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Podświetlony


Adopting the Montessori Methodology
in Teaching Languages to Adult
Students- Transnational Approach

Alina Doroch™

S55W Collegium Balicum, uwl Mieszka I 61C, Szcrecin, Poland
a.doroch@vp. pl

Abstract. Teaching aduls unlike educating children, is a difficult area, owing
o e leamers” educational and social background, compounded by their
expectations and assymed goals. Bearing in mind that leaming and teaching
sirategics may not be equally effective with all leamers, it s advisahle to pro-
pose such a mode of teaching that would accommadate espocially those aduls
who face difficulties with gaining knowledge, due o factos ouside the strictdy
aducational sphene. This is where, Maria Moniesson s pedagogy steps in with a
proposal addressed at those persons who have so far failed to succeed inleaming
a foreign language in a traditional way. Her pedagogy has inspired ieachers and
oducators all over the waorld and consequenty, had a profound effect on the
structure and quality of teaching until today . Altough it has mainly dealt with
oducating children and young people until the age of 1B, there have heen
attemipts to apply her methodology to adult teaching. The authaor of this anticle
will look at the ways her philosophy can be adopted in eaching adulis, however
i get a beter peroeption of the nature of her ideas, some atiention has to he
drawn to what drove Maria Montessori to devoting her professional life to
oducation.

Keywords: Montesson pedagogy - Teaching - Principles - Manual

I Maria Montessori and Her Pedagogical Philosophy

In order to understand the edocational philosophy of Maria Montessori, one has o
realize that itis not really educational methodology but rather an appmach or attitude. It
is regarded as a philosophy towards life, characterized by a specific way of considering
what life is ahout and what it means to be human and how life should be led to promote
optimal development. Since “this philosophy is not lived as part of mainstream soci-
ety.” adults who wish o introduce this way of life, should find ways to sustain and
reinforce their own development. Maria Montessori expluined this attitude as the
“spiritual preparation of the adult”™ © make the children develop the aspects and
gualities, such as empathy, sympathy, loyalty, faimess, omsideration, helpfulness, all
of which the tzacher, as the guide, should possess [8].
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1.1 Maria Montessori - The Beginnings

Maria Montessori (18 70-1952) was the first woman physician in Italy who set her heant
on improving the situation of the poor and subnormal children, dissdvantaged both by
their physical condition and the social cicumstances. Having won the doctor’s deges,
she started working at the hospital, at the same time: engaging in her private practice. As
part of her msearch work at the psychiatric cline of the University of Rome, in 1897
she joined the staff as 2 voluntary assistant visiting the Rome asylums for the insane,
with the view o selecting the suitable patients for treatment at the psychiatrc clinic of
the University. It was at the asvlum that she met the rtarded children, who wens locked
up and neglected, with no one taking care of their educational and emotional needs.
While ohserving them, she noticed that the children, described as “idios™, responded 1w
the stimulation, which prmwved her observation that their minds wen: not useless but just
unused [7].

While working with those children she became scquainted with the works of two
renowned men, Jean-Marc-Guspard Bamd and his disciple, Edovand Seguin, whose
findings profoundly influenced her own mseamch, which led her o say “that mental
deficiency presented chiefly o pedagogical, rather than mainly 2 medical, problem”
[14]. Hence those children should be helped with the wse of special educational
methods at school, mther than kept in hospitals, That finding made her wm her
attention o the study of education. In the vears 189798, she committed herselll o
studying pedagogy, reading all available works on educational theory of the past two
hundred years, which mesulted in Maria forming her own theory of education. She was
greatly influenced by Friednch Froehel, the German schoolmaster who came up with
the idea of the kindergarten, the philosophy of which was later popularized in other
countries. Similad y to Montessori, Froebel had developed the idea that early childhood
education should be realized in a specially preparsd environment, the kindergarten, or
the “child’s ganden™ [5]. The concept of a specially preparsd sumounding became the
icon of her philosophy in guiding children through the whole period of education.

In her mext icomic project, called the Children’s Howse (Casa dei Bambini)
Montessori continued this approach pemceiving this as the way o educate the children
by giving them a lot of freedom in exploring the environment [10]. The whole teaching
process was realized in the propedy armnged environment and with the use of the
carefully selected and organized materials [5].

1.2 Maria Montessori International Approach

Soom Mana Montessori and her method attracted inlemational attention. In Amenca,
wherein 1913 there were already mome than one hundred schools, the proponents of her
educational philosophy founded the national organization, the Montessori Educational
Asgsociation, with the view to promoting the method. Although her method was
received enthusiastically by many, Montessori faced a critical attack from a group of
some leading progressive edvcators associated with John Dewey's  instrumental
philesophy.

