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To learn a language is to have one more  

window from which to look at the world. 

Chinese Proverb 
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Abstract 

In the last few years, the introduction of English as a second language into Infant 

Education in Catalan schools has experienced an important growth. A principal reason 

is because of the belief that young children are natural language acquirers. Nevertheless, 

without their environment’s stimulus this development would not be possible. This study 

has as its main objective to discover if the teaching of English as a foreign language can 

be applied to Montessori and Decroly methods. The research has been carried out 

through observations in two Montessori schools and in one Decroly school. Also, three 

interviews have been done to one member of each school. Another tool of this research 

is data collection from the school’s website. The results of this study are presented in 

this paper.  

Key words: young learners, Montessori, Decroly, second language learning, 

communicative approach, vocabulary acquisition. 

Resum 

En els darrers anys, la introducció de l’anglès com a aprenentatge de la segona llengua 

a l’educació infantil a les escoles catalanes ha experimentat un creixement important. 

Una raó principal és degut a la creença que els infants són adquirents d’idiomes naturals. 

Tot i això, sense l’estímul del seu entorn aquest desenvolupament no seria possible. 

Aquest estudi té com a objectiu descobrir si l’ensenyament de l’anglès com a llengua 

estrangera pot ser aplicat als mètodes Montessori i Decroly. La recerca s'ha fet a través 

d’observacions en dues escoles Montessori i una escola Decroly. A més, també s’han 

dut a terme tres entrevistes a un membre de cada escola. Un altre instrument de recerca 

ha set l’anàlisi de documents, extret de les pàgines web dels centres. Els resultats 

extrets de l'estudi es presenten en aquest treball. 

Paraules clau: aprenents joves, Montessori, Decroly, aprenentatge d’una segona 

llengua, enfocament comunicatiu, adquisició del vocabulari. 
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This paper entitled “Teaching English to very young learners through Montessori and 

Decroly methods” corresponds to the final dissertation of my 4th grade in the Double 

Degree in Early Childhood Education and Primary Education, majoring in English, in 

University of Vic – Central University of Catalonia. As a future English teacher, it offers 

me the opportunity to know new foreign language methodologies as these are my current 

interests.      

In the last few years, the introduction of English into Infant Education in Catalan schools 

has experienced an important growth. English has become a language phenomenon 

worldwide and schools are including multilingualism in their language programs due to 

the belief that early years is an optimal stage to acquire a new language. I have always 

experienced learning languages in the conventional method that was based on 

translating decontextualized words while drilling. The result was no progress in my 

comprehension neither in my expression. Thus, as a future English teacher, I would like 

to know new educational alternatives to learn foreign languages. During my degree, I 

have learned different methodologies and approaches to teach that language. However, 

I am interested in the 20th century pedagogues, especially, in Montessori and Decroly 

because the way they see education from a neurological point of view arises in me an 

appealing desire to go further into their methods in order to know if it is possible to teach 

English through their pedagogy. That is why I would like to know whether it is possible 

to apply English according these two authors. In fact, although their methods are very 

well developed, it seems a mystery for me their views on the learning of foreign 

languages as I never heard anything about it in them. Thus, this project is an opportunity 

to answer this question, because I believe I can discover new ways of teaching English 

that can be very interesting for me, knowing how a proper English teacher would be 

according to these methods. Besides, I center this research on vocabulary acquisition 

because it is everywhere and it can be assimilated in a natural way. 

For these reasons, the aims of this study are to describe Montessori and Decroly 

methods, to know strategies to teach language based on the authors, especially for 

vocabulary acquisition, to observe the language teaching practices using an observation 

template and to analyse the area of teaching languages in Montessori and Decroly 

schools. In this view, my objective is not to compare the authors but to discover resources 

that each of them can offer to foreign language research.  

1. Introduction 
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Regarding methodology, three case studies in Montessori Palau Montgrí, Nido 

Montessori Center and Decroly School have been conducted to know the method’s 

application and effects on children’s learning, using active observation. Moreover, I 

interviewed three members of each school to clarify aspects that were unclear from the 

observations and to more in depth the subject. Finally, documents from the schools’ 

websites have been analysed. Thus, these three tools have enabled me to provide a 

detailed description of the educational practices related to English learning according to 

the two pedagogues.   

On the other side, this paper is structured in two different blocks: the theoretical 

framework and the study. Firstly, an overview of foreign language teaching is given, 

followed by a brief introduction to the author’s life. Then, the paper focuses on each 

pedagogue’s philosophy and method, because I believe it is essential to understand the 

implications on language, the second language and the vocabulary acquisition, ending 

with the section named “Points of contact and divergence: View on language” where their 

beliefs in language acquisition are contrasted. After that, there is a methodology section 

to better know the tools used for the study, followed by the data analysis and discussion 

and the conclusions.  

From here on, I hope you enjoy reading this paper as much as I did doing it.  
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2. Theoretical framework 

2.1. Foreign language teaching 

2.1.1. Why learn a foreign language at early years?  

The ability to understand and communicate in more than one language is essential in 

present’s day globalized world. Moreover, according to Krashen, Dulay and Burt (1982), 

bilingual people have higher verbal skills than monolingual people and are even more 

skillful in understanding the meaning of unknown words. This is a topic that we all may 

agree upon but, in which time can we introduce bilingualism? For years, research has 

shown that language learning at an early age has great benefits but there are also other 

studies that show the contrary. In the following pages, we will see what the main figures 

of this study, Montessori and Decroly, thought.  

2.1.2. Different approaches 

Because there is not an only way to achieve a goal, researchers have developed different 

language teaching theories to improve the foreign language ability of the learner. Thus, 

regarding second language learning, we can make reference to the Grammar Translation 

method, the Audiolingual method, the Total Physical Response method, Suggestopedia, 

the Silent Way, the Community Language Learning and the Natural Approach. These 

are methods1 that need to be taken into account due to their current contributions in 

education. However, this paper tries to discover new ways to teach a second language 

based on Maria Montessori and Ovide Decroly’s methods. Can their methods be applied 

to this purpose?  

Montessori and Decroly were convinced that children learn a language through 

communicating real meaning. That is why their methods are based on the communicative 

approach2 which promotes communication as the primary function of language. It 

focuses on listening and speaking as it is believed that to learn a language, learners 

have to be involved in communication in the target language (Koondhar, Elizabeth, 

Siming & Umrani, 2018). In that sense, vocabulary should be taught within the context 

of real communication because of the need to use it, as according to Mediha and Enisa 

(2014) contextualized teaching through guessing from context is one of the most 

                                                           
1 In ELT terminology, methodology refers to the philosophical theories that underlie a particular study, 
including what is involved in how to teach (Rhalmi, 2009), and a method is when theory is put into practice and 
has to follow a procedure. Thus, it is the plan for organizing the presentation of language material. 
2 The Communicative Approach was first mentioned by Wilkins and Widdowson. 
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important ways of vocabulary teaching. In fact, if the information that the adult 

communicates to the child is interesting for him/her, the adult’s intention can be 

predictable. Despite theory, we have to keep in mind that the only correct system of 

teaching is the one that satisfies the students, not the teacher.  

2.2. Two figures of progressive education 

In the late 19th century, the New Education Fellowship (1879-1960) was created in order 

to improve the quality of education. Several pedagogues emerged to find new ways of 

teaching that were against the traditional school. For instance, the educational 

alternatives defend that because children are active learners, lessons are no longer 

teacher-centred, and interaction is bidirectional. Moreover, these educational models 

prioritize critical thinking and imagination and it is believed that knowledge is learned 

through demonstration, manipulation and experimentation. Maria Montessori (Italy) and 

Ovide Decroly (Belgium) were two of the main figures of that progressive education 

movement who dedicated their life to discover children and although their methods 

evolved in different approaches they shared the same background. The fact that they 

had interconnections seems to be the reason why their followers created a rivalry in 

which Montessorians and Decrolyans were defending their referent. Although it is true 

that Montessori had more influence as a pedagogue, we have to keep in mind that 

Decroly died twenty years before her, which is a lot of time for a researcher.  

The first thing that catches our attention when examining the work of these two authors 

is the biographical similarities. Both of them became doctors in 1986 and this was their 

starting point to enter into the education field. What is more, they were interested in 

children with special education needs. By observing children, they realized that it was 

needed an in depth study on children development to be able to better satisfy their needs. 

That is why we find that their theories, developed at the same time, are based on 

scientific reasoning, increasing love and respect for infants. In fact, both lived in the same 

historical period of global war conflict and believed in education as a driver of social 

change (Guichot, 1998). Later on, they both applied their methods on “normal” children, 

even coinciding with the opening of their educational institutions in 1907. Alongside, 

Montessori and Decroly count as founders of a medically oriented pedagogy. Besides 

their understanding, they are also interesting for this study because of their deep 

research on language development and because their work is still present in today’s 

education systems.  
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2.3. Maria Montessori 

2.3.1. Bibliography  

Maria Montessori (1870-1952) was an Italian women’s liberationist before her time. Her 

parents encouraged her to become a teacher, the only career open to women at the 

time, but she did not accept a traditional woman’s role so she studied in the field of 

medicine, becoming the second doctor woman in Italy. So how did she finally became a 

pedagogue? When joining in the University’s Psychiatric Clinic, her duties were visiting 

children with learning disabilities (Polk, 1972). This work was a starting point for her 

interest on education so that is why in 1901 she began her studies of education 

philosophy and anthropology. Within two years of Montessori’s instruction, her patients 

labelled as “mentally deficient and unable to learn” were able to successfully complete 

Italy’s standardized publish school exams (International Montessori Index, 2006). “I 

became convinced that similar methods applied to normal children would develop or set 

free their personality in a marvellous and surprising way” (Montessori, 1909, p. 33, as 

cited in Polk, 1972, p. 2). 

In 1907 she started her active life as an educator establishing her first “Casa dei 

Bambini”, literally, “Children’s House”, where she observed the children and developed 

what has become known to Montessori educators as the prepared environment (Lillard, 

2005). To understand the Montessori method we need to look at how she understood 

the learning process. She got inspired by the French doctor Edouard Séguin. 

2.3.2. Philosophy: Absorbent Mind, sensitive periods and human tendency 

Montessori developed a new philosophy of education due to her observations with 

children. She realized that they have an innate potential, a psychic pattern that grows 

through a process of development. “He is born with the psychology of world conquest” 

(Montessori, 1949, p. 78). Because of this psychic pattern the child can self-construct 

but it is needed an integral relationship with his/her environment, both the things and the 

people within it. Thus, Montessori identifies two periods: the Sensitive Periods and the 

Absorbent Mind. 

Sensitive periods are blocks of time in a child’s life when he/she absorbs an 

environmental input that is especially interesting for him/her with the exclusion of all 

others, facilitating learning, that is why educators should identify the child’s period in 

order to give him/her the right conditions to develop (Polk, 1972). They appear in the 

individual as a desire to explore the environment so children have an interest for 
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repeating certain actions until a function suddenly appears. In that sense, as stated by 

Paula Polk (1972), we find similarities with Piaget’s stages3 because he saw that the 

child builds through a succession of stages or periods in which new knowledge is 

constructed out of the previous one, interconnecting learnings. 

So how does it happen? The answer is not because the child can remember things, as 

at such an early age his/her memory is still constructing. Thus, Montessori (1949) 

believed that the child has an Absorbent Mind from 0 to 6 that permits an absorption of 

the environment. Language is a good example of it because although the child cannot 

remember the sounds, he/she will pronounce them perfectly, speaking the language with 

its rules and exceptions. The child incorporates knowledge directly into his/her psychic 

life and little by little, he/she establishes memory, the power to understand and the ability 

to reason. 

On the other hand, according to Polk (1972) there are six natural laws governing this 

psychic development that Montessori saw: the work, the independence, the power of 

attention, the will, the development of the intelligence, imagination and creativity, 

emotional and spiritual life of the child and the stages of the child’s growth. This last 

explains that the period from birth to 3 years old is characterized by unconscious growth 

and absorption while during the period between 3 and 6, the child gradually brings the 

knowledge of his/her unconscious to a conscious level. Moreover, Montessori saw the 

role of sensory-motor training in the child’s cognitive development and she highlighted 

the importance of freedom for moving through his/her environment in order to develop 

according his/her plan. In fact, movement and cognition are intertwined. 

2.3.2.1. A Sensitive Period for language  

Regarding language, it is an innate human tendency to communicate with others. In fact, 

she believed that language is an achievement of human civilization (Montessori Primary 

Guide, n.d.). Through the sensitive period to explore the environment with tongue and 

hands, (Polk, 1972) the motor activity permits the neurological structures develop for 

language. Lillard (2005) states that the sensitive period for learning language appears 

from 0 to 6 years old and paying attention on vocabulary acquisition, language research 

from Carey and Bartlett (1978) and Dollaghan (1985), is consistent with Montessori that 

years up to 6 are sensitive periods for rapid acquisition of it. Before age 6 children should 

                                                           
3 Piaget’s theory of the developmental of the child’s intelligence. 
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have learnt the basic vocabulary on which the additional knowledge will be built. From 3 

to 6 years of age, children start speaking while creating. 

A special mechanism exists for language. Not the possession of language in itself, but the 

possession of this mechanism which enables men to make languages of their own, is what 

distinguishes the human species. Words, therefore, are a kind of fabrication which the child 

produces, thanks to the machinery which he finds at this disposal (Lillard, 2005, p. 124, as cited in 

Montessori, 1967a, p. 119). 

Montessori explained that the only language that humans speak perfectly is the one that 

they learn in this period when nobody can teach it to them. Thus, if later on they receive 

second language lessons, they will never be able to speak this language as the one 

learnt during childhood. As an example, Montessori (1949) said that if an Indian child 

was relocated in America, he/she would speak English and not Hindi because of his/her 

absorption from the environment where he/she lives. Eventually, because children feel 

interest on human’s sounds, they gain meaning and they absorb language constructions, 

so oral language develops naturally. In fact, the listening ability is the first one to be 

acquired by a person and then the child will start evolving the skills as speaking because 

of the tendency to abstract rules and to communicate what they think and feel to others. 

Therefore, the child needs to be exposed to language during this sensitive period or it 

will not develop.  

2.3.3. The method 

To implement her philosophy, she created an educational method known as the analytic 

method because Montessori detected the difficulties of a process in order to create a 

material to work on the difficulty in isolation. According to Lillard (2005), it is composed 

of a trinity: the child, the teacher and the prepared environment.  

Her concept of the child was an active rather than a receptive being. Thus, the teacher’s 

role is not to teach, but to promote the individual’s own potential (Polk, 1972). For that 

reason, the teacher is responsible for the prepared environment, in other words, for the 

conditions of materials and the programing of activities, the order of the classroom… as 

well as a model. So he/she is the link that puts the child in touch with the environment, 

setting children free without interference, becoming an observer4 in order to meet 

individual’s needs by introducing them the right materials at the right time. If given too 

                                                           
4 Montessori teachers have a notebook to follow children’s progress. 
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early, the children will find it too difficult, and if given too late, the child will be bored by 

it. In both cases, the child will be not interested (Montessori, 1949).   

