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“Education is the great engine of personal 
development.  

It is through education  

that the daughter of a peasant can become a doctor,  

that a son of a mineworker can become the head of 

the mine,  

that a child of farm workers can become the 
president of a country.” 

Nelson Mandela 



Presentation overview  

•  Sustainability Institute and the Lynedoch Early Learning Centre (LELC) 
•  ECD in the Winelands, Western Cape, South Africa 
•  The need for transformative learning at ECD level 
•  Montessori for community building in traumatised and vulnerable 

communities  
•  Montessori at LELC as a pathway to community development  
•  Global discourse and the need for evidence-based ECD 
•  Indaba Montessori Academy (at the SI) vision to engender transformative 

community development through training of ECD practitioners to best 
internationally aligned practices and to build a network of Montessori 
teachers 



Where are we based?  





A living and learning centre for studies and experience in ecology, 

community and spirit. A non-profit trust founded in 1999, it focuses on 

learning for sustainable futures. Located in Lynedoch EcoVillage, 

providing development facilitation to create a child-centred approach 

to building sustainable communities in Africa.  



The first mixed-income ecological housing development in South Africa 
	  



An infant and early learning Montessori-based centre for 65 mainly farmworker children 
	  



An independent primary school with a focus on sustainability, SPARK Lynedoch through 
a partnership with SPARK Schools. 

	  



A further education and training college – Learning for Sustainability – that focuses on 
skills and capacity building 
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Indigenous biodiversity gardens and vegetable gardens for farm-to-fork eating 
	  



An agroecology academy for young organic farmers and a land-reform partnership. 
	  



Masters & PhD degrees in sustainable development in partnership with 
Stellenbosch University. 

	  



PO Box 162, Lynedoch, Stellenbosch, 7603, South Africa t +27 (0) 21 881 3196 f +27 (0) 21 881 3294 e info@sustainabilityinstitute.net 

www.sustainabilityinstitute.net 

The social and educational inequities entrenched during colonial and apartheid years are vividly apparent in 
the Cape Winelands. The contrast between the high-end wine and country lifestyle and the realities of harsh 
working conditions for farm workers and high levels of poverty and alcoholism is stark in this beautiful and 

glamorously marketed region. 



The apartheid regime has played a huge 

part in disempowering our people. So 

many of our children don’t have role 

models to show them there is a better way 

of doing things, or a Montessori school 

where they can see there is another way 

of life. All they see is disempowerment, 

poverty and no opportunity. 

Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



The trauma of early childhoods 



The Winelands in Context—ECD  

•  Key findings from “Inventing our future… not predicting it” 

•  About 7 500 (60%) of children under four in Stellenbosch do not attend ECD centres 

•  113 registered centres and the estimated equivalent of unregistered centres 

•  Funding is from fees, private funding and subsidies for registered centres  

•  Feeding schemes in operation but quality and nutritional value is questionable  

•  Most educational programmes follow a conventional, mechanistic learning system as 
opposed to quality, transformative education 

•  Insufficient capacity to cater for disabled children and those with developmental 
challenges – foetal alcohol syndrome disorder prevalent as well as malnutrition and 
stunting 



“Quality ECD is highly likely to be one of the small hinges that swing the large doors 

of substantial change in education, employment and entrepreneurship in a 

region hitherto notorious for its exploitative, rather than innovative investment in 

human development.” 

Inventing our Future…Not Predicting it 



The trauma of early childhood  

•  The ‘Innovation Capital of South Africa’ has the highest levels of inequality in the country – Gini 
coefficient of 0.6  

•  Poverty, informality and unemployment rife in both growing informal and rural / agricultural 
settlements  

•  Food insecurity, hunger and nutrition – malnutrition and stunting and FASD 

•  Chronic maternal malnutrition and child undernutrition is the cause most associated with stunting 
•  In Africa, 39% of children under five were stunted, in 2013  

•  In South Africa, 1 in 5 children under five are stunted  
•  Physical and sexual abuse is a concern, together with teenage pregnancies (closely correlated 

with alcoholism in the region) 

