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The erosion of childhood itself is a very really possibility, if we don’t wake up to protecting this precious 
time in the life of a human being. If we continue to concentrate our attention on the learning abilities and 
learning goals of very young children, we will continue to make mistakes and continue to tinker and 
experiment as though we were blind!  Learning is not the problem, as it is in fact very difficult to stop 
children from  learning.  Who was it in the first two years of life that taught themselves to sit up, stand, 
crawl, walk and talk? It was the miracle of natural development, which literally unfolds in every child in 
every corner of the world. This unfolding has its own timescale and its own pattern and we interfere with 
it at our peril, with the dangers of diverting this ‘flow’. From the moment of birth, children are on a 
journey of self-discovery and self-realisation. It is only by being free to follow natural development that 
each child can discover their own unique individuality…their emerging sense of self, free of unnecessary 
early conditioning and adult expectations.  

So coming down to earth with a bump let us look straight away at the mind set which has  developed  in 
England, that pouring money into the early years and providing new scheme after scheme after scheme 
will bring about change in young children’s learning outcomes. We may, of course,  view  this positively as 
an attempt by government to improve the opportunities for all children, especially those that are 
disadvantaged. But what is it they say?... ignorance of the law is no excuse! And it is ignorance of the 
natural laws of childhood which causes governments to inject too many requirements and too much 
monitoring in a manner which could, and often does, have unintentional negative consequences.  
Nurseries and childminders are now involved in monitoring, checking and planning around 300 early 
learning goals per child, and if you multiply that by the number of children in each setting, it amounts to 
thousands of checks; most of which are unnecessary as many of the goals are inherent in children’s 
natural developmental stages anyway.  They are self-evident and most children achieve them anyway!

So what has been ordained by nature, the natural stages of childhood, are  now in danger of being taken 
over by the State, as the only way Practitioners could truly follow and implement such a framework would 
be to stop seeing the ‘whole’ child and start looking at pieces of the jigsaw which make up that wholeness.   
The whole relationship of teachers with the children in their care needs to be one where they are free to 
follow their instincts and intuitions about young children, rather than having to try and fit these instincts 
and intuitions into anyone else’s framework, except that of the children in front of them. Yes, the quality 
of early years practitioners needs to be of the highest quality, but we do  need to stop and ask ourselves, 
what is it we are trying to do? and  who is it we are trying to serve? the State, or the child. 

We can, of course, choose to take children prematurely into their heads before they have fully incarnated 
into their bodies and senses….and many people do. But then this wouldn’t be ‘learning’ this would be 
‘teaching’ ….and there is a real difference between the two.   One is inside out and the other is outside in.   
And, it is well known that formal early learning is not sustainable in the sense of maintaining a ‘head start’ 
later on, as such early learning cannot enhance development without creating imbalance in the psyche of 
the child… with its future severely compromised. High quality nursery education can have great benefits 
for later years as revealed by the EPPE research, but this reveals nothing about targets and requirements.

In normal circumstances, we need to have complete confidence in pre-school children’s ability and 
enthusiasm to learn. This natural process is revealed to parents and teachers  on a daily basis.  In my own 
nursery I see exquisite moments of self-directed children exploding into self-management and self-
regulation. Exquisite moments of children being born anew, as they become more psychologically 
integrated and consequently more whole.   A natural evolving social community of motivated, playful, 
happy, funny, well-intentioned little beings. No one did this for them, they did it for themselves…..with 
support, understanding and occasional guidance….at least on a good day!



And before you have time to think it let me point out that, of course, for someone with my experience, 
living in middle-class leafy Kew, such a positive image of kindergarten is hardly surprising.   But Maria 
Montessori saw this same positive revelation happening with children who were living in the slums of 
Rome….this is what inspired her work and the same revelations by the children is what inspires mine and 
many others. The inspiration comes from what young children teach us, not  from what we teach them.

Unusually, I have little interest in what children under 5 years of age learn, for learning in the young is in a 
state of ‘flow’….but I do have a profound interest in the positive effects produced in the well-being of a 
child when they know that they have learned something new, either through indirect support or, 
apparently, by themselves.    These positive effects are more to do with the process of learning and 
development itself, than with any  goal.    And what do young children do when they have learned 
something new? They do something very weird…..they repeat the same thing again and again and again.   
The goal has already been achieved, but the process is irresistible and the goal has become irrelevant!