Montessori described the Prepared Environment as a nourishing place for the child, 

designed to meet his/her needs for self-construction giving answer to his/her inner 

potential. As Polk (1972) mentions in her book, in a Montessori classroom there are six 

components. The first one is freedom because if the child is free to move at will, 

educators can identify the child’s psychic development and guide him/her. There is also 

structure and order to build mental order and make the child trust the environment to 

interact with, as well as a beauty atmosphere to invite them. Reality and nature also have 

to take place so that children become observers of life. Moreover, Montessori materials 

and development of life community are important.  

Regarding the hands-on materials, they are designed in a way that they give input 

naturally toward the development of children’s skills. Created for auto-education, they 

include the control of error (Haines, 2018) which permits the child to recognize his/her 

own mistakes and have control over his/her learning process that progresses from more 

concrete to abstract, fostering autonomy. According to Carrots are Orange (2020) those 

materials are divided into four categories that form the classroom curriculum5: the daily-

living exercises (imitation of adults), the sensorial materials (education of the senses), 

the academic materials (to teach language, writing and reading, mathematics, 

geography and science, to satisfy his/her inner desire for learning and the development 

of his/her natural powers), and the cultural and artistic materials (regarding self-

expression and communication of ideas). Beginners start with the exercises of daily-

living and, little by little, the teacher introduces them the didactic material. The 

phenomena of repetition and concentration will indicate that self-discipline has begun. 

Also, the fact that the interdisciplinary materials are guided by children’s interest 

promotes in them an intrinsic connection (Johnson, 2017). Children cannot use a 

material that has not been previously presented by the Guide “The Three Period Lesson”, 

once it has they can use it whenever they want and, if a child does not use or misuse a 

material, it means that he/she is not still prepared to do it. Moreover, Montessori believed 

that moving and learning where inseparable. Therefore, learners must involve their entire 

body and use all their senses in the process of learning. 

                                                           
5 Interrelated curriculum. There is no independent subject. 
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On the other hand, community life is built upon children from different ages that are 

mixed. From 3 to 6, between twenty and thirty children remain together in the “Children’s 

House” and they develop responsibility toward the environment and others. They can 

speak to each other and initiate activities together without being forced to join in any 

group activities if they are not ready or interested. Apart from individual work, Montessori 

saw community living a very important element where children can interact and give help 

between them (Polk, 1972). 

All in all, authentic Montessori program includes multi-age groupings that foster peer 

learning, uninterrupted blocks of work time, and guided choice of work activities (Lillard, 

2005). The input that the child receives is from the didactic materials and from the actions 

and interactions that the teacher has with learners to support child’s learning and 

development. These aspects will help children produce outcomes. Having seen an 

overview of Montessori method, how can it be applied to second language learning? 

2.3.4. Bilingualism 

If a child is neurologically and emotionally sound, if a child comes from a supportive and at least 

minimally literate family, and if the child is in the second language immersion Montessori environment 

consistently enough and long enough, then it is not normal for the child to remain monolingual. For small 

children in the right environment for the right amount of time, they can be bilingual. – (Rosanova, 1998, 

p. 9). 

2.3.4.1. The Assistant Guide 

Montessori believed that there should be only a single teacher in each classroom who is 

aware of all the materials, of what lessons each child has had and how to make 

interconnections of interest for individual children. This is claimed because the same 

teacher for all areas permits knowledge be connected (Lillard, 2005). However, it is 

possible to have a non-teaching assistant, called the Assistant Guide. In fact, Montessori 

method is specially designed to operate with assistants to the teacher. In a Montessori 

setting the teacher tries to give the Assistant an understanding of the method and 

materials so that he/she can be a true participant in the learning process. This is a perfect 

opportunity to offer bilingualism to children. In terms of second language teaching, in 

immersion Montessori schools the Assistant Guide acts as a material. In fact, Maria 

Montessori did not create materials for foreign language learning6 although the child’s 

                                                           
6 Montessori was developed during a time when cultural exchanges were rare, and the need to know other 
languages was less important than it is today.  
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tools of learning are the hand and the senses but, as Bettman (2016) claimed, why do 

we need them if the teacher’s voice is the instrument? Classrooms that are guided by 

two teachers, one who always speaks in children’s mother tongue and the other who 

always addresses in English, permit children a dual musical language environment so 

that they can acquire language naturally in their daily life (Crane-Fisk, 1986).  

The Assistant Guide’s duties are keeping the environment in its good conditions. For 

example, replace the materials of daily use such as soap for washing clothes, water in 

the bottles of Practical Life materials, etc. He/she has less training that the Guide. In that 

sense, the Assistant Guide will never present materials to children neither intervene in 

their process although he/she will be free to do it in regard to English language 

presentations, because he/she is a fluent English-speaker (Johnson, 2017). 

Nevertheless, like the Guide, he/she is also a model for children and will have lots of 

occasions for interactive speech with them. The Assistant has to greet children in their 

entrance and outdoors, help them preparing the snack and inviting them to clean the 

area after finishing their snack, help in their lunchtime, that is a perfect chance to arise 

naturally conversations in small groupings and follow children’s interests (Crane-Fisk, 

1986), while putting the napkins to wash, helping the Guide to keep an order atmosphere 

such as making sure that children return their material to the shelf, being aware that the 

child takes the pencil well, protecting the concentration of each child, guiding children to 

choose a material, etc. Thus, the Assistant is in constant interaction with children and by 

using a precise language, with a sensitive ear attentive to what the child shares, he/she 

has a fundamental role in children second language learning. 

However, the majority of Catalan nurseries have Assistant Guides that speak in English, 

but some school may have the Guide who speaks English and then the presentation of 

the other types of materials could be also in the target language. Notwithstanding, the 

Assistant will interact with children during their free work choice, that Winnefeld (2012) 

calls it Freiarbeit, while introducing content matter in the L2, that is, without being taught 

in a formal way neither as a subject. 

2.3.4.2. Immersion Montessori schools 

Since Montessori did not carry out an in-depth research in foreign languages, Montessori 

schools may choose implementing foreign-language training by structuring 20 minutes 

intensive class three times a week, although children do not often attain fluency in this 
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environment (NAMC, 2013) or that once a week a specialist comes for spontaneous 

interactions. Others offer language lessons at the end of the school day.  

Another type of language program is immersion. Thus, “language is in the air, like 

oxygen, and the children thrive on it” (Bettman, 2016, p. 40). Nowadays, the number of 

Montessori schools that offer immersion to integrate the English language with life 

experiences is increasing. Therefore, children receive full-time exposure to a second 

language in which they can assimilate meaning because the new words they hear are in 

context. Thus, content and language are interrelated. Children face a second language 

acquisition process through its use in a context that makes it necessary as a 

communication vehicle. It is believed that immersion education is generally the most 

productive tool for language education. In fact, In Dr. Montessori’s Own Handbook she 

says, “Early childhood is, in fact, the age in which language is formed, and in which the 

sounds of a foreign language can be perfectly learned” (Lillard, 2005, p. 334, as cited in 

1914/1965, p.102). While it is true that they have a great capacity to absorb language at 

this time, it is a myth that the acquisition of a foreign language is easy.  

 

This type of natural environment for language learning is similar to content-based 

programs that use the foreign language as the basis for the education and not as a 

separate subject matter (Choenmiller, 2008). She did not want subjects in her method, 

that is why in the “Children’s House” we do not find English hours. They are involved in 

different communicative situations in which they gradually acquire comprehension skills 

to follow without difficulty the events happening in the classroom. It is not taught but 

absorbed by the child as it forms part of the integral environment. Lillard (2005) states 

that “When one is already familiar with something, it has meaning” (pp. 230-231). 

Beginners of age 3 who have never been in contact with a second language can benefit 

from multi-age grouping because they can see children of age 6 while interacting 

comfortably with the Assistant Guide, understanding her and who are free to share what 

they know.  

 

2.3.5. Second language teaching in a Montessori environment 

Some critics, such as Kilpatrick, point out that in a Montessori environment children do 

not learn language because of individual learning (Polk, 1972). Montessori believed 

language learning is driven by a child’s social environment including interaction with 

peers and adults. Thus, for a child’s oral language the presence of human sounds on 

which he/she can listen with patience and interest is important. Montessori classroom 
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offers freedom of conversation and while child to child interaction may not be in English, 

children know that with the Assistant Guide they have to use communicative strategies, 

the Assistant as well. In that sense, it is also thought that children do not produce a lot 

of output, but the child has to hear sounds before producing them and understand the 

meaning of words before.  

Johnson (2017) states that there are three main aspects for a child to acquire another 

language in a classroom setting: input, output, and interaction. According Rosanova 

(1998), children from Montessori communities have developmental stages in a foreign 

language acquisition. Pre-production stage (first year, age 3): children may not speak in 

the target language at all or produce isolated words. In Montessori’s phrase “the 

environment must speak”. If the teacher’s words cannot always be understood, then it is 

needed that the environment speaks. Then, of 4 year-olds children advance in the early 

production stage and have begun to be able to spontaneously produce a variety of simple 

words and short phrases in response to comprehensible input. They are still saying the 

equivalent of yes or no in the target language, but now they are also responding with one 

word answers to questions, such as questions of who, what, when, where… But they 

often supplement with alternative strategies. For example, they may simply speak 

English, but with a Spanish accent or with Spanish word order. Older children experience 

the speech emerge stage in which they begin to speak in longer sentences. There will 

be gaps and errors in vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation. Despite this, some 

children in the community will possess the necessarily vocabulary to get the message 

across. Young children of 2 and 3 years old listen most of the time but do not necessary 

speak. By the time the children have good vocabulary retention, say Crane-Fisk (1986), 

they are eager to share what they know with others. By the age of 5 and 6 children who 

have been part of the program for two years, they are ready for simple labelling 

exercises… The need to communicate with others drives a child’s language progression 

from sounds, to words, to conversation. 

Focusing on oral language, in the early years emphasis is first totally on oral 

comprehension and then on oral proficiency. When the teacher communicates with 

children in English it is about their everyday life needs and it has to be comprehensible 

and important for learners. As a starting point, the child has to understand that the 

language people speak is made up of sounds (Reddy & Reckha, 2006). Montessori 

developed sound games to train the ear because helping the child to focus on sound 

(phonemic awareness) assists in language development (Haines, (2018). First the 

Sensorial Materials (Sound Cylinders, Musical Bells – hand bell identification) sharpen 
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hearing and listening skills. Moreover, in England, they use “I spy” game in which the 

sound of the letter and not the letter name is pronounced. In fact, English have different 

sounds per letter. Montessori also uses the “Silence lesson” intended to train attention 

to sound (Lillard, 2005). Some children are almost needing sound to be reintroduced as 

music and rhythm, so that it is sensorial only and nonverbal. 

Spoken language is worked through conversing with others, hearing language, 

processing, and expressing back is fundamental to the cognition required for reading 

and writing (Bettnam, 2016). Although the aim at an early age in a second language is 

not to write and read, the prepared environment offers7 the possibility for advanced age 

children who are able to do it. Thus, the environment presents literacy materials8 that 

have already been used in their mother tongue, also in English to give them the 

opportunity to use whenever they feel. So once children have mastered learning the 

sounds of the English alphabet, they become creative writers, using the Moveable 

Alphabet (Johnson, 2017). They also have a book corner with some books in English. 

With the child's Absorbent Mind the child by age six will have reached the 3rd period of 

consciousness in language where he/she understands that sounds and words have 

meaning and that these symbols can be used in writing (Montessori Primary Guide, n.d.). 

He/she will become fully articulate, he/she will be able to read and write, and will have a 

full comprehension of the thoughts of others.  

It is important to build a living predictable routine that engenders trust in which to feel 

anchored (Conklin, 2017). Most importantly, the child needs to feel free and be 

encouraged to communicate with others. At the beginning of the class everyone sits in 

the circle and welcomes the others (The Assistant Guide welcomes in English), they can 

also make a group activity suitable to the mood of children. After the group work there is 

time for individual practice with the chosen material. During these three hours of 

individual work, the Assistant Guide can intervene by saying “Return the carpet in its 

place, please”, for instance. Moreover, the environment has books and some cards 

written in English so that the children who want to interact in English can do so. Thus, 

the Assistant interacts with them in a huge amount of activities such as outside on the 

playground and as well as “in-between” times (going to the bathroom…) or during 

                                                           
7 Unlike the traditional method that offers one educational program for everyone, Montessori saw it ineffective 
and developed a method so that children could learn language at their own tempo, according to their own 
abilities and needs.  
8 Materials such as “Sandpaper letters”, “Cards to classify”… 
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lunchtime (Choenmiller, 2008). At the end of the class, the children get back into Circle 

and there is evaluation and reflection about the work that has been completed.  

From the very first days in the Montessori classroom, children are given the opportunity 

to listen to true stories, about known subjects, told with great expression (Haines, 2018). 

The teacher models the art of conversation and respectfully listens to her young 

students. Looking at books with realistic pictures is also a part of language appreciation. 

We should involve movement in language development as the more movement in 

language lessons, the more students will understand, remember, and apply, such as 

acting out verbs as “jump, close the door”. Circle time done by the Assistant is a rich 

moment to sign songs, make rhythms, poems, dances and tell stories in English because 

she believed that they would aid language development, so it forms part of the daily life 

of the class. According to Lillard (2005) in a Montessori environment, the books must be 

about reality and nature, never about fantasy. The child at this age is interested in the 

real world around him. He/she needs the real stories and not make-believe stories that 

manipulate behaviours. Conversation, that the teacher leads at circle time, can occur 

naturally and follow the interest of children, is also considered part of the curriculum, 

while being careful in her pronunciation and articulation (Lillard, 2005).  

Stated by Gonzalez and Tinajero (2005) Montessori environments are proved to promote 

the purpose of a second language learning since early years as Renton (1998) affirms 

to develop true bilingual English skills. Also, Renton (1998) ensures that the environment 

can construct different levels of language as the social interactions with the teacher in 

the target language and children are combined with the Montessori’s curriculum. Also, 

Cummins (1986) indicates that “content areas of instruction provide a rich source of 

comprehensible input for ELL children (as cited in Gonzalez & Tinajero, 2005, p. 52). 

2.3.5.1. Vocabulary acquisition 

During the sensitive period for language, children are most interested in learning the 

names for everything around them and their vocabulary increases exponentially (Haines, 

2018). A solid base of vocabulary should be developed at an early age and in a 

Montessori environment vocabulary is enriched in different ways.  

There is language in all areas of the classroom because the materials and its 

organization in the space encourage the concept of classification and semantics. In Daily 

Living, the child sees the concepts of the Practical Life in the same manner as he/she 

sees the adult. The first naming is identifying the objects used for polishing, such as mud 
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brush, dusting cloth, applicator, shoe polish, buffing cloth, and buffer (Lillard, 2005). 