•  Challenges related to the lives and livelihoods of farmworkers – seasonal employment, wage 
levels, living conditions   

  



The trauma of early childhood 

•  Foetal alcohol spectrum disorder, and foetal alcohol syndrome, is prevalent among children in 
the Western Cape  

•  Indicators of FASD include physical and mental defects, including short stature and small heads 
and brains 

•  No cure for FASD and these children require special care to manage and mitigate their life-long 
learning disabilities 

•  Research indicates that at least 1 million South African babies have FASD 

•  Between 70 to 80 per 1 000 babies born in the Western Cape are affected, compared to global 
average of 0.97 per 1 000 live births  

•  The Western Cape and Winelands region in particular struggles with historically high levels of 
alcoholism that can be traced back to a “dop system” 

•  Entrenched results are visible in the high numbers of children still being born in the region with 
FASD 



FASD is on the rise. The children that are in 

the crèche now, their parents used to come 

to Lynedoch Primary School, and their 

mothers are in their twenties and they still 

drink. You would expect that it would stop 

but it hasn’t. Even if they got the message, 

they ignore it. 

 Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



The parents are gone early, working on 

farms until late in the evening. For most of 

the day, the children are on their own and if 

they are on their own they need to find ways 

of doing things for themselves. They need 

to be able to come to school and decide 

how they will spend their time here.  

 Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Montessori  
at the Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  

•  The Lynedoch Early Learning Centre was started in 2000 by the Sustainability Institute (SI)  

•  A response to the lack of any form of preschool education for local farmworker children 

•  LELC caters for 54 predominantly farm workers’ children, as well as 12 babies 
•  Funded by parents’ very low fees, the SI, Meerlust, Department of Social Development subsidy and 

small network of UK-based funders  

•  Emphasis on high-quality teacher development within a Montessori-based context 
•  Accredited training through the Learning for Sustainability FET College  

•  Buildings designed according to ecological building principles, children play in the expansive 
gardens and participate each day in growing, harvesting and cooking of the organic produce 

“Aiming to be a ‘jewel school’, where trainees, parents and children experience learning 
through a worldview rooted in developing human potential fully, the Lynedoch Early Learning 

Centre approaches ECD in an integrated and ecologically focused way” 
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Even if the parents aren’t working long 

hou rs , t hey a re absen t , d r i nk ing 

somewhere. The impact of this is that the 

children are malnourished, they have no 

sense of direction and lack good social 

skills. You can’t judge the child for that 

behaviour because this is what they see as 

normal.  

 Colleen Erasmus 
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



When I came to Lynedoch, I was shocked to 

see the teachers just letting the children 

fight and I was told they are just playing. 

They were mimicking the adults in their 

environments at home. And no one was 

saying that it was wrong, and let them fight 

quite brutally. I explained that by us allowing 

this ‘play’ to happen, we are saying that it is 

okay to fight. The children need to 

understand that here, they don’t fight, we 

don’t swear.  
Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



For me, the appeal of Montessori, is not just 

for the Western Cape and the Winelands, 

but for all children because it builds an 

independence quite early in life. I’m not 

saying that parents must step back and not 

play their role, but there are thing that the 

children can do on their own. In our crèche, 

we capitalise on what the children want to 

do, and because we work with that, the 

children stay longer in their activities, they 

concentrate more.  
Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



When the children come to the preschool 

they really don’t know what they want to do. 

By giving them options you are opening up 

doors for them, to start looking at things 

differently. Coming into a beautiful place like 

this, it is caring and inviting—they are 

experiencing something that they would 

never usually experience in an ordinary 

preschool, or in their homes.  
Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Montessori and transformative learning in ECD 



Transformative learning in ECD 

•  Transformative ECD differentiates itself from learning as mimicking industrial era rote training 

•  Transformative ECD encompasses holistic learning experiences that enable capability building 
for sustainable futures through emotional, mental, spiritual and physical growth 

•  ECD processes, training and implementation need to incorporate teaching and learning methods 
that acknowledge a “whole child/whole community” perspective and take into account the 
physical, ecological and social context in which that child lives 