In his book, The Montessori System Examined (1914), William Kilpatrick dis-
missed Montessor technigues as outdated, stating that she “stll holds to the discarded
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doctrine of formal or general discipline”. Kilpatrick saw the deficiencies in Montesson
methodology in the fact that “she does not provide situations for more adequate social
cooperation,” and as a contrast o such approach he would “put the children into such a
socially conditioned environment that they will of themselves spontaneously unite into
larger or smaller groups o wirk out their life impulses as these exist on the childish
plane™ [9].

That opimon had a significant influence on dissolving the enthusissm for the
Montesson methodology and the mthor hemself, which meant that by 1918 then: were
only oceasional references to her in the joumals, Yet, five years after her death (1952)
her educational methodology experienced renaissmee in Amenca again [7]. Nowa-
days, it 15 highly recognized worldwide, resulting in thousands of schools and edo-
cational institntions adopting the principles that have become the hallmark of
Montesson s educationa] philosophy.

2 The Transnational Character of Montessori Pedagogsy
in Adult Education

21 The Montessori Principles

Maria Montessori’s philsophy was immensely instrumental in the today’s conception
of pedagogy, not only catering for children but increasingly entering the field of adult
education. There are numenus examples of how her educational method can be applied
in dealing with senior students or the mentally retarded ones. Much has been said and
written how the Montessori pedagogy has influenced young children as well as young
people and adulits all over the world with regand o their emotional mnd intellectual
development. People who reach out to gain success in business and other disciplines
requinng autnomy and independence in making well-thought choices in most cases
have come from the Montesson school envimmment. That sort of experience had
prepared them o face the word and its challenges with an open mind, relying on their
decisions in all their endeavours, All of this anises from the fact that having been taught
with the Montessori methodology behind, they, like all the children, had gone “through
the same process of development everywhen:, mgardless of the place or clime™ [5].
Hence, the Montessor method assumes the transnational and transeul tural character, as
it use can be conditioned by the cultural context, yvet it is not dependent on it, nor is it
determined by it Stll, different cultural settings may have aslight influence on the way
tuition 1% conducted, which means that the method itsell can be applied n any country
and culture owing to the universal character of the human and child nature.

This very aspect of the universal chamcter of Maria Montessori methodology
means that educators in many countries across the world still consider her pedagogical
appmach as the one that shaped teaching notonly children but their parents as well who
appreciate the beneficial aspects of the type of schooling that childmen receive in the
Momtesson st ki ons,

According o0 Dr. Khskowski, one of the aspects, instumental in facilitating
children’s and adults” education 15 agam the properly prepared environment. This nesd
has been recopnized in many communities, where training centres have been founded
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with the view to pmoviding edvcational pmgmms for the adult population. Those
programs, hased on Montessori methodology would be instrumental in making the
students emplovable or getting a possihility of obtwining a better job through the
rehabilitation service [6].

Other examples included the studies conducted on a group of patients with
dementia, in which the Montessori-based activities were apphied. On completion of the
course, it wis demonstrted that the patients wen: more actively engaged in individual
and smuall group activities, This has led the trainems w0 the conclusion that the
Montesson techniques have positive psychosocial effects and the patients wath
dementia can successfully continue leaming when they are proposed with stimuolating
activities, adapted to their cognitive capacity and complemented by external com-
pensatory support, such as task break down [9].

What makes the Montesson approach so successful is the et that it msts on the
premises stated below:

Sell-confidence and self-esteem:

A sense of achievement and self-worth:

A sense of responsibabty for themselves and their actions;
Independence and adaptability:

Cooperation with others and a sense of community;
Respect for the nghts and a sense of community;
Initiative and self-motivation:

Concentration and persistence in completing the task.

Allof these, though primarily associated with children’s education, can be observed
in any situation when leaming is involved. The Montessori methodology is designed in
such a way that it explomes the students” desire to learn and their ability o develop their
own compelence. The curnculum allows them o expenence and enjoy the process of
learning, and consequently developing the sense of achievement and self-esteem [2].

Maria Montesson said, “[M]y vision of the future is of the individual passing from
one stage of independence 1o a higher, by means of their own activity, through their
own effort of will, which comnsttutes the mnner evolution of the individual™ [12].
Although this statement was made with meference o children and their developmental
path, vet right now its meaning is applied 0 voung adults and adults a5 well snce the
meaning is universal and even the latter ones draw on in approaching various tasks in
their lives.

Maturally, many of the aspects characteristic of the Montessori approach can be
applied to adolt education. Although, as it has already been indicated, there exist
mstitutions devoted 1o teaching senior learners, vet these cases refer o a specific model
of a leamer, namely the one affected with dementia. However, up to date, no orgam zed
education, entirely Montessori-related has been proposed with reference o language
learning. Does it mean then that this methodology cannot be successfully implemented
into the adult leaming curriculum?