Sensorial Materials emphasize qualities that describe the world: large, larger, thin, thick, 

blue, green, rough, smooth, and so on. The child is thus learning about different qualities 

of objects and how to name those differences, with an emphasis on accurate use of 

words to describe the world, the colour, dimension, form, and recognition and is eager 

to build and interact with his/her hands. Materials within the Sensorial Area give the child 

more words to speak about his/her world with detail. The math area too, it is exact and 

concise, with coloured beads and charts. Then, there is the language area, which has 

containers holding letters or words. Therefore, Montessori has a wealth of materials for 

vocabulary development. Language materials move from concrete to abstract, objects 

to pictures, sandpaper letters to moveable alphabet, tracing to writing… Nomenclature 

cards in the target language are also valuable for presenting new vocabulary (NAMC, 

2013). If the Assistant Guide is allowed to do language presentations, the Three-period 

lesson9 is a strategy for vocabulary acquisition as it is used frequently to enhance 

vocabulary (Lillard, 2005). The Assistant can also use relative terms, such as 

comparatives and superlatives. Also, many picture-card matching games (Polk, 1972) 

that enrich vocabulary: cards of musicians, artists, paintings, tools; cards showing 

transportation; classifications of animals, plant life, geometric shapes and forms, etc. The 

more the teacher manages to place in the environment, the more the children want. The 

child absorbs the vocabulary that goes with these cards, because he/she is still in his/her 

sensitive period for language. The child’s Absorbent Mind takes in all these new words 

in a successful way (Haines, 2018). If he/she does not encounter these names until later, 

he/she will have to “learn” them – a process far less appealing for him.  

On the other hand, there are lot of many spoken language materials that have no boxes. 

Apart from the activities previously mentioned (songs, stories, poems…), Polk (1972) 

defends that in conversations, teachers should give the names of all the things in the 

environment, not just “tree”, but “pine tree”. On the other hand, they also receive input of 

Social Language: Grace and Courtesy. The respectful manner in which Montessori 

thought to offer these lessons aids social cohesion and conflict resolution. Moreover, 

according to Bettman (2016) we can reinforce vocabulary categories with the Question 

Game, the Orientation Game, Oral Function of Word, and Word Study Games. Moreover, 

as stated by Conklin (2017) the Assistant helps children naming real objects and simple 

                                                           
9 It follows the sequence of (1) the teacher showing the child an action, then (2) asking the child for a specific 
item, finally (3) asking the child to name a particular item. 
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labelling activities. It is important to present the child words that he/she has already had 

some experience with or knowledge so that they already know in their mother tongue 

because they are within the environment (lots of them in classified categories). For 

example, clothing, animals, etc. Thus, precise names are used for all the objects in the 

environment: “Can you bring me the flag of France? The red triangle? The teacher should 

remember to work from simple to more complex groups of vocabulary (Montessori 

Primary Guide, n.d.). Thus, we can prove that the Prepared Environment offer lots of 

vocabulary opportunities that go from concrete to abstract.  

In that sense, children do not have to memorize vocabulary. If the teacher provides a 

rich spoken language, children engage in conversations where the teacher should 

introduce the names (that are not isolated) of everything to the children; names of 

continents, animals, units of measurement, textures of fabrics, geometric shapes, 

colours and their variations, plants, world terrain, etc. We introduce these words in 

simplicity and in the context of our multi-sensorial curriculum. In fact, according to the 

research10 of Rosanova (1998) there was a girl called Norine (English family spoken) 

who concluded that “I really don’t know any Spanish, I just know how to guess” (p. 21). 

Sensory experiences, movement and language enhance the physical structure of the 

brain.  

2.4. Ovide Decroly 

2.4.1. Bibliography 

Ovide Decroly (1871-1932), was born in Renaix, Belguim. He was a doctor, a 

neuropsychiatrist and a psychologist that from his medical studies, like Maria Montessori, 

he wanted to include “mentally handicapped children” into society. Therefore, in 1901 he 

founded in his own home the educational centre Ecole d’Enseignement Spécial pour 

Enfants Irreguliers. He also developed his own pedagogical method based on his 

observations with children’s special educational needs, that is why in 1907, he opened 

l’Ecole de L’ermitage, literally, The Hermitage School, for “normal” children, which still 

functions today with three years of kindergarten, six years of primary school and six years 

of secondary school. In 1920 Decroly was appointed professor of child psychology at the 

                                                           

10 It was a research about teaching Spanish as a foreign language through Montessori immersion.  
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University of Brussels and in 1925 he translated John Dewey’s book How we think into 

French. In fact, Decroly is also known as the “John Dewey of Europe” because he was 

his source of inspiration (Depaepe, Simon, & Van Gorp, 2003).  

2.4.2. Philosophy  

In one of his first conferences, Decroly claimed that the concept of the child should be 

changed and, therefore, the concept of education. As Decroly’s philosophy is 

impregnated of science, from his studies of child development, Decroly recognized a 

psychic mechanism called globalization that explains the procedure of mental activity 

and psychic life. In Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life (n.d.) it is written that during 

childhood this global perception is spontaneous and unconscious but after thought and 

analysis, it reaches a perception of the concrete, becoming more conscious. Dubreucq 

(1995) exposes that children capture reality not analytically but by totalities, so it means 

that knowledge and perception are global due to a visual activity11. Thus, Decroly 

believed that the child learns by analysing his/her own global perceptions. As an 

example, just think about why when we visualize a map on a small scale we recognize 

the country that represents? From birth to 8 years old, the function of globalization is 

useful for the child in order to comprehend and to give answer to his/her own needs and 

interests (Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life, n.d.).  

For Decroly the most effective teaching method is the one in which the motivation from 

the child’s interest can arise. According to Dubreucq (1995), the pedagogue saw that 

children’s interests are based on their four basic needs of living which are food, shelter, 

warm growth and community and because nature can supply these needs it is an 

educator per excellence. What is more, the child is not only fascinated by nature, having 

a huge curiosity for it, but also by the context of his/her society, as a social being he/she 

can only develop within it. Thus, the child’s potential, personality and capacity can 

flourish by being exposed to real physical experiences in the natural and social 

environment that will allow him/her to know how to think, talk, calculate… To accomplish 

it, the adult has to respect the originality of the child, his/her free expression, needs and 

social harmony (Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life, n.d.).  

 

                                                           
11 Decroly differs from the Montessori theory that says the child learns from the simplest thing to the more 
complex, from particular to abstract. 
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To educate in its fullest sense is to create conditions in which the child can live – and is led by these 

conditions led to live-as fully as possible through each succeeding stage of his development, 

meeting and solving in his own experience the problems of each stage as it comes, and so gaining 

the power to meet and to solve the problems that await him in further stages. Such conditions it is 

for a school to provide. (Decroly, cited by Badley, Dr. Ovide Decroly ed. Albert Decordier, Amicale 

Rijksbasisonderwijs, Ronse, Belgium). 

In that sense, Decroly’s principle of the school was “For life, through life”. Therefore, as 

stated by Bosch and Muset (1980) the school should give importance to real life, putting 

children in contact with real and contextualized things. So in education, everything is 

directed towards the child letting him/her prepare for life by living the life. 

2.4.3. The method 

Decroly's pedagogical method was based on the application of a program of association 

of ideas to study the child and the environment in which he/she was. For this reason, the 

author organized an unitary school program without fragmented subjects based on 

centres of interest12 such as self-knowledge (how they breath, why they are cold, why he 

gets angry…) and knowledge of the natural and social environment (family, animals, the 

weather…), for improving knowledge on a topic that interested the learners (Bosch & 

Muset, 1980). Regarding contents, Decroly believed that the first step is to know 

themselves so the child becomes his/her own analysis object. Then, he/she will be able 

to know his/her environment (Dubreucq, 1995). He also says it is important that the 

teacher values the children’s interest and puts them into practice, being introduced from 

Surprises13. Thus, an annual work plan is designed to coordinate learning activities 

around the centres of interest of the child in which they start from a topic to do a 

transversal work, becoming a project in which cooperation between children is needed. 

He did homogeneous and reduced groupings (between twenty and twenty-five children), 

taking into account age and levels of development and rhythms, but letting youngest 

children experience daily contact with oldest children and during their dialogues in order 

to favour their mother tongue acquisition. In this way, Decroly could apply the global 

method14 in which teaching practices start from complex operations to proceed later to 

the analysis of the elements. A fruit, a pet, can be observation objects that will provide 

concrete data through a sensory examination.  

                                                           
12 The centres of interest are thematic units that group various contents related to a topic arose from the 
children’s interests, so they will last until their curiosity disappears. 
13 A surprise consists of hiding an object inside a box and children must guess it.  
14 It is believed that Anna Rubiés was one of the first teachers who applied Decroly’s method in Barcelona.  
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In that sense, the reason why we do not find materials (Decroly, Van Gorp, Simon, 

Depaepe & Monés, 2006) in the Decroly method is because he thought that the teacher 

has to design the ones required for children’s interest-centre, eliminating the need for 

industrial production. In Depaepe, et al. (2003) article it is said by Madame Decroly that 

for him living nearer to nature was the perfect environment where to find real objects that 

one could feel and taste. Therefore, all Decroly schools have gardens, as in nature 

children can discover an inexhaustible topics capable of making them think, speak, 

calculate, write and always in the most natural and rational way.  

From the nursery to the second year of elementary school (2.5 to 8 years old), children 

work on centres of interest. However, because pre-schoolers have limited attentions and 

fleeting curiosity, these centres are occasional (Bosch & Muset, 1980). Indeed, they do 

lots of essential activities as crafts, classifications of objects, gardening, pet care, 

outings… Moreover, they also have play as according to Decroly it is children’s basic 

activity and the joy must be admitted in education (Hagopian, 1936). The imitation of the 

motor, that is present in children’s play, means imitating the word, the writing, the 

gestures etc. From age 6 they start having a solid work on the four centres of interest. 

Anyway, in Decroly pedagogy, the class becomes a workshop15 in which the child has 

responsibilities and acts and lives, plenty of observation and action where free work 

allows authentic experimentation such as the right to error. But in fact, according to 

Bosch and Muset (1980) the class for Decroly is secondary, because it is everywhere: in 

the kitchen, in the garden, in the field, in the museum... The diversification of the places 

enriches learning.  

On the other hand, the subject matter is organized into three main categories regarding 

the three stages of mental activity, namely observation, association and expression. In 

other words, these are the three main activities that allow the child to learn. As stated by 

Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life (n.d.) the observation is the first step to explore 

the space and its objects, intended to set in various mental activities. Afterwards, each 

child has to associate ideas to build learning so that this association becomes a 

representation of what he/she observes; and, finally, by means of expression it is tried 

to consolidate his/her intellectual development through different exercises of language, 

of the drawing, of manual works, etc. Regarding expression, Decroly distinguishes the 

abstract expression that is the oral language and the concrete expression that is the 

                                                           
15 Decroly School was one of the first to introduce the issuance of hypotheses and verifications within 
experimentations. 
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drawing, experimentation... (Dubreucq, 1995). The drawing is a form of expression, a 

more precise language, more concrete than verbal language that focuses on attention, 

and that logically should precede it. Thus, at the beginning of the school language must 

be treated with a view to acquire it consciously as a means of expression - both spoken 

and written - and without the rules of grammar. In fact, through observations dialogue is 

opened because they have to be able to tell new things, putting attention to unknown 

names, encouraging critical thinking and free discussion. 

In order to illustrate what has been said, we can think on a pumpkin. Children from a 

Decroly school may arrive at classroom and encounter a box (Amat, n.d.). This box 

contains a natural object that children do not know yet, that is why it is called “a Surprise”. 

This is a starting point for them to move the box, listen to its sound, imagine what it could 

be by making hypothesis, etc. Finally, they remove the object from the box and the 

observation takes place followed by questions, experimentations, searches… They can 

measure the vegetable, cut it, taste it, cook it… and all this experience is represented 

through actions and words. 

2.4.4. Language development 

Decroly was keenly interested in language development16. For him, language is not a 

simple function. It constitutes a very complex activity, linked to a large number of factors, 

especially perceptions, memory, association of ideas, intelligence, imagination, motor 

powers, phonation and articulation organs, then attention, interest... Decroly maintained 

that “language is important not only because it enable the child to communicate but also 

because it enables him to comprehend the world” (Lebrun & Van de Crean, 1975, pp. 

231-232). In that sense, the child has to be able to explain his/her knowledge according 

to his/her own words because if not, he/she cannot integrate his/her experiences, that is 

why language takes an essential role in child’s life. Besides, Omidvar and Sukumar 

(2013) did a research about attending the global method through content-based 

instruction and found positive results for language learners. In fact, in this way language 

is not the focus on itself. Instead, it becomes the medium for content learning.  

Segers (1985) notes that the acquisition of the mother tongue has been prepared by 

family education with the help of the child’s global activity. The mother, with the help of 

                                                           
16 In 1930 he wrote a short treatise entitled Le Développement du Langage Parlé chez l’Enfant. And in 1934 
his daughters and one of his collaborators published it in two parts: Coment l’Enfant Arrive à Parler (1934a) 
and l’Exploration du Langage de l’Enfant: Epreuves de Compréhension, d’Imitation et d’Expression (1934b), 
as he died before he could not complete it. 
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the environment that surrounds the child, teaches him/her all the difficulties of the 

language without doing exercises and he/she gradually imitates and understands. Thus, 

language is learnt by the maternal procedure. Despite this, Decroly also reinforces 

language in his oral lessons in which the child expresses himself, speaks and re-phrases 

sentences already heard. Moreover while doing discussions between the group, the child 

can enrich the vocabulary expressions. Decroly stated thus that children have auditory 

perception: perception of noise, understanding of words and in a foreign language, 

similar phenomena are found (Decroly, et al., 2006). On the other hand, regarding 

literacy17, according to Decroly, et al., children use their visual perception in which 

phrases are retained better than words, words better than syllables and these better than 

letters because of the interest factor that helps to retain and memorize images and 

phrases. In other words, they should be trained to globally recognize a number of written 

utterances that should always refer to situations of interest to the pupils.  

2.4.5. Foreign language acquisition 

Segers (1985) mentions that Decroly did a research about the age at which a foreign 

language should be introduced. Some authors affirmed that the acquisition of foreign 

languages stimulates the child’s psycho development. What is more, there are those 

who think that understanding the mother tongue is only possible with the study of a 

foreign language and through noticing the differences between the two languages. 

However, other authors such as Epstein and Jesperson, believed that second languages 

can lead to bad influences on language learning, not only in the new language but also 

in the mother tongue, due to the different associations, grammatical, syntactic forms, and 

the fact that there are some meanings of words that do not correspond completely. 

Decroly also felt that for most children early bilingualism was detrimental to the child’s 

intellectual growth18. In his book Comment l’enfant arrive a parler, Decroly (1934) makes 

reference to Braunshausen that says that bilingualism can negatively affect the 

intelligence because the study of a second language is too time consuming and children 

have less time for the study of other important areas. Therefore, he insisted that before 

studying a second language, learners had to wait until the mother tongue had been 

acquired. On the other hand, he stated that there are children who are good at the 

                                                           
17 Known as ideo-visual method. 
18 Decroly did a survey on this topic that was presented at the “Bilingual Conference in Luxembourg” (April 
1928), organized by the International Bureau of Education of Geneva.  
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language and others who do not, that they do not have language skills, because of 

hereditary factor. Decroly said, however, that gifted children who had supportive 

environment could benefit from an early bilingual education, because he studied a child 

of age 5 that had these characteristics and was able to learn the foreign language while 

developing naturally his/her mental skills. In that sense, the doctor agreed that if a child 

is surrounded by two languages at a very young age, he/she is able to succeed but, if 

not, then the second language learning will have to wait (around 10 years old), taught by 

ordinary pedagogical methods.  