 

“The ability to shift children from being passive recipients of 
formularised knowledge to become active participants in shaping their 

own futures and that of the communities around them rests on 
transformative teacher training” 



Transformative learning advocated by LELC and the SI 

•  Place-based and applicable to local circumstances and daily living 
•  Focused on educating for human development in both formal and informal ways and recognising 

multiple intelligences – visual-spatial, musical, bodily-kinaesthetic, interpersonal, verbal-linguistic, 
logical-mathematical, naturalistic and intrapersonal 

•  Taught in a relational and transdisciplinary manner that incorporates aspects of literature, art, 
drama, numeracy and immersion in nature 

•  Aimed at promoting problem-solving abilities, critical thinking and active decision-making 

•  Ecocentric in approach encouraging understanding of our reliance and connection with the 
ecosystems in which we are embedded 

•  Overtly driven by core values that infuse respect, responsibility, independence, quality and 
community 



Towards community building? 



Coming here, seeing things that are my 

size, beautiful things, makes the child think 

that there might be another world out there. 

Without us saying it, the children experience 

and see that there might be places where 

things are different.  

Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  
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Independence is about giving them the tools 

to be able to do something for themselves 

like, using a knife and a spoon to be able to 

make a sandwich, to feed themselves when 

no one is around. Or in terms of safety, it is 

important for the child to know how to get 

home safely, lock the door, not to talk to 

strangers and so on.  

 Colleen Erasmus 
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Towards community building? 



Reflection…  

 

 

 



What does community building mean in your Montessori environment? 
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Some of the lessons do go home with the 

children. You might hear a child saying, oh 

my parents don’t fight anymore so I am very 

happy!  

There have been times when a parent 

comes and asks about their child wanting to 

wash dishes when they are finished eating 

and whether this is okay, and we say yes of 

course, they must just have everything 

available to them.  
Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  
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Or else the child wants to wash their own 

clothes whilst the parents are also working. The 

parents don’t realise that when the child is doing 

these tasks with them, they are also bonding. 

The type of bonding that the parents have is 

often twisted – the way they love their children 

is not always the best way. They do things for 

their children, they give them all the wrong food 

because they love them. They buy them the 

most expensive clothes and when the child 

comes to crèche, they take off their expensive 

shoes and walk around barefoot.  

 

Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Can you think of a moment when participating in the Montessori 

environment has shown a child ‘a different world’? 
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They don’t realise that giving good food is 

actually beneficial to the children, and part 

of learning disabilities can be corrected 

through food. At the beginning of the year 

we had a good food / bad food workshop 

with the parents.  

Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





Some of the children tell the parents what is 

allowed in their lunch box but there are still 

children who bring chips to the school. If 

they do, the others are policing them – no, 

no, no, you can’t bring this, go and give to 

teacher to put away! And if they resist the 

others come and say, so-and-so has got 

chips in their bag! We want to discourage 

children from eating the wrong food.  
Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





One year at the crèche is a crash course. In 

the first six months we are just working on 

behaviour, sometimes up to nine months. 

Dealing with things like teaching the child 

how to use the toilet, because often there 

are no toilets where they live, and other 

basic, basic things. It takes time to build 

momentum and to overcome basic habits 

that are deeply entrenched in their home 

environments.  Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





How do we ‘measure’ community building?  

 

 

 



We all have more than one hat one…Here, 

from the morning, you have to make 

porridge, you have to welcome the children, 

you have to clean them, look after then if 

they are sick. You have to be involved with 

the parents, you have to clean the space. 

They are here from 7 till 5. And then we 

need to escort them to the transport to get 

home!  

 

Colleen Erasmus 
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





The children go home to that negative 

environment but then they know what 

behaviour is acceptable here, and they 

know the rules here. But when they go 

home again, they get back into their old 

habits – like they are living two lives!  

