proclaimed a task requiring a mental effort 
from every individual; and the task was entrusted to the 
children...



At the same time, however, [the child] became a victim. 
The child could not understand, as did the adult, the 
necessity of this conquest, essential to social life.



...”Possession of the art of writing is not a mere skill, it 
represents the possession of a superior form of language 
added to its natural form...Spoken language is developed 
naturally in every man. Without it he would be 
miserable, cut off from society, a deaf and dumb creature. 
Language is one of the characteristics which distinguish 
man from the animals. It is a gift of nature bestowed on 
him alone. It is an expression of his intelligence. Written 



Written language, therefore, must not be considered 
merely as a subject in schools, and a part of culture. It is. 
rather, a characteristic of civilized man. The 
civilization of our days cannot make progress among 
people who possess only spoken language and illiteracy 
becomes, therefore, the greatest obstacle to progress.”

Maria Montessori, World Illiteracy, The Formation of 
Man, Adyar, 1965.  
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