Having said that, let’s see Decroly’s views on foreign language teaching. Lebrun and 

Van de Crean (1975) state that he recommended to also apply the principle of 

globalization to teaching foreign languages. Moreover, for him, any second language 

learning should be first focused on the acquisition of the spoken language, without being 

learned from grammar-books, but, instead, using appealing situations in which children 

were required to use complete sentences. Thus, once more, all language acquisition is 

linked to the child’s life. According to this idea, the introduction of a foreign language is 

through having to use it in their everyday life real situations (Consejería de Educación y 

Cultura, 2003). Thus, if we link the language with the content of their interest they will 

want to know more about it.  

In lessons from surprises, the foreign language becomes a communication vehicle that 

motivates and awakens in the child a desire for participation and involvement in a 

process in which he/she is not aware of language learning. As stated by Omidvar and 

Sukumar (2013), “language is most effectively learned in the context of relevant, 

meaningful, motivating content which stimulates students to think and learn through the 

use of the target language” (p. 153). Moreover, learning is significant, social, learned by 

doing, and it promotes decision making, opinion exchange, problem solving… 

(Consejería de Educación y Cultura, 2003). Thus, offering foreign language in a global 

education curriculum language by integrating content from surprises can be a way to use 

the language and investigate with it and we avoid making language and independent 

discipline with drills. To do it possible, the teacher has to promote respect attitudes, 

security and confidence in order to promote autonomy to learn, act and promote creative 

thinking. Therefore, the teacher must be a specialist of both the English language and 

Decroly method. Besides, Decroly promotes educative language games in order to 

maintain children’s interest in their learning process. In fact, some teachers such as 

Hagopian (1936) have adapted his games to teach a foreign language. For instance, for 
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colours; the lottos of colours, for conversation and vocabulary; the acrobat, the little men, 

etc. encouraging individual development.  

2.4.5.1. Oral language 

Decroly saw the importance of oral language at a time when the ability to read was still 

considered the main objective of teaching a foreign language. Thus, pupils “should learn 

to speak the language prior to reading and writing19” (Lebrun & Van de Craen, 1975, p. 

235). Children learn oral language by being exposed from the start to complete 

utterances that are from real situations. On the other hand, the teacher does a lot of 

aloud reading on a variety of topics which is as well an input for the child. According to 

Segers, (1985) Decroly approached the acquisition of spoken language primarily from 

the viewpoint of developmental psychology and he described successive stages in 

speech development, devised a number of tests to measure verbal skills in children and 

dealt with developmental speech disorders in a few papers although he did not introduce 

new solutions. For Decroly, in order to have a good auditory language it is necessary to 

have normal function of the auditory mechanism to understand spoken language and the 

expression mechanism of the word, being both two interrelated.  

Oral language is always present at Decroly classrooms. In fact, observation and 

association are closely interrelated with concrete expression and abstract expression. 

Thus, as Van Gorp (2006) affirmed, it would not be possible to work the observation 

without oral language because it is linked to the communication of thought. Returning to 

the example of a pumpkin, the dialogue is what drives all the process from having an 

object inside a box until exploring it by doing comparisons that need to use structured 

sentences and promoting children to express themselves. At the end of the lessons, 

children, per groups, talk about what they have been doing trying to make a synthesis of 

the experience using a short sentence to share with others (Amat, n.d.).  

2.4.5.2. Vocabulary  

Studying the development of vocabulary, and mainly the proportion of the different 

categories of words, Segers (1985) emphasises that Decroly said there is a marked 

predominance of nouns over verbs, adjectives, adverbs and other kinds of words. As the 

child gets older, the number of verbs he/she uses increases. Decroly also clarifies that 

                                                           
19 The relation of letters and sounds is very different in English so children have to start with visual memory 
and less spelling. Thus, Decroly has more northern influence and Montessori more Spanish and Italian 
influence. 
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the vocabulary that the child comprehends always exceeds the one that he/she can 

express. 

It has been previously said that observation and association are closely related with oral 

language. However, it also allows children to expand and refine their vocabulary (Van 

Gorp, 2006). What is more, Decroly method connects the content to many educational 

areas. Thus, children can receive input from a huge diversity of words, learning to name 

perceptions with a scientific terminology. How? When guessing surprises, children may 

came up with very different ideas and, once they have it visible, the exploration of it 

promotes both for children and the teacher to use specific tools to explore the object and 

specific terminology to name these tools. Moreover, when children draw their studied 

objects, they are doing a lot of analysis. Imagine they are studying a plant, while drawing 

it they will for sure draw all its small parts (because of the close observation) such as the 

steam, leafs, apical bud… being interested in naming them (not only “a plant”). Thus, 

from the help of the adult, observation and association induces children to rigor, precision 

and accuracy. In addition, when children collect material, they have to classify them by 

their origin, utility, frequency or rarity, shape… expanding their vocabulary while working 

on their interests (Bosch & Muset, 1980). All in all, talks about observations from 

interdisciplinary projects allow children to receive lot of vocabulary.  

2.5. Points of contact and divergence: views on language  

General considerations 

Maria Montessori and Ovide Decroly worked directly with children20 to develop their 

theories and understandings, but each thinker appropriated a particular view of 

childhood, Decroly the biological one and Montessori the cognitive one (Scientific 

Pedagogy of Learning for Life, n.d.). Because their understandings of a child are based 

on psychology, they both see the child as an active learner who has responsibilities and 

needs to be in a freedom and community environment - taking into account that 

Montessori wants heterogeneous groupings and Decroly homogenous ones - to develop. 

In that sense, the authors agree that children possess a hereditary factor that helps their 

development, although the role of the environment is essential. However, Montessori 

sees it from an analytic point of view while Decroly defends the globalism function.  

                                                           
20 Montessori method is basically applied for pre-schoolers and Decroly method for primary children. 



30 

 

Language acquisition 

As we have previously seen, because Montessori distinguishes a “mneme”, a form of 

memory in the unconscious that helps the child to retain without great effort what he/she 

sees and hears (specially the language), taking into account the natural laws and 

children’s sensitive period for language, Montessori (1949) affirms that children under 

age 6 can use all languages that are within their environment, being able to reproduce 

any sound of any language around them, while adults cannot. On the other hand, Decroly 

does not talk about this Absorbent Mind but both believe that the tools for learning a 

language lay on mechanisms - motor mechanisms of speech, attention, memory, 

intelligence, effort - and the environment where people speak so that the child can imitate 

them. He highlights that if children have a good function of these mechanisms, to develop 

language it is needed motivation and interest from the environment, where the three 

processes of learning “observation, association and expression” are factors for language 

development (Winnefeld, 2012). For him, children use the language through the global 

process because they listen to phrases and orders, accompanied by gestures and 

mimics, they can quickly grasp its meaning. Then, thanks to the repetition of that 

language in significate scenes and situations, children can develop understanding. If the 

association of the listening phrases does not correspond with the situation or objects in 

which it refers to, or the objects are of the abstract order, then the comprehension is 

disturbed (Decroly, 1934). Thus, he puts emphasis on the importance of the language 

and the child’s own experience and knowledge. The understanding of the concrete 

language must precede and prepare the abstract language. Both doctors advise that 

children must receive comprehensible linguistic input and process it during a period 

where progress is not externally seen (silent period) but that he/she is developing 

constantly inside before the linguistic output can be expected. In that sense, they both 

recognize ages 2-3 to 5-6 as the period where children significantly expand their 

language, ensuring that if the child lives in a vocabulary rich environment he/she can 

learn and use it.  

However, concerning second language acquisition, they have different opinions. While it 

is evident that Maria Montessori is in favor of learning more than one language during 

the early years, highlighting it as a positive language factor due to the Absorbent Mind, 

Decroly initiates a debate whether it is positive or not. For her, the advantage of starting 

a second language during this period is that they acquire it as easily as the first, 

developing not only the language, but also the thinking that another language gives. 

Nevertheless, regarding bilingualism in Comment l’enfant arrive a parler, Decroly (1934) 
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mentions the need for people to communicate because of political issues, linguistic 

borders… declaring the need to understand each other to avoid wars due to 

incomprehension and recognises English as a superiority language above all others, 

assuming the need for bilingualism research because it is a complex phenomenon. 

Alongside, Decroly thinks that the learning of a second language can interrupt the 

learning of the mother tongue because of different meanings of the words and that 

probably, the learning of two languages will never be as perfect as the learning of one 

language. For that reason, he defends the solid acquisition of the mother tongue before 

starting the learning of another one, although if the infant has the opportunity to coexist 

with two languages in a very early age, then there is no need to wait if the environment 

is valuable.  

Language environment 

In a Montessori environment, there is the area of language where a second language 

learning also has self-corrective materials to work on. Despite this, language is not only 

there, language is also everywhere. Thanks to the Assistant Guide who is always 

speaking in the second language, children receive immersion as an intensive form of 

bilingual education. In regard to Decroly environment, English can take place in surprises 

time that offer multiple skills simultaneously when the mother tongue is not employed, 

but keeping in mind that English is not considered as a language subject because the 

same as Montessori, it is a communicative tool, a medium of instruction that integrates 

different content areas and routines. In that sense, teachers will not teach explicit 

grammar, they will use it as a tool to communicate, to express, to discover, to share.  

Just like Montessori, Decroly also developed materials, educative games, to work on 

language while promoting initiative, individualization, freedom, and spontaneity of the 

child, but influenced by a different principle in which play acts as global means of 

exercising observation, attention and association. Nevertheless, in contrast to 

Montessori, Decroly did not see playing games for their own sake as disadvantageous. 

In fact, he was convinced that modifying games is an individual way of promoting 

children’s creativity (Koerrenz, Blichmann & Engelmann, 2017).  

Besides, the Montessori Assistant Guide can do English presentations to children to 

reinforce the language learning where the “Three Period Lesson” emphasizes on 

vocabulary, as well as conversations, reading books… during circle time and lunchtime 

(Lillard, 2005). On the other hand, for both authors, objects within the environment must 

be present. They offer learning opportunities so that children can ground new vocabulary 
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situations. However, the way that they are presented to children is very different, 

Montessori’s materials are named by the Assistant Guide, as well as all other 

vocabularies that are from the context such as a spoon, water, etc. and Decroly’s objects 

are more “unexpected”, but can lead to a deeper observation and conversation about 

them. Thus, both authors offer many vocabulary experiences although they are carried 

out very differently; while in a Montessori classroom you can find a rabbit figure in 

miniature, in a Decroly environment a child can bring his/her pet rabbit which, in that 

case, it is more a real situation.  

Apart from the predominance of spoken language, in a Montessori environment children 

have the chance of being introduced to the writing forms of the second language while 

in a Decroly environment they are not until they are around 6 or 7 years old (Amat, n.d.). 

The other difference is its procedure; the first follows an analytic process that goes from 

the simplest to the complex (from sounds and letters to words and sentences) and the 

second is in the other way round, a global process (from sentences, then words, letters 

and sounds).  

All in all, they defend two different methodologies that are at the service of the same 

goal, the right development and well-being of all children. 
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3. Methodological discussion 

For the purpose of this research, it was decided to use the interpretative research 

paradigm to analyse the performance of English teaching in three different centres that 

apply it according to Montessori and Decroly methods. In educational research, 

according to Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) this approach aids to understand the world 

around us by making “an effort to ‘get into the head of the subjects being studied’ so to 

speak, and to understand and interpret what the subject is thinking or the meaning s/he 

is making of the context” (p. 33). To do it possible, I have contacted three schools to get 

access to their centres that I have found relevant for this research. In fact, one important 

aspect of the case studies is the good choice of the centres.  

In that sense, it has been possible through double case studies. I found case study 

methodology appropriate because the subject studied is about methodologies and as 

Ponelis (2015) says, case studies offer real-life situations in the classrooms. In this way, 

the case study permits us to ask “How and why” questions concerning the topic of interest 

to engender understanding and improve practices. In addition, Ponelis (2015) states 

according to Chetty (1996), the case study’s method is useful to support theory building, 

whether existing theoretical frameworks are adequate or not. Yin and Stake are well-

known methodologists that provide case study procedures to follow in a different way as 

Yin’s research is based on epistemology and Stake’s research is constructivist (Yazan, 

2015). While Yin does not orientate between the preference of quantitative versus 

qualitative research because he thinks that both are strong, Stake considers that 

qualitative research is better because “most contemporary qualitative researchers hold 

that knowledge is constructed rather than discovered” (Stake, 1995, p. 99, as cited in 

Yazan, 2015, p. 137). Thus, he highlights the importance of constructing knowledge 

through the investigation. Nevertheless, both authors consider that using different 

sources of data is important to triangulate data, although Yin’s primary source of data is 

the interview. In this sense, the data collection for this study has been possible through 

observations, interviews and document analysis. After that, there has been a process of 

transcribing notes, followed by a writing of the analysis of the cases. It is mentioned in 

Ponelis (2015) article that according to Stake (2005), a cross-case contrast is needed to 

identify what is common and what is different between the cases, and as Hycner (1985) 

points out it has to be without the use of the theoretical framework so that once the 

analysis is done, we can find interpretations by linking it with the theory. 



34 

 

4. The study 

4.1. Contextualization of the schools 

Maria Montessori has a relevant influence in Catalonia, from 1915, when the Catalan 

government welcomed the Montessorian approaches. Nowadays there are around 

fourteen Montessori nursery schools. The two that I have chosen are the following: 

Montessori Palau Montgrí 

“Jardí d’Infants Barrufet” was a small daily care centre (from 0 to 4 years old), 

implementing the traditional pedagogy, opened in 1979 in Torroella de Montgrí. From 

1998 it was extended to the second cycle of Early Childhood Education. However, in 

2015-2016 it was decided to implement the Montessori methodology, becoming 

Montessori Palau Montgrí, to offer children the freedom to develop in their own pace, 

starting to take part in the Montessori Palau Girona project, that implemented the 

Montessori pedagogy in 1990, and Montessori Palau Figueres, in 2012. Montessori 

Palau schools are based on the training and experience of the teaching staff with the 

certification of the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI) and the preparation of the 

prepared atmosphere, so they are very well-known schools.  

I first contacted to Montessori Palau Girona, the international reference centre that goes 

from 0 to 16 years old. However, it was quite difficult to get access there because of the 

large demands they have. Thus, because it would not be possible to use all my research 

tools in good conditions for the research, I contacted with Montessori Palau Montgrí. Its 

smallest structure (but keeping the same project) made me possible to do the research. 

Montessori Palau Montgrí introduces the English language in children’s daily lives by 

having a native English speaker Assistant Guide. It is a centre that has a strong project 

that takes care of each detail of Maria Montessori pedagogy to offer a real Montessori 

experience. The observation was made in 3-6 Children’s House and the interview to its 

Guide that she is also the responsible of the centre.   

Nido Montessori Center 

Nido, the first Montessori centre in Barcelona since 1924 was founded in 2015 by a 

couple who became interested in the Montessori method and how neuroscience leads 

to improvements in education. When their first daughter was born, they saw the necessity 

for a Montessori nursery school in Barcelona but they did not find anyone. Thus, they 

developed their own for children aged 0-6 including English, as it was their daughter’s 
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mother tongue, as well as the local languages of Spanish and Catalan. Their demand 

grew up ending 2019 with over forty children that is why this year, 2020, they have 

created Barcelona Montessori School, a British primary Montessori school located in the 

neighbourhood of Sarrià, Barcelona.  