 

Colleen Erasmus 
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





There are those who continue positive 

behaviour at home but there are children who 

take more time. The positive shifts here doesn’t 

immediately mean that things improve back in 

their home and community environment. It 

doesn’t improve from the parents’ or families’ 

perspective even if the child has improved – 

and the child isn’t always able to influence the 

behaviour of those in their wider environments.  
Colleen Erasmus 
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





We discussed one particular child and 

talked about where he lives – their home is 

surrounded by shebeens. So the children 

are exposed to this kind of behaviour, even 

if it is not inside their homes, just their 

surroundings.  

Mandisa 



Julia  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



The children can see the difference that this 

environment has, for the fact that at home 

they can act and behaviour a particular way 

but when they are here they know there is a 

certain way they need to behave. They are 

smart, they know what they want and what 

they are looking forward to. Look at my 

nephew who went through from the crèche 

to SPARK—he is excited about going to 

university! Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Lisa  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



The children learn a lot of problem solving, 

because we don’t do things for them. In a way, 

we are saying, ‘you can do things yourself’. 

Through these small lessons the children are 

learning that they need to come up with 

solutions and not just wait until someone will do 

it for them – this is something we also see in 

adults in this context, and even sometimes our 

teachers. I want our staff to use their initiative to 

solve problems and apply what they learnt here 

to their best ability here in the crèche, in their 

own lives.  

Naledi Mabeba, Principal  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  





I would like to see what we are doing here 

to go further. It would be so nice to see a 

child graduating from the crèche and seeing 

all the Montessori things we did here 

helping the child to go further in life. 

Mandisa 

Mandisa  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



What will we see when ‘community development’ is underway?  

 

 

 



ECD Centre-Community Nexus   



Linking Montessori pedagogy  
with scientific research  



Training the trainer 

Underpinning pedagogy with scientific research 

Training the guide 



“Early childhood is a time of great promise 

and rapid change, when the architecture of 

the developing brain is most open to the 

influence of relationships and experiences.  

Yet, at the same t ime, s igni f icant 

disadvantages in the life circumstances of 

young children can undermine their 

development, limit their future economic 

and social mobility, and thus threaten the 

vitality, productivity, and sustainability of an 

entire country.” 



Leading ECD research to support transformative learning  

The science of early childhood development and ‘science’ as a new way of 
thinking 
 
1. Early experiences affect lifelong physical and mental health, not just 
learning 
 
2. Healthy brain development requires protection from excessive stress, 
not just enrichment in a stimulating environment 
 
3. Achieving breakthrough outcomes for children experiencing significant 
adversity requires that we support the adults who care for them to 
transform their own lives 

 



A growth-promoting environment that provides adequate nutrients, is free of 

toxins, and is rich in social interactions with responsive caregivers prepares the 

developing brain to function well in a range of circumstances. An adverse 

environment in which young children are not well-nourished, are exposed to toxic 

substances, and/or are deprived of appropriate sensory, emotional, and social 

experiences is likely to disrupt the construction of important foundational 
capacities. Once established, a weak foundation can have detrimental effects on 

further brain development, even if a healthy environment is restored at a later age. 



Leading ECD research to support transformative learning  

Strategies: 
 
1. Build caregiver skills 
 
2. Match interventions to sources of significant stress 
 
3. Support the health and nutrition of children and others before, during, 
and after pregnancy  
 
4. Improve the quality of the broader caregiving environment 

 



Desirable life outcomes can be achieved when nurturing, capacity-building 

experiences counterbalance the effects of adversity. Like weights on either side 

of a balance or a scale, positive experiences tip a child’s life trajectory toward good 

outcomes, and negative experiences tip it toward bad outcomes. Resilience is 

demonstrated when a child’s health and development are tilted in the positive 

direction, even when substantial negative forces are stacked on the other side. 
Baseline report  



Training the trainer 

Underpinning pedagogy with scientific research 

Training the guide 



Training the trainer 

Underpinning pedagogy with scientific research 

Training the guide 



“The ability to shift children from being passive recipients of formularised 

knowledge to become active participants in shaping their own futures and that of 

the communities around them rests on transformative teacher training” 



Training to support transformative learning and community 
building 
•  Focus on transformative learning and accredited training to move beyond conventional methods 

and ‘child-minding’ 
•  The SI with its years of experience in working with children is able to offer courses that will assist 