The true Foundation Stage should be focussed on ‘who the child is’ as a necessary pre-requisite for what 
‘the child is then able to do’.    Instead of hearing so much about ‘early learning’ it would be so refreshing 
to hear about ‘early being’.    If children are not able to establish a good enough foundation of a healthy 
functioning personality, then the need for that foundation will not go away, but will continue to reside in 
the lower unconscious, making its presence felt maybe throughout life...for example, the ‘bully’  or the 
‘victim’ that we hear so much about….where did they come from, as they certainly weren’t there at birth! 

It is widely recognised that clients who come into therapy often need to return to those early years in 
order to heal ‘the wounded child within’ before they can truly move forward towards their potential.   
How crazy to wait until adulthood, when so much of this healthy development could happen in 
childhood.   And it won’t happen if children are moved prematurely towards developmentally 
inappropriate goals.

I think there is more going on in the early years than can be revealed by scientific research, and this is to 
do with the inner guide, or inner spirit of the child.  This is why we have to be careful about being too 
‘academic’, or too ‘expert’, for this inner spirit is beyond the research of experts.  This is great, because it 
means we cannot measure it, so we cannot destroy it either.  Dr. Maria Montessori, a real pioneer in 
healthy early years development and education, saw learning as motivated by this inner guide or the 
Divine in the child, which is active from birth onwards, enabling a sense of the world to be made in an 
orderly and effective manner.   To give a quote, she said “To care for, and keep awake, the guide within every child 
is therefore a matter of  the first importance.” We can call it what we like, but deny it we certainly shouldn’t.

The inner core of the child is intrinsically spiritual.   This is the true self of the child, the core, and the 
purpose of the personality is to be a unique instrument for that ‘self ’.   The  purpose of personality is not 
to become an instrument for the State, or to reach learning milestones, valuable and essential though they 
will be.  This is what we are in danger of ignoring and it is the right of every child to be helped towards 
‘wholeness’.  We need to follow the child and this means following the nature of the inner child,as 
revealed to us.   The children are our teachers, for the true teacher is always the person in front of you.  
The child should be the centre of the curriculum and the harmonious development of personality should 
be the most important part of that curriculum, emerging as it  does from the child.   For this, there needs 
to be a new philosophy of  education based on psychology and natural development.

This pre-requisite of a healthy personality is much more vital than we seem to realise, if the child is not to 
lose his way and begin to develop self doubt and low self-esteem.    If the personality is not healthy then, 
in a summary of the words of Donald Winnicot  ‘over time the child will organise a false-self front (a mask) to 
cope 



with the world.   This false front is a defence designed to protect the true self.’ Unfortunately if the mask becomes too 
successful, the individual may find it difficult to be ‘free to be himself ’ for a long time, and maybe never. 
Not only does the child hide herself, but she may lose herself  too! 

This is why it is imperative that young children do not enter a culture of failure before they have had time 
to ‘get their act together’.   This culture of failure, so damaging in its implications, comes often from 
children being set targets or milestones which are developmentally inappropriate.    The trouble is, that 
they don’t know they are inappropriate and feel that, by failing to meet the requirements, they themselves 
are without value and inadequate as human beings. (Hence Winnicott’s mask.) Unenlightened teachers, under 
pressure to meet targets and collect evidence for profiles, often unwittingly give the message to children as 
young as 4 “that they should do better”.

Pre-school is a time when, whatever disadvantage may be encountered in the family, positive enriching 
environments can be provided where there is an atmosphere of emotional warmth which can have a 
dramatic impact on the self-esteem of all children.   Disadvantaged children have the same inner core as 
other children and, given opportunities of emotional warmth and encouragement, they will move forward 
with their self-esteem enhanced. We can’t guarantee that all children can have this from their home life, 
but we can ensure that pre-schools make this their priority.

Friedrich Froebel explained that “the duty of parents and teachers is to crystallise the ‘good’ in every child 
in the early years.”    Then when the child becomes an adolescent with all of the confusions and 
insecurities that bombard this time, the child will take care of any issues by virtue of the inherent sense of 
‘goodness’ consolidated within.    It’s like having money in the bank.