The reason why I chose Nido is that I found their web site very interesting where it was 

also presented all the other members of the team, three qualified Montessori guides and 

three Assistant Guides, all of them having international experience around Montessori 

pedagogy and interested in languages learning. Thus, their multilingual linguistic project 

seemed to have qualified English Montessori teachers, offering me the opportunity to in 

depth the English language teaching. The observation was made in 3-6 Children’s House 

and the interview to the English Assistant Guide. 

On the other side, in the beginning of the 20th century pedagogues such as Ferrer 

Guàrdia and Anna Rubiés were the first introducers of Decroly method’s principles in 

Catalonia in order to keep the educational reform. 

Decroly School in Barcelona 

It is the only school in Catalonia that applies the Decroly method. Thus, it was the only 

opportunity to get access to a Decroly environment to see how they apply the English 

teaching. The school was founded by the pedagogue Josep Maria Bosch because of the 

need to create a different school from those at the time in Barcelona. Consequently, he 

travelled all over the world to investigate methodologies and the one who liked the most 

was the Ovide Decroly’s school, L’Hermitage, from Brussels. Thus, in 1958 he founded 

the Decroly School in his own home. After 60 years of experience attending children from 

3 to 12 years old, the school has moved this year, 2020, near Gràcia. They follow the 

Decroly pedagogy based on neurology, in which the child observation and globalization 

are paramount of their method, so there are not subjects. Each year members of the 

team visit L’Hermitage school, as it is their reference institution. Regarding English, 

L’Hermitage does not offer it in their school so Decroly School in Barcelona team is in 

constant research and change to apply it as they find appropriately according to Decroly 

method. In fact, English used to start at the age of 5. However, this has been the first 

year to apply it in the first stage of 3 years old but it does not follow the Decroly method 

until the age of 6. For these reasons, the observations were made in P5 English class, 

in 2nd grade English class so that I could see 3-6 English lessons and how they apply 

English through Decroly method from age 6 and above.   
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4.2. Analysis and discussion 

CODIFICATION 

Montessori method Decroly method 

MPI (Montessori Palau Interview) 

MNI (Montessori Nido Interview) 

 

DI (Decroly Interview) 

MPO (Montessori Palau Observation) 

MNO (Montessori Nido Observation) 

 

DO1 (Decroly Observation 1, 3-6) 

DO2 (Decroly Observation 2, Initial Cycle) 

MPW (Montessori Palau Web) 

MNW (Montessori Nido Web) 

 

DW (Decroly web) 

The three centres chosen for this research (Montessori Palau Montgrí, Nido Montessori 

Center and Decroly School) demonstrate a high involvement in their authors’ philosophy, 

Montessori and Decroly, to use the method to give education to their children. Thus, I 

have checked that they are able to reason why their method can be applied or not, for a 

second language learning. 

Regarding Montessori method, MPI (See Appendix A, p. 65) exposes a belief with 

Montessori pedagogy because it is scientifically proved, as Polk (1972) comments that 

the pedagogue applied her medical studies into the education field. Thus, MPI says 

children have the human language tendency to communicate as well as sensitive 

periods, especially from 0 to 6 where the Absorbent Mind allows them to pick up the 

languages of their environment which is what Montessori (1949) stated, adding that it is 

also what permits the psychic pattern to develop. At least, until seven languages, MPI 

confirms. In the same line, MNI (See Appendix B, p. 71) claims that some of their children 

can perfectly speak four languages. For instance, a girl of 4 speaks English, Spanish, 

Portuguese and Catalan perfectly. MNI also makes emphasis on the importance of the 

children’s family involvement. She asserts that children whose parents do the try to 

speak the languages of the school environment, children’s language acquisition is more 

guaranteed. In fact, if they do not develop these languages before 6 years old (sensitive 

period), Montessori (1949) advises they will never acquire more as children do not need 

language teaching due to the sensitive period. Besides, both schools’ websites (MPW 

and MNW) openly keep these mentioned reasons by arguing that there is no teaching 
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needed or forced drilling but, instead, a natural flow of continuous communication and 

exposure to the language.  

MPI and MNI believe that Montessori pedagogy is the best way to learn a new language, 

as how MPI and MPW remark, it takes into account children’s psychological 

characteristics based on how the children learn their first language by listening, 

interpreting and guessing what is being said. That is why their children’s second 

language objectives are based on oral language, especially comprehension. However, 

MNI also considers that children’s outputs are fundamental to take part in a conversation. 

Nevertheless, while MPI claims that families Montessori choice is because of the method 

and individual attention, MNI believes it is firstly because of the multilingualism 

environment where English has a strong role, followed by families that already know 

Montessori method and like it. In fact, MNW makes a lot of reference in English language 

and multilingualism while in MPW the English is less highlighted and balanced with other 

areas of the curriculum. Moreover, MNW adds that multilingualism has been proven to 

offer both immediate and long-term cognitive advantages to children, academically, 

socially and personally.  

On the other side, in DI (see Appendix C, p. 79) the teacher defends the solid acquisition 

of the mother tongue before starting a second language learning. The reason is because 

Decroly asserted that children learn according to their interests, emerged from the basic 

needs of the person. Dubreucq (1995) defines it as four basic needs of living that are 

food, shelter, warmth growth and community. So the unitary Decroly school program is 

without fragmented subjects based on centres of interest of these basic needs in regard 

to self-knowledge and the natural and social environment (Bosch & Muset, 1980). In that 

sense, DI does not recognize the learning of English as a primary need of a child 

although you do it in a recreational funny way. In fact, the only motivation children feel is 

the one that arises by their interests. Moreover, she says that before using a second 

language, that is a tool, children need to have their mind well constructed and spend 

time in other important areas with the use of their L1. These reasons are in the line of 

the same Decroly (1934) when agreeing with Braunshausen that the study of a second 

language is too time consuming and can negatively affect intelligence, as children have 

other more important needs. Therefore, the L2 must wait until age 10, when the mother 

tongue has been acquired. However, the author recognized that early bilingualism could 

have positive benefits if introduced in the right conditions (supportive environment and 

hereditary factor), something that DI does not mention. Nevertheless, she says English 

has been introduced since this year from age 3. Also, DW announces the use of English 
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in Early Childhood Education. So what about this discrepancy? DI says, however, it is 

because of the social pressure so they do more English hours than they would really like 

to. She also adds (see Appendix C, p. 79): 

If your goal in life is to learn English, then you probably should not come to Decroly. But, if your 

goal in life is to remember the things that you learn when you are older and that things make sense, 

and have independent and creative children21... Then, moreover, you will also learn English. 

This statement is because children, especially younger ones, are required to gain 

meaningful learning on other interests. As a result, DO1 (see Appendix G, p. 96) 

demonstrates that English lessons for children 3 to 6 are not applied conforming to the 

method as English acts as a first touch for children to get known the language but 

keeping away of the method, while DO2 (see Appendix H, p. 98) for children age 6 and 

above, show the second language applied to Decroly’s method, as children’s mother 

tongue is more consolidated to start the second language. In fact, DI explains that their 

reference institution, l’Hermitage School from Brussels, that they visit once per year, 

does not incorporate any foreign language until Secondary Education. Thus, as stated 

by DI, Decroly School is in continuous research to apply English within the method in an 

oral language perspective, assuming that they are always closer to the goal and that 

their older children have a good level of the English language.  

In contrast with Montessori schools, DI does not agree with having a bilingual 

environment where one teacher always speaks in English because children simply do 

not interact with this due to their lack of language knowledge. However, as MPO and 

MNO will indicate in the following pages, this does not have to be the case, at least in a 

Montessori environment. Therefore, to apply this idea in the foreign language teaching 

and keeping in mind that the acquisition of the mother tongue is done by the child’s global 

activity (Segers, 1985), Decroly recommended to also apply the principle of globalization 

to teaching additional languages (Lebrun & Van de Crean, 1975). Thus, DI is consistent 

with DW in that they see language teaching through providing children contact with 

nature, letting them experiment and be in direct contact with its elements, arising curiosity 

within a globalization process, that is, without having a subject-based approach but 

learning through living to have an integral and meaningful development. In the same 

spirit, according to MNI the main families’ reasons to bring their children to the school 

are because of the method and its global learning opportunities for children, 

                                                           
21 An anecdote of this research that exemplifies this idea, that children from Decroly School are used to learn 
by doing and are autonomous researchers, is showed in Appendix H (p. 98). 
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independently from English teaching. Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life (n.d.)  

argues that from birth to 8 years old the function of globalization is useful for the child to 

comprehend and to give an answer to his/her own needs and interests. Thus, Decroly 

believed that the children’s procedure of mental activity and psychic life is the 

globalization mechanism, which during the first stages of childhood is spontaneous and 

unconscious but after thought and analysis it reaches a perception of the concrete, 

becoming more conscious (Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life, n.d.).   

To apply Montessori’s philosophy, in both MPO and MNO (see Appendices D, p. 87, and 

E, p. 89) there are two teachers in Children’s House, the Guide that always talks in the 

local language, and the Assistant Guide that always talks in English. However, although 

MNW mentions that the Guide will always speak in Catalan, MNI explains that this year 

their 3 to 6 Guide speaks in Spanish and that they have a second Assistant Guide that 

comes two days per week to speak Catalan, to offer children the multilingual atmosphere. 

In MNO this Catalan Assistant Guide has come during lunchtime to interact with children 

and give help. Besides, MPI says that their other school in Girona adds the German 

language which is also consistent according to its website. But whatever the language, 

the Montessori methods in both centres keep the one person one language 

correspondence that MNW defines as OPOL technique that is based on language 

immersion. Bettman (2016) also identifies immersion Montessori programs where 

“language is in the air, like oxygen, and the children thrive on it” (p. 40). However, 

although MNW says that the Guide was always speaking in her mother tongue, there is 

a moment in MNO where she uses English to share a material meeting with a group of 

four children. MPI also argues that the most important thing is that people who interact 

with children speak their mother tongue as it is the only way to transmit the real language, 

emotionally and linguistically. In that way, children are immersed in a bilingual, 

sometimes even multilingual environment that provides them daily life contact in a natural 

way. MNW also agrees with that idea asserting that non-native Catalan and children non-

native English children can gain a solid base in the additional language in a variety of 

contexts. In that sense, both Montessori’s children keep a similar routine within a 

prepared environment where there are all Montessori materials, distributed within areas 

of the curriculum. Conklin (2017) advises it has to be a living predictable routine to 

engender trust. 

From this perspective, language activities can take part from 9:00 to 11:30 am, as 

children work freely through the areas where according to MPI the Guide has an 

individual following for each child and do individual presentations – sometimes in small 
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groups - when they are maturity prepared, that is, introducing them the right materials at 

the right time (Montessori, 1949). This freedom of movement and interaction with 

materials is seen by Montessori as a motor activity that permits the neurological 

structures to develop for language (Polk, 1972). However, MPI suggests that although it 

is true that the Assistant Guide cannot do presentations because of the certification, she 

can do English language presentations because it is her mother tongue and not the 

Guide’s mother tongue. In line, she is a fluent English-speaker (Johnson, 2017). So they 

have different Catalan, Spanish and English materials that children can discriminate 

because each language is written in a different colour; red for English, although Bettman 

(2016) argues that the pedagogue did not create materials for a foreign language 

learning. MPO could not see any English presentation but there is evidence of the written 

English nomenclature cards in the language area and according to MPW they did a 

Harvest Market activity consisting of tidying up their orchard and simulate a real situation 

by selling between them its products using English. They also have a reading corner.  

To demonstrate the previous idea, MNI also assumes that the Assistant Guide cannot 

do all kinds of presentations but she is able to do not only English presentations but also 

Practical Life presentations because of training certifications she has. MNO agrees with 

that by showing how the Assistant Guide presented to a girl how to iron and by giving 

help to another girl to use Flags material while developing writing and reading skills, or 

with a child to use a material for learning colours in English. In fact, in line with Winnefeld 

(2012) the teacher interacts during children’s Freiarbeit while introducing content matter 

in the L2, far from being taught as a subject. Moreover, MNW also exposes Practical Life 

activities form an important part of the day where children are involved in making bread, 

preparing snacks and cleaning the environment. This is a reason why English learning 

does not only remain in the language area. Moreover, Lillard (2005) adds that all 

Montessori’s areas allow encouraging the concept of classification and semantics. As 

MPW and MNW explain that thanks to a bilingual environment, English is not only in the 

language area but, instead, around the class and the other areas.  

English learning can also be during the Circle Time, around 11:30 am. MPO verified that 

the Assistant Guide managed Circle Time by telling a story about astronauts, 

commenting on a solar system book, that children bring to class, and doing conversation. 

The reality and nature thematic of these books agree with what Lillard (2005) defends 

regarding introducing only real world books and never fantasy as Montessori believed it 

was made to manipulate behaviours. Thus, MPI explains that Circle Time can be 

conducted by the Guide or the Assistant Guide so if one does it in the morning, the other 
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can do it in the afternoon, or mix it as MNI clarifies, depending on each day. Circle Time 

in MNO showed children singing songs in Catalan. Before 12:00 pm, MPO and MNO 

describe that some children are in charge of setting the table so that from 12:00 to 1:00 

pm, they have lunch all together with both teachers interacting with them. After, the 

smaller children (age 3) sleep. According to MPI the rest of the children stay with the 

Assistant Guide and they can do different activities such as physical activities, take care 

of the orchard, arts… This between-time in MPO was spent outside with the Assistant 

Guide taking benefit from the stunning day. From 3:00 to 5:00 pm, they retake the areas’ 

work. With all, according to the diversity activities where the target language exists in a 

Montessori environment (Choenmiller, 2008), the three data collection tools of 

Montessori centres affirm that the English language “activities” are in the language area, 

in circle time, songs, games, stories and all other routines and community moments 

interactions such in lunchtime conversations, interrogations, physical education lessons, 

conflicts solving, etc. because of the language immersion that as MPW says, is worked 

through a practical point of view. Thus, the centres support Lillard (2005) when saying 

the Montessori method is composed of a trinity: the child, the teacher and the prepared 

environment, and allows absorbing language in different communicative situations 

Regarding Decroly English language activities, DI declares to introduce, from this year, 

English to P3 and P4 with workshops. Thus, Decroly English language is now distributed 

one hour in P3, one hour in P4 and two hours in P5 per week. However, DW does not 

mention P3 and P4 English lessons yet. The DO1 (age 3-6) shows a one hour English 

lesson with P5 class which was developed through singing eight songs (good morning, 

how are you?, the weather, days of the week…), and listen to a storybook and ending 

with two more songs (about animals and bye-bye song), letting children move, sing and 

dance. This is consistent with DW that adds oral work through weather observation and 

feelings work. In between time, there were also short conversations. In the same line, DI 

holds that in Early Childhood Education the English language is tried to do in a funny 

way, but not different from the “traditional English lessons”. That is why DO1 did not see 

any Decroly method applied, although it is comprehended as they did not see to have 

sufficient oral skills to maintain a surprise, in line with what DI expresses. What is more, 

Bosch and Muset (1980) argue that centres of interest in preschool are occasional 

because they have limited attention and they have momentary curiosities and, from age 

6, they start having solid work on the four centres of interest. For that reason, there was 

a second observation, DO2, with children of the initial cycle that applies the method.  



42 

 

From age 6 and above, they do surprise lessons in the English language. DW 

emphasises on other occasional observations and learning situations related to 

children’s own experiences and their surrounding environment. Correspondingly, the 

school should give importance to real life by putting children in contact with real and 

contextualized things (Bosch & Muset, 1980). For that reason, according to DI, it is not 

about talking about English itself neither verbs instructions, but using the language to 

learn things. This is claimed by Omidvar and Sukumar (2013) in their research as they 

found positive results for language learning in applying the global method through 

content-based instruction. So how does it work? 