The answer is not that simple. Although there is general enthusissm for the
Montessor methodology, it is muinly associated with children’s leaming. Parents and
teachers tend o view this approach thmugh the cognitive and emational development
of their childmen. What is so chamcteristic of the Montessori approach is the genuine
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interest and enthusizgsm of the children themselves, while they are leaming. However,
an adult learner is a much more difficult and demanding recipient of the leaming
process, which makes it quite challenging for the teacher 1o propose such a model of
teaching that would acoommodate the student, leaving him satisfied and content.

The Montesson philosophy is addressed 10 educate students in the most successful
way in order 1o allow them to live in a fulfilling and satisfying way. This can be
achieved by stimulating their development through subtle guidance, which leaves
ample space for mdividual evolvement at one’s own time and pace. One of the most
fundamental aspects of this philsophy is the teacher’s assistance, yel avoiding
imposing himself Allowing the student to do something on hisher own produces an
enomons sense of achievement, while the self-correcting materials limit the teacher s
interference w0 a minimum, which enhances the learning process since the mater al
learned in this way will be mmembered better [13]

Maturally, all these aspects can be tmnsferred o adult teaching/earning. Even
repetiion in the fomm of producing model sentences or shont dialogues, when per-
formed in the playful atmesphere can be successfully incorporated into adult education.
Muoreover, when the element of competition is excluded from the lessons and replaced
with cooperation and team work, the effects will be clearly visible, making leaming
more attmctive and effective [2].

3 International Education amnd the Montessori Appmach

31 Montessori and the Issue of Global Citizenship

The universal chameter of Montesson pedagogy means that it can be adapted to various
educational spheres, of which teaching foreign languages assumes the prime position.
Still, it must be emphasized that Maria Montessori did not design a speci fic method-
ology Tor teaching and leaming foreign languages but the approach o educating
learners promoles easier acguisition of the matenal based on its understanding owing 10
the reluxed and student onented way of teaching where learners ame treated with respect
and given a large space o learn at their own pace in the friendly atmosphere and
environment promoting and enhancing progress [11].

Since human success cannot be divorced from the know ledge of forei gn linguages
offering the learnerss access (o a better future through a personal and edoucational
development, being able to communicate with people acmss the world, uwsing the target
language as a means of communication can be attributed (o Maria Montessons idea of
development.

Learning foreign languages in a global context, making it transnational allows
students across the world get o know it better and by getting in touch with other
people, owing to the ahility o communicate in other languages offers them a chance of
enriching their lives, develop a sense of understanding and appreciation of other cul-
tures in the multiethnic, multilingual and multicultural wordd. In this way the target
language becomes the vehicle o explore what the world offers. This attitude seems
most relevanl nowadavs when the Europan job market is open o all people,
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considering the fact that it is the knowledge of foreign languages that makes the
learners eligible for wking advantage of the professional opportunities.

The Montessori methodology offers a chance 1o approach education in a mor open
and relaxed way, thus dlowing them o use their intellectual potential as they are not
bound by the construints of the taditional schooling. Unfortunately, in many cases the
latter way of appmaching leaming foreign languages is still emploved, which does not
guamnies obtaining acoiracy and expertise, and consequently a success in the futume,
Hence the Montesson teaching offers unguestionable benefits as confronted with the
truditional edocation since it wkes into consideration the needs of an adult student
regamdless of the country and culture where the education is realized

This is when the Montesson appmach o education cn be compared with the
international programmes of which the International Baccalaureate can be most closely
wssociated with prometing values identified with global citizenship with the view to
preparing students for new challenges when faced with the increasingly global world
A% it has alresdy been mentioned with reference o the gualities represented by the
graduates of Montessori schools, these persons are prepared for a number of issues that
glohalization brings, hence educational programmes worldwide should focus on pro-
moting attitudes that reflect tolerance, respect, kmowledge and inderstanding of other
nations a5 well as the ability to work with the people coming from vanous, most
diveme cultures and communicate with them successfully. The idea of international
education is concemed with educating the global citizens of tomorrow [1] and although
there 15 no mtematonal cormeulum specifically designed in the coume of the devel-
oping methodology based on Maria Montessori philosophy, there is no doubt that it is
this philosophy allowing humans o develop without the constraimts of the traditional
education by offering the learner a lot of autonomy in learning and the choice of ways
o do it [2].