Children who get intro real difficulties in their teen years are those who never had this inner goodness 
crystallised and so they are unable to find the necessary resources for change. Their self image has been 
formed on all the negative feedback they have experienced in their early years.    They wear the false 
masks, referred to by Winnicott,   to protect the core self, hiding their natural beauty from the world.   
Their self-esteem is rock bottom….in a sense, it is like having no money in the bank….. nothing with which 
to heal the fractured ego. So, does it not therefore make sense that every child has the right to a good self 
image by exercising their potentialities, mind, body and spirit in line with their own inner agenda based on 
natural development? For this they need support “yes”, they need guidance “sometimes” and they need 
freedom to be themselves “always”. Childhood is about becoming fully incarnate, fully integrated, fully 
whole?  No child under 5 should be set ‘targets’ as these have nothing to do with childhood.

Young children are in ‘free flow’ and yet this wonderful gift of free will is often cut off in its prime, 
causing inhibition, dependency and fear of taking risks.   Of course this, as yet unrefined, will does need 
boundaries to support its evolution. “The river would never reach the sea, if it weren’t first hemmed in my its 
banks…” Tagore.

It is an irrational assumption to conclude that failure to reach targets at 10 or 11 will be improved by 
targeting children as young as 4, 5 or 6, even though there is no research evidence to support such an 
assumption. Is this not what is happening with some of our teenagers?    Did they experience failure 
before their essential foundation of self-esteem and autonomy was fully established?    And do we really 
believe that setting earlier and earlier learning requirements is going to address that problem?  

We mustn’t require them to ripen early…we mustn’t require them to be what we think they should be… 
We must provide them with stimulating and enriching environments, whether at home or at school, where 
psychological and physical nourishment is provided on all levels. We need to be the sowers of seeds in the 
early years, but we must leave the harvest to the children, so that they will enrich society in their own time.     
Preparation of the environment is the cornerstone of Montessori education as it is seen as the only 
practical way of  providing maximum freedom and autonomy for the child in which healthy 



seeds for learning and development can be incorporated, so that everything is in line with both their 
motivation to self-educate and their undoubted need for freedom and independence.

Freedom is the single most important factor in allowing children to develop as spontaneous, creative 
individuals.  Montessori saw  the role of education as providing environments in which children could be 
set free to follow their natural impulses - to be allowed to literally 'unfold' their unique selves. She saw that 
free choice was a higher activity - linked to the child's innate spirituality and it was only by allowing the 
child free choice that its spirit would be free to expand and express itself  to its full potential. 

All those working with or looking after pre-school children should hold to a higher motivation than just 
enabling children to learn.    Early childhood is not about education, for learning is not a problem; early 
childhood is about development, the cornerstone of which is the foundation of a healthy personality.    It 
is the psychology of the child which is at stake and every interaction between a child and an adult needs 
to have, as its first and main goal, the nurturing of self-esteem, self-confidence and an affirming of  each 
child’s autonomy, potential and well-being.    So in the early years of life it is not the achievements or goals 
which should take priority; it is the effect the actual process of learning and development has on allowing 
each child to experience their own worth and potential free of external requirements.  If this process 
coincides with natural development then the nurturing of a healthy psychology for all children will be 
ensured and even disadvantaged children will have inner resources to help them through the difficult 
times. ‘Self-esteem’ is psychological money in the bank and it earns interest and dividends by being 
invested wisely in ‘right action’ and ‘self-realisation.’

Let me end with a quote by Maria Montessori:

"How marvelous if knowledge came into our minds simply as a result of living, without any need for more effort than is 
required to eat or breathe!    At first, we should notice no particular change.    Then suddenly the things we had learned 
would all appear in our minds like shining stars of knowledge. We should begin to realise they were there, become conscious 
of  ideas that had unwittingly become ours.
 
Supposing I said there was a planet without schools or teachers, where study was unknown, and yet the inhabitants - doing 
nothing but living and walking about - came to know all things, to carry in their minds the whole of learning; would you not 
think I was romancing?     Well just this, which seems so fanciful as to be nothing but the invention of a fertile imagination, 
is a reality.     The young child learns everything without knowing he is learning it, and in doing so passes little by little from 
the unconscious to the conscious, treading always in the paths of  joy and love.
 
How wonderful it would be if we could retain the prodigious capacity we had as children, of romping happily, jumping and 
playing, while learning at the same time the whole of  a new language in all its intricacy?" M.M.The Absorbent Mind.” 