According to Amat (n.d.), children encounter a box that contains a natural object that 

children do not know yet, called a “Surprise” while being a starting point to imagine, make 

hypothesis, search, etc. In that sense, DW explains that they take into account children’s 

interests and DO2 is consistent with it because the lesson started with a brief 

conversation followed by a surprise from a girl of the class, A.22. The teacher in DO2 was 

presented with different packages and a child, with his eyes closed, chose A. surprise. 

As DI explains, surprises are unexpected for children, neither teachers nor children will 

know what is going to happen in the class as it is the children’s choice. The course of 

the lesson consisted of trying to guess what was inside the package by playing on “Five 

questions” or “Guess three clues”. They voted and won the “Five questions game”. Thus, 

five children asked A. a question whose answer had to be “yes or no” such as “Is it 

brown?”. Meanwhile, other children were writing these names on a whiteboard to 

remember them. It could be seen that language is effectively learned in the context of 

motivating and meaningful content for children that stimulates learners to think and learn 

from surprises contents, though the use of the target language (Omidvar & Sukumar, 

2013).  

After this game, some children were able to guess the object inside, they were shells 

from South Africa. In that sense, it reveals what DI affirmed regarding nature, as 

children’s classes are full of elements from nature that they bring to observe and learn 

from them, and the school has an orchard, fruit trees and animals, basic in a Decroly 

environment. Nature is the first educator because it can supply the children’s basic needs 

and they develop within it (Dubreucq, 1995). Also, she announces the wait of an English 

girl’s mother who will bring their rabbit to do its observation. Thus, it is not about what 

                                                           
22 In order to respect and protect privacy, the personal information in this paper has been anonymised. The 
names of the persons who have participated in the study are presented in the form of the initial letter.  
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they learn but how they learn, linking it with children’s experience. Before unpacking it, 

the teacher invited them to guess how many there where inside, so each of them said a 

number after having the package in their hands for three seconds, and the teacher wrote 

their answer in the blackboard. Then, they opened the package and counted them to see 

who had estimated the quantity. This is a prove of the global method because children 

were using the English language to do maths, hypothesis, writing, and science in a 

functional way. Likewise, Dubreucq (1995) mentions the surprises are a way to introduce 

children’s interest and put it into practice, doing a transversal work, so it is necessary 

that the adult respects the originality of the child. In fact, DW states that English contents 

are those that emerge from children’s observations and surprises.  

Going further, DI states that, when the surprise is guessed, they also do its drawing and 

write a sentence about the experience, which it is consistent with Amat (n.d.). Differently 

from Catalan surprises, they write a long text. In regard to DI, children do not always 

follow the process of observation-expression-association. Nevertheless, in DO2 there all 

three learning processes were seen. While the observation is the first step to explore the 

space and its objects, the association of ideas permits building representations of what 

is being observed and, the expression allows to consolidate the intellectual development 

through different languages (Scientific Pedagogy of Learning for Life, n.d.). Apart from 

this two hour observation lesson, according to DI elementary Decroly children do ICT 

and Art in English in small groups and have English monitors during lunchtime, which 

includes young learners. Besides, this year they have included “Let’s talk”, one hour a 

week to do oral expression and auditory recognition by playing games, singing… and 

language assistants, from AIESEC international association. These English hours are 

also recognized for DI who says they are doing so many English activities for older 

children. Although DO could not see these other English hours, during observation a 

language assistant was asking for two children, each twenty minutes, to do conversation 

with them. They seemed to be excited to do so. Indeed, DW states that the English 

language is introduced in an active way, according to a communicative approach. 

Lillard (2005) claimed that before age 6 children should have learnt a basic vocabulary 

foundation and regarding vocabulary acquisition in Montessori environments, all the 

English language activities explained above are supported by both centres observations 

to be great vocabulary opportunities. In fact, according to MPW, vocabulary enrichment 

is one of the main language aspects they want to develop because as MPI claims it is a 

principal children’s resource to express themselves. MPI also comments that one clear 

way to ensure oral vocabulary is through Montessori nomenclature cards, following the 
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Three Period Lessons –inspired by Eduard Seguin- where children have to relate an 

object with its word, answering their need to put words into things. MPW adds that the 

words chosen to work on through the nomenclature methodology are from the Young 

Learner of Cambridge exams. The nomenclature cards are also valued by NAMC (2013) 

to be a great vocabulary resource to present new words, moving from concrete to 

abstract, in other words, from objects to pictures. In the same way, MNI also sees Three 

Lessons Periods in English to not only learn vocabulary but also sounds and numbers. 

This Montessori strategy is recognized by Lillard (2005) to be frequently used to enhance 

vocabulary, consisting of the sequence of (1) the teacher showing the child an action, 

then (2) asking the child for a specific item, finally (3) asking the child to name a particular 

item. MNO supports it when the teacher made children name animal figures while she 

was leaving them on a carpet. “A rabbit!”, children reacted. As said by NI, these materials 

are very diverse and wherever you are sitting you can find little boxes with figures of 

instruments, pictures of animals, flags and countries, etc. In the same line of Polk (1972) 

picture-card matching games of the thematic mentioned as well as transportations and 

geometric shapes and forms, enrich vocabulary and children are attracted to them, 

ensuring that the child absorbs the names from the card due to their sensitive period. 

Also, these materials include the control of error (Haines, 2018) promoting to recognize 

their own mistakes while isolating difficulties. That is why Montessori method is known 

as the analytic method (Montessori, 1949).  

Other vocabulary opportunities can also be seen in both MPO and MNO. For instance, 

in the mentioned book told by Palau’s Assistant Guide, children learn the solar system 

names, and they are able to recognize all the planets and satellites in English before the 

teacher can say its name: “moon, moon, moon”, express children while pointing at it. As 

well, from astronauts’ storybook, the Assistant Guide names all the elements “Look, they 

need a helmet”, or “clothes are flying: t-shirt, panties, socks…”. Moreover, in MNO it is 

seen how vocabulary is also referred in both school’s languages when the teacher asked 

two girls to search for a fox in their drawing, “The fox is here”, said a girl, “And in 

Spanish?”, “Ehem… zorro”. This demonstrates that all together construct knowledge, as 

the Assistant Guide does not know Spanish yet. Besides, Practical Life area has proved 

to be very useful for vocabulary learning too which is supported by Lillard (2005) and in 

MNO, when the Assistant Guide does the presentation of ironing to a girl, she says: “And 

we have a little bottle to put water […]. Do you know the name of this (while pointing a 

funnel)?”. After a negative answer, she replies “Okay, in English, it is funnel”. In fact, 

according to Haines (2018) vocabulary increases when children are interested in learning 
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the names that surround them, learning about different qualities of objects and how to 

name those differences. This situation is similar to MPO when a girl of age 3 is doing the 

laundry. When she finishes she cleans it but she leaves the dishcloth on the table. Thus, 

the Assistant Guide, advises her “Let’s check it, ‘cause I think it’s wet. Feel. It’s wet. You 

need to put it on the radiator”. These situations allow children to relate words with real 

objects and life experiences. In concordance with Rosanova (1998) and her example 

with Norine, children learn to guess from a multi-sensorial curriculum’s context, avoiding 

the need to memorize vocabulary. The words “feel it” allows children to understand that 

the cloth has water, she feels it with her skin which can guess that the word “wet” means 

“humit” in her mother tongue. Thus, it is needed to put on a hot machine called “radiator”.  

Vocabulary becomes meaningful, real learning. In agreement with Conklin (2017) the 

Assistant promotes simple labelling activities and real objects in English that they already 

know in their mother tongue because they are within the environment (clothes, 

materials…) which is important for its acquisition. The same occurs during lunchtime. 

Words such as “Enjoy your meal, spoons, piece of toast and jam, I need a fork, mango, 

sit properly, soft meat (while helping a girl cutting her meat)” that include all grammatical 

categories appear naturally and contextualized, taking care of Social Language. As 

stated by Crane-Fisk (1986) while eating lunch with the Assistant Guide in small groups, 

conversations can occur naturally and she can follow the children’s interests.  

Regarding Decroly, the leading songs from DO1 showed that children were able to 

produce while singing a lot of vocabulary words such as sunny, windy, apple, bananas, 

lion, Monday, angry… That they could identify by dancing and acting words out. 

Moreover, storybooks were also a good resource to gain new words due to visual 

support. Children from 5 years old showed to have considerable vocabulary as when the 

teacher asked “Què són nuts?, a child said “Avellanes”, or when the teacher said “What’s 

this (while pointing an animal)?”, a girl said, “A bat!”. In that sense, DO1 showed that, 

according to Decroly, there is a marked predominance of nouns over verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs and other kinds of words (Segers, 1985). On the other side, DO2 presents the 

Surprise Time in English as a good opportunity for vocabulary.  

An additional evidence is provided by DI asserting that children can acquire very specific 

vocabulary because through profound observations children learn to distinguish round 

things from oval ones, not because someone has told them, but because they can see it 

by themselves. In DO2 children had to use vocabulary to try to guess the object, they 

said: “Is it food?, Is it a shell?”. When it was discovered, they observe it while sharing its 
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characteristics (small, bigger, plain…). Therefore, observation and association 

processes are not only related to oral language but also to refine vocabulary while 

learning to name perceptions with a scientific terminology (Van Gorp, 2006). Besides, DI 

reveals that they can do more specific vocabulary work through posters that are posted 

on the walls so that children can visualize it and internalize words. This is because 

according to the globalization process that children learn by totalities instead of 

analytically, the knowledge and perception are global due to a visual activity (Dubreucq 

(1995). Thus, Decroly, et al. (2006) recognise that phrases are retained better than 

words, words better than syllables and these better than letters. DO2 is consistent with 

it because once they discovered the surprise, the teacher asked them to add more 

vocabulary on a poster they already had, to support observations, with words such as “Is 

it small/big, soft/hard, from nature…?”. Thus, each child had to think for new vocabulary 

pairs to express opposition and draw and write it down. They said: “cooked, raw”, 

“opened, closed”, etc. Also, they could look up words in a dictionary to know how to write 

them. This fact is supported by DW when saying that initial cycle children are introduced 

to vocabulary in written forms. However, a draw of the shells itself was not seen, so there 

is no evidence of what Van Gorp (2006) exposes that drawing the studied object permits 

an accurate analysis, because it is concrete language that allows all the vocabulary of 

the objects parts and characteristics flourish.  

Apart from surprises, DI affirms that vocabulary can also be reinforced through games 

(Bingo, “I have, who has”) or class corners. Moreover, according to DW, “Let’s talk” is 

ideal to put into practice not only contents but also English vocabulary. Decroly did not 

have specific materials (Decroly, et al. 2006) because he felt that the teacher had to 

create it depending on the children’s interest centre. Thus, according to DI they design 

different classification games to work on. In fact, play is a child’s basic activity and 

children imitate not only the motor but also the word, the gestures, etc. (Hagopian, 1936). 

However, the vocabulary that children comprehend will always exceed the one that they 

can express (Segers, 1985). 

The clue so that the second language learning has a good impact on Montessori schools 

is based on the Assistant Guide’s role. MPI declares that she can never speak in any 

other language that is not English. This rule is also supported by MNW. In fact, she also 

says that the Guide has to do the try to interact with the Assistant in the English additional 

language so that children also try to speak that language. This is supported by both MPO 

and MNO where the Guides always addressed to the Assistant Guides in English. 

Regarding the Assistant’s tasks, MPI remarks they have to ensure the proper working 
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and running of the environment. According to MPO and MNO, the Assistant Guide, apart 

from doing English language presentations, takes care if some material is misplaced, if 

some bucket of the Practical Life needs more water… Supporting the Guide. In that way, 

as argued by Lillard (2005) they maintain Montessori’s rule of having an only teaching 

Guide to allow learner’s knowledge be connected but taking advantage of the non-

teaching assistant to support the Guide while offering bilingualism. However, the 

Assistant Guide from MNO looked more involved in children’s English work than the 

Assistant Guide from MPO, although it is true that children were more demanding by 

calling her attention more often. Also, children from MNO used more English than MPO 

children, as it will be said hereunder. Besides, she could also do Practical Life 

presentations which is a big difference.  

On the other side, during children’s work, the Assistant Guide from MPO was observing 

them from sitting in a chair, as they were really autonomous, answering children’s 

spontaneous questions and looking for the environment. Notwithstanding, her role 

becomes more active during Circle Time and lunchtime, as well as during midday, 

managing the class by providing different activities. Assistant Guides demonstrated to 

possess Montessori teacher’s principles because they were shown as calm, kind, acting 

as a model and respectful as well as congratulating, signing songs, inviting and listening 

to children. As an example, in MPO the Assistant used to advise children to clean their 

area, to ask to sit properly, to respect a child’s concentration when doing individual 

materials by advising children around him to be quiet, taking care of Social Language: 

Grace and Courtesy (Polk, 1972). Also, after advising children, she was always telling 

them a reason why “S. I am going to put next to you ‘cause you are joking, sit properly, 

‘cause otherwise, you can hurt yourself”. Besides, the Assistant from MNO was also very 

helpful for children, she could invite children that were rounding through the class to do 

a material, teach children’s to respect turns “One moment please, now I am talking with 

X”, keeping the environment safe and promoting children to solve conflicts on their own, 

although as she clarifies in NI, sometimes it is a challenge for her because not always 

the children share the same mother tongue. Both, if it was necessary gave children the 

adjusted help to do Practical Life’s activities, in concordance with MPW that exposes that 

the adult has to be a good model because the child will imitate them. Thus, the Assistant 

Guides were giving positive feedback to children in a natural way, as it is demonstrated 

in MNO when a child said “[…] on the carriage” and the teacher added “Oh, in the 

carriage” without interrupting the conversation. 
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The Decroly teacher has to guide the group's activities into experiences that can arise 

the interest of children and lead to new discoveries in any area of knowledge. Along with 

DW observing a living thing based on interest can lead us to find out how to protect 

yourself from the weather, how you feed, how your community works, or how you protect 

yourself from the dangers. It is also believed by DI when saying that she handles the 

session by considering and balancing children’s interests with her own as a teacher. This 

is emphasised in the DO2 when the teacher, always keeping the English language, 

manages children’s “5 questions game”. Thus, she used to say: “Are you sure you want 

to ask if it is brown? Is it interesting to say?” or “What makes you think so?”, to make 

children reflect on their own criteria and take decisions. In this way, even supposing that 

the teacher has previous planning, she has to be very flexible depending on children’s 

needs and interests. However, if children do not bring surprises she brings her own. 

Furthermore, an important aspect of the teacher, according to DI is that she tries to make 

children emerge interesting topics to talk about rather instructing language lessons. A 

given example was that she promoted a child’s question regarding whether English was 

the most spoken language around the world or not by doing research. Nonetheless, the 

teacher role in DO1 did not reflect the situation described above as the method was not 

from Decroly. Consequently, the teacher of DO1 role was to create playful English 

lessons by keeping children active and he used to translate what he was saying from 

English to Catalan. In a different way, in DO2 the teacher proved that if children did not 

know how to say something they had to ask for other classmates’ help, although DI also 

adds that she can use nonverbal and drawing resources to be understood.  