The already mentioned IBO (International Baccalaureate Organization) was foun-
ded in Geneva, Switzerland, with an initial mission o prepare the inlernationally
mohile student for university edocation who as a knowledgeable and inguinng citizen
would strive 1o create a better and more peaceful world through intercultural under-
standing and respect. This is why the inlemational education writes very well into the
iden amd philosophy of Maria Montesson who already had talked about education for
peace when in 1932 she made a powerful speech at the Geneva Convention [1] clearly
seeing the necessity o prepare young people for the future education and working
towards developing cooperation on an mtemational level, in this way responding to the
need of global atizenship, vet o come.

32 Adult Learners and the Montessori A pproach

The issue of the specially prepared envirmonment in the Montessori pedagogy has often
been pointed out o as the direct mason behind the success that the people taught with
this methodology have enjoyved. Indeed, without going into a detailed list of the dif-
ferences betwesn the Montessort approach and the sometimes, less effective, traditional
ome, we learn that when students are given more freedom and initiative in leaming, the
results are much more promising.
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This is where the Montessori mathodology comes forward. What is interesting is
the fact that a teacher does not have o be deemed as the Montesson educator to
mtroduce some principles and methods petwning 1o this methodology, What 15 more,
muny leacher in a number of countries engaged in tmditional forms of education have
already been adopting some of the panciples, without even realizing that. Still, certain
elements of this philosophy, owing o their specific nature, canmot be adopled in
organized classes, such as the school or university, controlled and bound by the con-
straints and standards imposed by the educational authoribes,

Consequently, the element of individus]l planning of the classes and organizing
learning in the way most suitable for the students can be expenenced only in smuall
groups ouside the teaching institutions or in one-toeone classes [2]. This type of
organized education will probably be favoursd by adult leamers who, as opposed 1o
voung students, will be hampersd by many aspects, often resulting from their age or
other conditions, adversely affecting their success in learning languages. Some of these
problems may be directly comected with all sorts of fears that adult students may
expenence. Since adult leamers ame very ofien extremely sensitive, reganding their
performance within the group, those fears may severely impede their leaming.

These particular anxieties seen as o universul and transnational issue hindering
students” progmess were addressed in a manual which was ereated within the framework
of the international pmject, the MMLT - Montesson Methodology in Language
Training pmject, funded by the Lifelong Learning Programme of the Eumpean
Commission, 530063-LLP-1-20012-1-GR-KA2-K AZMP - KA2 Multilateral Pmjects. It
offers the teachers teaching languages o adults some hints how o0 do it in 2 more
effective way and thus help adult learners overcome these obstacles [3, 4]

Following surveys and discussions with both the teachers and adult students 10
mauin causes of stress sustained by these leamers were identified. These included:
Fear of teacher’s expectations;

MNeed of immediate results;

Difficulties in memorization (caused by pesonal andfor pavchological deficiency )
Meed of knowledpge of grammar structure before starting speaking a foreign
language:;

Fear of making mistakes:

Peer pressum (from class mates):

Time pressure due to scheduled progmms;

Sense of loyalty towands own native language and cultume:

Difficulty in using the target language avoiding literal translation:

Lack of self<onfidence.

Recognition of the sbove problems, both by the teachers and the students them-
selves acmss the world is part of the success since the appropriate attitude of both
parties will result in better constructed and conducted  classes, where students’
expectations and capacities are better acknow ledged and satisfied.

Low foreign language command or its lack 15 nowadays the Tactor which in many
sitnations can exclude adult learners from the mainstream community, not allowing
them o fully use the work oppontunities. Hence, considering all the unguestionable

- & & &
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merits of the Montessori methodology, this philosophy may be considersd as the best
way 10 acoommodate many problems that adult leamers experience.

Since the Montessori principles are known for their universality adults from vanoos
countries and walks of life can benefit from them and many aspects which made this
appmach well-known worldwide can be easily adapted to the adult way of setting about
legrming and what 15 more, the adults” vision of what they expect of linguishc
education.

4 Conclusion

For a number of years, the Montesson philosophy has besn successfully used in
teaching childmen and adolescents. However, high school and academic teachers, who
use some elements of this method wmwittingly, demonstrate a rather limited knowledgs
regarding this approach.

Being appreciated and used in many countries and vet, at the same tme demon-
stmting a specific character, the Montessori methodology cannot be introduced into all
types of schools for adult learners, but it can be realized in many different institutions
where teaching would not be subject o external rules and standamdization. What Mana
Montessori insisted on in her philosophy, was the element of individuslization and
independent learning, which penmestes the whole learning process. Hence, setting
onesell 8 poal and consequently working towands sceomplishing it is a key 0 a
SLCCESS,

Many graduates from the Montesson schools where teaching languages was con-
ducted in line with the principles pomoting and allowing a wider and more compre-
hensive approach o0 human and  intellectunl  development, emphasize that  the
Montessort environment and the atmosphere of witon has had a cocial impact on their
life: and career from the tmnsnational pespective and in the international context.
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