ECD practitioners to embed the sustainability principles and the Montessori pedagogy into their 
practices 

•  Indaba Education Fund and the Sustainability Institute are partnering to establish the Indaba 
Montessori Academy to train ECD teachers from the Winelands, Africa and beyond in a Montessori 
based approach to learning, aligned with local accreditation and the highest international AMI 
standards  

•  The Academy will be established as a centre of excellence for Montessori practitioner training and 
development on the continent 

•  Supporting the Academy is investment into the Lynedoch Early Learning Centre as a 
demonstration of an ideal Montessori learning environment and an observation space for 
Academy learners. 



“I can’t believe how much I have grown in the 

four years I have been here. When I started, I 

was a different person to who I am now, I was 

the one who was loud, sometimes shouting, 

in the classroom, but Naledi was the one who 

calmed me down. When I used to get 

frustrated or worked up then Naledi would tell 

me to go and take a drink of water to calm 

down. And now that is why I can’t believe 

what I see when I go to other crèches and 

feel inspired about taking Montessori further.” Christelle  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



Answering whether the teachers are proud 

of the work they do here, Christelle 

responds, “In the train I talk about our work 

here at the centre. I am very proud!”  

“I am also very proud.  When I go home I 

take pictures and show my mother and my 

aunts and I tell them what the children do 

here. My aunties say, ‘dis kwaai there by die 

crèche!’” (slang in Afrikaans for excellent)    
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



“My mother asks me whether they use real 

stuff and I say yes, it’s real knives and forks! 

She was so surprised when she saw pictures 

of two children here in the crèche making 

themselves tea, and another one kneading 

dough. She couldn’t believe it! She was also 

surprised by how the children use real forks 

and spades when they work in the garden 

and worried about whether they hurt 

themselves with this equipment.  Mandisa  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



I said that the must know how to use these 

tools, to be independent. And since I have 

been here, none of the children have every 

been hurt using the forks, rakes and spades 

because they learn how to use them safely. If 

they hut themselves, they also understand 

what it means and what they must do – it is 

not a huge crisis! ” 

Mandisa  
Lynedoch Early Learning Centre  



What has the benefit of transformative teacher training been for you? 

 

 

 



A partnership to create a centre of excellence in ECD training 
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Research  Advocacy  

Training  Outreach 



Training the trainer 

Underpinning pedagogy with scientific research 

Training the guide 



Indaba Montessori Academy  

•  The Academy is conceived around four core components: 
 1. Research 
 2. Advocacy 
 3. Training  
 4. Outreach  

•  Holistic approach to building capacity to teach in the Montessori method encompasses each of 
these strategic functions 

•  Vision underpinned by principles of  
 equity (ensuring that local crèches from the winelands community benefit from the 
 Academy) 
 pedagogy of place (celebrating and sharing a uniquely African contribution to Montessori  

informed learning)  
 and the highest standards of quality and professionalism 



AMI 0-3 Course  
Dates  

Block 1 - 8 weeks 

8th July, 2017 - 1st September, 2017 

Block 2 - 6 weeks 
8th January, 2018 - 16th February, 2018         

Block 3 - 4 Weeks 

2nd July, 2018 - 27th July, 2018 

zainab@sustainabilityinstitute.net  

 

 



AMI 0-3 Course  

 

 

 

A training destination in Southern Africa  

 

Food systems nutrition  

 

Recognising trauma, working with healing  
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Ideas / Lessons  

•  Strategies to take Montessori back home – working with parents, 
strategies for community building  

•  What parent education might look like in our community… 
•  Using our initiative, creativity and being pragmatic in the way Montessori is 

applied – doing what you can with what you have  
•  Engaging with policy structures and feeding Montessori in the wider 

schooling environment  



Training the trainer 

Underpinning pedagogy with scientific research 

Training the guide 

Working with families Adolescent programmes 



An invitation… 

• Host learning exchanges, partnerships, share resources  
• Possible venue for future ESF Assemblies or meetings? 