As a reflection of the Montessori environments and teachers’ role, MPO and MNO 

identify lots of interactions (see Appendix F, p. 91, for amusing interactions) between 

children and the Assistant Guides regarding the English language that are raised in a 

spontaneous way. It is a shared vision with Rosanova (1998) who affirmed that a child 

will not remain monolingual if he/she is in an L2 immersion Montessori environment. This 

can occur in both language area and in daily routines due to the community living. 

However, as MPI explains, the children’s absorption and comprehension are a thing, and 

the expression is another thing. This is shown in MPO observations because all children 

can perfectly understand Assistant’s instructions although they do not really use English 

in these interactions. Instead, they speak and answer in their mother tongue all the time. 

For example: “J., que s’ha fet mal la M.?”, “No, she is in the office”, “Ah!”, “Why? Do you 

need to speak with her or something?”, “No, gràcies”.  
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On the contrary, in the same observations, there are three moments when the 

comprehension can lead to simple misunderstandings: “Is your birthday soon?”, “Mira, 

en una setmaneta”, “Oh, in seven days! How old will you be?”, “Mira, una bici”, “No, how 

many years will you be?”, “Ah! Cinc”. This child of age 4 was having a conversation with 

the Assistant Guide in a relaxing way and was able to guess the meanings and rebuild 

his answer. What is more, in the Montessori environment older children are a perfect 

help for younger children to get their messages across. That is seen in MPO when the 

Assistant Guide asks a girl of 3 to water the plants with water from outside. This girl filled 

it with water from inside and, when the Assistant saw it she asked another girl “Can you 

explain A. that she needs to put water from outside?”. After that, the girl of 3 could 

understand the entire message. Lillard (2017) defines these situations as multi-age 

groupings that foster peer learning where community life is built upon children from 

different ages that are mixed, giving help to each other and developing responsibility 

towards others. In the same line with MPI that states older children are a model for 

younger ones, MNI says that she teaches children to ask older children, instead of asking 

the teacher, in case of miscomprehension. In such a way, older children act like brothers 

and sisters, taking advantage of the social interaction cooperation. It is perceived in MNO 

when a girl says “M., R. pujar B. on the chair!” and another girl neared clarified “She says 

that R. pushed B. on the chair”.   

Indeed, regarding expression, children from MNO show more outputs than those from 

MPO. In this subject, MPW explains that oral communication is enhanced by vocabulary 

enrichment, auditory stimulation and phonological awareness which MPO testifies to 

have materials for these purposes such as the “Bells”. This kind of material corresponds 

to Montessori sound’s games to train the ear, necessary for phonemic awareness 

(Haines, 2018). Further, MNI announces that there is a big change in children’s speaking 

abilities from the begging of the school year by improving it just 2 months later while MPI 

adds that older children are more closely to the reasoning stage. In addition, Polk (1972) 

explains the graduation of the unconscious knowledge to a conscious level during 3 to 6 

period and Montessori Primary Guide (n.d.) adds that the 3rd period of consciousness in 

a language is when the child understands that sound and words have meaning and that 

these symbols can be used in writing. In this matter, Crane-Fisk (1986) expresses that 

older children who have been part of the Montessori program for two years are ready for 

simple labelling exercises because of good vocabulary acquisition which is closely 

consistent with MPI but far away with MNO results, that show more than labelling 

expression.  
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Children from MNO did not only show comprehension, which Montessori (1949) sees as 

absorption of language constructions to gain meaning, but also they responded in the 

language they were asked for. In that sense, children from MNO could combine both 

English and Spanish languages at the same time, in the same place. This is because 

teachers, parents and students regard the practice of using English in classroom 

interactions as being useful in order to improve students’ English ability. It was wonderful 

seeing how the majority of children were interacting with each other in Spanish, usually 

per pairs, and when they had to ask something to the Assistant Guide or on the other 

way around, they just started to speak English perfectly. Children’s frequent interaction 

situations reject what Kilpatrick and other critics accused the Montessori method of 

unable language development because of individuality work (Polk, 1972). Besides, as 

expected, real Montessori environments promote the true integration of English by 

having the presence of input, output and interactions: the three elements needed to 

acquire a second language (Johnson, 2017). On the other hand, children from MNO, 

especially little ones, also showed many English resources, especially non-verbal 

language, to try to be understood. This can be seen when a girl, after a conflict, says 

“Voy a decirle a la profe… M., B., pinting (while mimicking as she was painting her body)” 

or when the Assistant asked a child to finish his necklace, he said “Eh, però… 1 (showing 

one finger) moment (in English)”.  

Admittedly, these strategies were not seen in MPO as it did not appear such English 

productions despite one clear English output case: “Tidy up, tenim que recollir” in a good 

pronunciation. Thus, the Absorbent Mind allows them to absorb sounds, as children are 

very interested in human sounds, and pronounce them perfectly while being incorporated 

in the child’s psychic life (Montessori, 1949). Despite this, in MPW there is a video where 

children use English to simulate the Harvest market activity, as according to PI, the 

Assistant Guide sometimes promotes English outputs by inviting children to translate it 

from Catalan, wanting to say that children are able to do so. According to Rosanova 

(1998) little children from MPO showed to be in the pre-production stage because they 

were not speaking in the target language while older children seemed to be in the 

production stage as they could say simple words or short phrases. On the other side, the 

majority of children from MNO were in the speech emerge stage as they could speak in 

longer sentences although there were some little ones between the pre-production and 

production stages. Still, why these differences in children’s expression between schools?  

Seeing so many children speaking in English in MNO it was thought maybe they were 

English native-speakers, although they were speaking Spanish with their classmates as 
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well. MNI clarifies that there was just one English speaker. The others; two French, one 

Russian and two from South America. The rest, Catalan or Spanish. Thus, it validates 

that a multicultural environment where families also do the try to speak both languages, 

helps children to be involved in both languages. In fact, the input that the child receives 

from not only the didactic materials but very important, from the interactions with the 

teacher and adults, will help children produce outcomes (Lillard, 2017). In that way, 

children from MNO possess a high control of language use and awareness, wanting to 

know everything in all school’s languages. Moreover, MNW and MNO take into 

consideration how the English language learning is highlighted in the centre. Apart from 

this, unlike the Assistant Guide in MPO who knew children’s mother tongue, the Assistant 

from MNO did not. For that reason, it seems logical that MNO children had to do the 

change to communicate in the Assistant’s language. Despite the expression, both 

children’s centres demonstrated high comprehension abilities in all kinds of subjects’ 

matters and contexts.  

With regard to Decroly School, DO1 showed that English was used by children when 

singing. Also, at the beginning of the class, the teacher asked them to say how they 

were. Some said “I am angry (although they seemed not to be like that), sleepy, happy” 

or they were able to answer teacher’s simple questions such as “What’s this colour?”, 

“Purple!” said the majority and so on. Besides, their comprehension seemed to be good, 

although it is not really ascertained as the teacher was translating a lot of sentences in 

Catalan such as when choosing the book: “Let’s vote, anem a fer una votació”. 

Notwithstanding, when singing children were always acting out what was being sung so 

when lyrics announced “open your umbrella”, they did so. However, if they had to say 

something, they did it in their mother tongue. This is contrasted with DO2 where they 

were challenged to express in English, but taking into account that they were two years 

older. In fact, Van Gorp (2006) clarifies that the work of observation would not be possible 

without oral language, so observation and association of ideas are closely interrelated 

with concrete and abstract expression. Yet, DI states that if they do not know how to say 

something they asked “How can I say in English…?” which is recognized in DO2 where 

children constructed knowledge together. Actually, Decroly oral lessons in a foreign 

language are reinforced when the child expresses himself, speaks and re-phrases 

sentences and by taking care of his/ her auditory perception (Decroly, Van Gorp, Simon, 

Depaepe & Monés, 2006).  

In DO2 there were almost no misunderstandings, so the conversation around the 

observation was fluent without so many interruptions because of the language. 
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Nevertheless, it is recognized a funny moment when a child, in a spontaneous way asked 

in Catalan “Com es diu té llavors?, “Ah! Anyone knows?”, reacted the teacher, and a girl 

said “Tea és té”. Apart from that, as reported by DW, when observing a suitcase one 

child said it was “heavy” but another girl maintained it was “light” so observations can 

also lead to disagreements. As Consejería de Educación y Cultura (2003) claims, in this 

context learning is social, learned by doing, and it promotes decision making, opinion 

exchange, or problem solving. 

In terms of children’s comprehension and expression, DO2 showed a good level. For 

instance, when the teacher said “This poster for surprises…” before finishing the 

sentence a girl advanced “Need more words” or “Can I write…?” used to ask many 

children, demonstrating good word order. On the other side, children’s participation in 

DO1 when joining songs seemed to be decreasing at the end of the session looking tired 

or even bored as there were more children sitting than dancing and less singing as 

before. Yet aside from this fact, DW relays on lunchtime and different subjects’ in English 

to offer lots of interactions and opportunities for oral language. Nevertheless, these other 

areas in English could not be seen in the observations although in DO1 and DO2 where 

confident children who seemed to feel free to interact, without showing shame to ask and 

contribute in the classroom atmosphere, regarding the topic that was being exposed 

(songs and storybook for DO1 and the surprise for DO2). In this matter, Lebrun and Van 

de Crean (1975), expose Decroly did not see language as a simple function, instead, a 

complex activity that needs a lot of factors such as perceptions, memory, association of 

ideas, intelligence, imagination, phonation and articulation organs, etc. so that the child 

can communicate and explain knowledge into his/her own words and integrate 

experiences. 

4.3. Results 

Based on the data above, it is showed that Montessori and Decroly pedagogies assume 

to offer children a motivating English learning environment, with a very close relationship 

between children and teachers that facilitates secure interactions. In the three 

observations MPO, MNO and DO there were happy and active children, protagonists of 

their own learning, which is a key concept for an English long-life learning. Their second 

language learning objectives for 3 to 6 years old children in both methods are based on 

oral language, especially on comprehension. However, MNI also considers children’s 

outputs fundamental to take part in a conversation. Yet, findings demonstrate the second 

language learning for young children is better applied in the Montessori method than in 
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the Decroly method, even both show positive learners’ feedback. Based on the class 

observations, the teaching and learning activities at these schools can be drawn as 

follows: 

The Montessori methodology integrates the English language in children’s daily life while 

living together with their local language, working on Montessori materials, spending 

Circle Time and routines. The Montessori immersion within the Prepared Environment, 

especially Practical Life and Language areas, makes the language flow in a natural 

acquisition way receiving a lot of input because of the child’s Absorbent Mind and 

Sensitive Period for language. Thus, children can be introduced in English materials and 

English written forms by following an analytic process, from concrete to abstract. Decroly 

school, on the other hand, does not apply its method until age 6 because English is not 

a learning priority and to respect children’s mother tongue acquisition so English is 

introduced in age 3 keeping apart from the method, but similarly to Montessori, young 

learners also develop listening and speaking skills through songs, to sing and acting-out, 

stories and by having English monitors during lunchtime. English within the method for 

older learners is done through surprises, observations and other content matters by 

means of the globalization principle and literacy is facilitated also as a global perception, 

but not earlier than age 6. Likewise, both methods let children be involved in different 

communication situations in the target language by following the communicative 

approach (Koondhar, Elizabeth, Siming & Umrani, 2018).  

Regarding vocabulary acquisition, the two methods extend it in a contextualized teaching 

from guessing through the context (Mediha & Enisa, 2014) but have quantitative and 

qualitative differences. While in the Montessori immersion environment there are more 

vocabulary opportunities regarding different topics throughout the day, Decroly surprises 

allow obtaining more specific and accurate words to describe objects. In addition, as 

observations show, both methodologies permit that children can interact using English 

which demonstrates to the extent to which the methods are useful for a second language 

learning. Montessori teachers use English in communication with learners, both inside 

and outside the class, in order to provoke children’s English abilities. This is similar to 

the Decroly method from the initial cycle that incorporates the presence of English in 

different content areas, but far from the preschool teacher, as he conversed with them 

using children’s L1 to facilitate their better understanding by using English and Catalan 

interchangeable. Thus, 3 to 6 years old Montessori children are more likely to gain fluent 

comprehension over a period of time than 3-6 Decroly children. What is more, within a 

multicultural school culture learners gain even fluent expression. In regard to early years, 
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Montessori children “show off” simple sentences on their own while Decroly children 

show isolated words. Older Decroly children are able to express simple sentences. Also, 

while in Montessori environments there is no evidence that teachers force children to 

speak the language, in DO2 it is a condition, although they are older. Thus, Decroly 

children will not receive such input until they are older and integrate content-based 

subjects to ensure better learning. It must be said that for older Decroly children, the 

method has provided challenging and varied learning activities and experiences to 

motivate students to attain high levels of achievement due to their current research about 

it. 

From here on, there are important language contact points to highlight. Firstly, their 

starting point: a scientific foundation arose from the pedagogues’ medical studies and 

their second language teaching applied accordingly the authors’ understanding of child 

development. As a result, both methods seem to transmit English in a contextualized 

environment where English does not act as a subject but, instead, it is a tool to 

communicate and learn a diversity of contents’ knowledge, that is, the use of the 

language to learn. In that sense, Montessori centres apply a true integration of English 

through using a kind of immersion with two language references while Decroly integrates 

CLIL23 according to his methodology. That is why anyone uses English books, neither 

teacher nor children, instead, using appealing situations in which children were required 

to use complete sentences (Lebrun & Van de Craen, 1975) while keeping in mind the 

competences of the curriculum and their methodology to transmit that knowledge. 

Therefore, they do not have English subjects, and as to how Coenmiller (2008) suggests, 

this type of natural environment for language learning is similar to content-based 

programs. In line with Cummins (1986), the content areas of instruction, where content 

and language are related because the L2 acts as a communication tool, ensure 

comprehensible input for ELL children.  

As a result, both of them allow that children find the new language in a diversity of 

contexts to learn not only curricular contents as maths, art, music or culture knowledge 

but also daily life situations such as during lunchtime, although some children will receive 

it earlier than the others. Actually, Montessori and Decroly centres act as a house for 

children, where children’s experiences, enriched by diversification of places (Bosch & 

                                                           
23 Content and Language Integrated Learning refers to learn a subject and a foreign language 
simultaneously. Thus, it has dual-focussed aims: the learning of content and at the same time, the learning 
of the second language (Dalton-Puffer, 2011). 
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Muset, 1980), are the base to learn an additional language. What is more, they use the 

language within interdisciplinary (For Montessori, interdisciplinary materials and routines 

and for Decroly, interdisciplinary experiences) that is guided by children’s interest so that 

they can deep in it, wanting to know more about it (For Montessori, free work choice and 

for Decroly, surprises and observations around content of their needs) as well as using 

oral language through sensory experimentation (For Montessori sensorial and real living 

hands-on materials and activities, and for Decroly, the direct observation-association-

expression around nature objects). Thus, language acquisition is linked to the child’s life. 

According to this idea, the introduction of a foreign language is through having to use it 

in their real daily life situations (Consejería de Educación y Cultura, 2003).  
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5. Conclusions  

To end up, I want to elaborate a brief conclusion on the significance of my findings and 

place this study within the context of the past research of this topic. To start with, we 

need to point that English learning is applied in the Montessori method from age 0 

through living within immersion with two language references in the Prepared 

Environment, taking into account the children’s environment absorption and the 

Sensitive Period for language. Regarding the Decroly method, English is not applied until 

age 6 in order to give time to acquire children’s mother tongue. It is done through surprise 

lessons and integrating it in other content areas according to the globalization principle. 

Hence, Montessori children are expected to gain not only solid oral comprehension and 

expression but also written and reading skills in the second language earlier than Decroly 

children. In fact, multi-age groupings have demonstrated to be a good resource for 

language learning because older children can translate the teacher’s speech to younger 

ones, help each other and be a model for them.  

Children autonomous learning in both environments is also recognized in the learning of 

L2, especially because of the free choice work with hands-on materials (Montessori 

method) and centres of interest (Decroly method) and their participation in daily life 

routines. Apart from this, both use the communicative approach so that the second 

language becomes a useful tool to keep in contact with children’s proper environment 

and get to know it, so they use the language to learn in a natural way. That is why English 

forms part of an interdisciplinary curriculum, guided through children’s interests. In other 

words, they guide their own learning process where teachers act as facilitators of 

learning and interact with them in daily routines and subjects matters, promoting real and 

contextualized communication situations.  

Paying attention to vocabulary acquisition, it is enriched through sensory exploration of 

the objects in the environment, that makes senses and words find meaning, that can also 

be guessed from the context. Nevertheless, while Montessori vocabulary opportunities 

are wide, diverse and constant, because language is everywhere, Decroly vocabulary is 

usually more accurate, even using scientific terminology due to the learning processes 

of observation, association and expression. To keep in mind, there is not one only way 

to teach a second language, as long as it is implemented from a solid teacher’s team 

foundation believes and practices regarding the method. Montessori and Decroly 

approaches have proved to be useful for English learning. Nevertheless, Montessori 

English learning is better accepted in the method, which makes it very successful. On 
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the other side, Decroly English learning is still in research to achieve a good integration 

of it within the method.    

In regard to the aims of this study, describing the Montessori and Decroly methods has 

been achieved as it is the basis for understanding the application of English, acting as a 

foreign language. Notwithstanding, both methods are subject of an in depth study to 

really understand its essence. In that sense, the description of the method that this paper 

provides is just the beginning of a long way ahead to discover, that because of the 

research extension and topic focus cannot be developed. The second objective, to know 

strategies to teach language based on the authors, especially for vocabulary acquisition, 

has also been acquired, partly due to the analysis of the teaching languages area in real 

Montessori and Decroly schools. This one has allowed me to attend the fourth objective 

which I think it has been the most challenging part of the research as it is where the 

information is contrasted because of real pieces of evidence that give answers to my 

questions. In terms of the third one, to observe the language teaching practices using an 

observation template, it must be said that the observations were done without using a 

guideline template. Thus, the template was not used intentionally as I discovered that I 

was more comfortable looking at the environments without any expectation or paper 

distraction so that I could manage to pick up what was really interesting for me at each 

moment. In that sense, I obtained a general and diverse data collection that required to 

do a linguistic filter that it was now, therefore, to make use of the template items to select 

and order the information. Thus, although I did not use it when collecting information as 

it was not such comfortable for me, I could see its utilization after the data collection. 

This study has supplemented my degree formation concerning two main subjects. First, 

in “Didàctica del lenguatge II” where I had a brief introduction to the authors’ teaching 

styles regarding writing and reading learning. Second, it has also delved into 

“Approaches and methods for teaching English” subject as we studied the current 

methods to teach a second language although it never appeared the methodologies 

subject of this research. On the other side, the study has made me remember some 

concepts such as CLIL treated in “Teaching English I”. Nevertheless, it is not only about 

specific subjects and second language learning but also regarding cross-curricular 

knowledge because it has enriched me in psychology (how children learn), teacher’s 

roles and resources, teaching application and in education itself, giving me many ideas 

for my future career. In that way, I recognize this research as a tool that has contributed 

to develop my initial teacher identity, which is in constant on-going. 
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5.1. Limitations and final considerations  

The results reported, however, should be considered in the light of some limitations. First, 

I am aware that if I had just selected one single author maybe I could have inquired 

deeper in it, concreting, even more, the subject matter, although I consider this double 

research as a knowledge enrichment because by choosing these two authors I have 

been able to set up a dialogue between two of the most relevant methodologies of the 

20th century. A second limitation concerns the prior research on the specific topic. At the 

beginning of the study, I had trouble while searching for documents. Although there is a 

lot about the methodology itself, there is a lack of previous research studies on second 

language teaching according to the authors. Besides, if there were not really Montessori 

English language research, even less for Decroly. Thus, I had to search for a lot of 

documents to extract little pieces of each one to apply it in English language learning. 

What is more, Decroly documents about language where not available online so I had to 

ask for documents in French as there were no English or Catalan transcription. The fact 

that I am not fluent in this language can lead to losing some information.  

Concerning methodological limitations, there was limited access to data. This is because 

the subject studied is about two specific methods that not all schools apply. Thus, not 

any school can be selected. While it is true that there are around fourteen Montessori 

schools in Catalonia, the access there is not always easy as schools such as Palau 

Girona are overcrowded, but I am proud of the selection done. On the other hand, there 

is only one Decroly school in Catalonia. Nevertheless, these are qualified and relevant 

centres that offer reliable information for the research which is key in that subject. Thus, 

the study is at the service of the theoretical framework and not the other way round. In 

the same line, I must add that by doing one-day observation in each school may lose 

some interesting information or English situations arose from spontaneous daily life 

situations. On the other hand, I did not have time constraints as I could manage to do 

the study between January and February. However, the time to do the interviews was 

limited so I had to reduce some questions. Finally, I have tried to relate both 

methodologies in a balanced way so that no one is less underestimated because of the 

difference in the number of research studies. But this is in the reader’s view. 

Having acknowledged the study’s limitations helps me to make suggestions for future 

research. In fact, it has been an experience of what to be a researcher is like. It has been 

a first step to the research function which I would like to retake according to my future 

interests. In fact, I have realised that while doing the research, new questions arise. That 
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is why I believe that the research is a process that never ends, because for one question 

you may resolve, a lot of others may flourish, so further research is needed. Actually, 

one of my temptations was to deepen on these new questions that were appearing and 

I had to remember my study aims to stay on topic, which was one of my difficulties as I 

have the tendency to write everything and search for relationships among things that 

may be out of the focus. To conclude, knowing that this research has helped me to 

discover new knowledge according to my own effort and interests, that as Decroly would 

say, interest is what makes us learn, makes that learning be more meaningful. 

Consequently, it has been a positive investigation experience. In the end, I believe that 

to become a teacher, is also to become a student, a researcher.   
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7. Appendices 

 

- Appendix A: Montessori Palau Interview (MPI) 

School: 
 

Montessori Palau Montgrí 

Interviewed: 
 

Children’s House Guide (Responsible of the centre)  

Date: 
 

17th February, 2020 Hour: 11:30 am 

 

1. What 3 adjectives would you use to describe your teaching philosophy?  

Freedom, discipline and responsibility. 

2. What is your children’s daily routine?  

They arrive and do the backpack routines, and from 9:00 am to 12:00 pm, they are doing 

work and are free to move through the different areas working with the materials that 

have been presented. So the Guide is watching and working with the presentations that 

she has scheduled for the week. Around two-quarters of 12:00 pm or so, they make the 

Circle Time. It is not compulsory, if children want to continue working they can. So we do 

Circle Time, we do some things in Catalan and then some in English. As I come here 

now they will do everything directly in English and, in the afternoon, I’ll do it in Catalan. 

Meanwhile, the responsible child to set the table puts the tablecloths, enters the dishes, 

etc. At 12:00 noon, they have lunch. At 1:00 pm, the little ones who need to go to bed 

have a nap, and the older ones stay with the English Assistant Guide (J.) doing activities. 

For instance, in the orchard, physical activities, manual activities... And at 3:30 pm we 

start the afternoon activities again. In the afternoon, we also do free choice work and we 

also split the class into two groups, the littles ones and the older to do physical education 

with the Assistant Guide or stay with me working, we do the writing, we work the reading 

a lot and well we continue with more work and then we change. Also, they have the 

snack and around 4:20 pm we do music every day. 

3. And can the Assistant Guide do materials presentations at 1:00 pm? 

Oh yeah, they especially do a lot of language stuff. She cannot do materials 

presentations, because she has not the course, she is not a Montessori Guide, she is a 
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Montessori Assistant. But she can do language presentations, English is her mother 

tongue so she is the best to do English language presentations. 

4. What are the family main reasons to bring their children to a (trilingual) 

Montessori school?  

Basically, it is the way of working, the way of dealing with children. It is a very individual 

treatment, the ratio, especially the ratio is 0-3, is smaller than in a traditional school. Here 

in the classroom (3-6) we are fourteen, today there is one missing and now I have a child 

who goes up (from 0-3 to 3-6). So to keep very individual attention, of course when you 

see that maturation a child is ready you make a change of classroom, we do not wait 

until September. If a child is ready to do what it is done in P3, why waiting until 

September? And there are many things but basically the way we work, the way we treat, 

that we help the families a lot because many families are very lost and we do a lot of 

training. For example, this week will be a week of bowling because two days we have 

training and we always do workshops, seminars and things for parents. 

5. How do you introduce the 3 languages (Catalan, Spanish and English) in your 

school?  

Well, it is completely neutral and as one more normal language, it is important to say that 

the person speaks their native language, so the Assistant always speaks only in English, 

even with adults. Then the children if they see that you are making an effort… My English 

is not perfect, but they see that I make an effort to talk to her in English or another 

assistant also makes an effort or so, of course, they see that. And so they absorb it faster. 

In fact, one thing is the absorption and that they understand it and the other thing is 

communication, so for them it is harder to express, although they understand everything. 

6. Do children use some strategy to interact with the Assistant? Do they use 

English? 

In general, they communicate using Catalan. Sometimes, when they talk with the 

Assistant then she asks “And in English?” And then, they can say it in English, although 

there are already some children that make small sentences with English, the older ones. 

7. And do you have some written material in English? 

Yes, the cards we have for nomenclature. M. was doing it about minerals, reading in 

Catalan. But all the nomenclature cards we also have in Spanish and English. We have 
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many things in the three languages and they can discriminate them because each has a 

colour, red for English. When they see a target in red they know it is English, and they 

can choose. But it is hard for them to catch it, they do a lot with the Assistant Guide. 

8. Some critics of Montessori argued that in a Montessori environment there is 

no language development because of individual learning, do you agree (I 

guess you do not agree)? Why not?  

People sometimes criticize things without knowing them, because people who criticize 

things are because they do not know it. You see, the classroom is not silent and the 

children communicate with each other and in 3-6 class more. They want socialization. 

And they can do many things in pairs. In elementary a lot is done in a group. Now at 3-

6, the presentations are still individual, but they can be in pairs or if you do language in 

three or four, but in elementary school the presentations are all in small groups, four or 

five, that is... It is not true that language is not developed. 

9. What are the main aims (in terms of language acquisition) that children need 

to achieve in your school?  

Already from a young age a lot of work is done on oral language and they are 

accustomed very much to the nomenclature, what is to expand the language. To relate 

an object related to its word. You can give many language forms to a child when he/she 

is young, especially the 0-3 when they acquire a lot of vocabulary because they need to 

put words in the objects and to be able to put words in the objects and to do so you need 

to have a lot of material, either physical or with cards, because sometimes you cannot 

bring it physically. So they work a lot with nomenclature, which is the language of what 

we say Three Period Lesson, that this was invented by Eduard Seguin and Maria 

Montessori worked with him and she took it from him and did the Three Period Lesson 

for the language. It is clear for us that oral language must be done every day, either with 

nomenclature, with language materials, be it oral language or with individual 

conversations, with collective conversations… or through interrogations such as: “Wow, 

and today  did you have breakfast?” You know and stuff like that. Songs should be sung 

daily, poems... This is worked daily, two or three times a day. 

10. What about the Assistant Guide’s role? 

She has to keep the environment under control and especially, the environment’s well 

functioning, because the Guide is more entertained doing presentations, so she has to 
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control that everything is correct, if there is a child who has difficulty giving the necessary 

help, not so much, just the one he needs, and well then make language presentations 

because it is her own language, and support the Guide with what is needed. 

11. How would you define the interaction between the Assistant Guide and 

children? 

As you have seen, totally relaxed, when they need something they can go with both the 

Guide or the Assistant. If the Guide is occupied doing a presentation, they go with the 

Assistant, because they know they cannot disturb me while being with another child, but 

they can watch. They are also closed with the Assistant Guide. 

12. Do you have English activities (games, music, storybooks...)?  

This is what they do now when they do the Circle Time or at midday. At the noon 

activities. 

13. Do you think the Montessori method is the best way (or a good way) to teach 

English? Why? Why do you think it is important to learn more than one 

language during childhood?  

I am not a specialist in second languages, but languages in general, the way it is 

proposed, I think is the most natural way to learn languages. Maria Montessori is not that 

she proposes a way of doing it, but that from her observation and her lifelong work, she 

observed that human beings have physical and psychological characteristics for good 

development and her methodology is very clear and based on these characteristics. I 

think there are pedagogy models that have no idea how human beings are formed... 

Then, what she did is scientifically proved. She was a doctor and her method has a 

scientific base, so results are better. And then, she says that children have 

characteristics, they have human tendencies, that each one has possesses the needs 

the human species have until we die. One is communication, and the language is in the 

communication, etc. There are also some sensitive periods that there is an important 

part of a period that is when we absorb more a concept, and from 0 to 6, that now we 

extend it until age 12. Language is a sensitive period, an acquisition. That is why children 

of 0-6 years old learn, absorb much faster, much easier language than a 20 years old 

person. Imagine now I want to study Russian… If I had been taught during 0-6 period I 

would have absorbed much better than if I now want to study it... This is a psychological 

feature.  
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14. Is there any child that does not have Catalan as his/her mother tongue? 

Yes, here in the classroom we have three children that speak Russian, 2 French, 1 

Spanish and 1 Argentine... So yes. 

15. Do you think the Montessori method attends diversity and different rhythms 

(in terms of language acquisition)? Why?  

Totally, in the language and in anything. Because each program is done individually for 

each child because you follow at your own pace and you can find a child who is super 

advanced mathematically and not on language, or on the other way round. For instance, 

we have a child of 5 years old. He started school with 3 years old, he had been 

premature, he was at the end of the year, which for a few days is not a smaller year... 

So his evolution has been much slower. All children write and he still can not, he begins 

to relate the letters, he already knows almost the whole alphabet but still cannot write 

because he also had a block and did not speak until this year. So everything works very 

individually and there is no problem. 

16. How do you reinforce vocabulary acquisition? Is the vocabulary from daily 

life? Do you use visual supports?  

With nomenclatures, we make many nomenclatures. 

17. What are the benefits of English immersion in your school?  

Well not just English, it works for any other language. In Girona, for example, they also 

have Russian and German. The more languages you give to a child from 0 to 6 years 

old, better. Some studies show that children of this age can learn seven languages at 

once. After all, it is important what I have commented before, that the adult speaks his 

native language and that he always has a reference: this adult speaks this language, do 

not mix languages. Because if you say now speak Catalan, then Spanish... The child has 

no referent. And this is very important, that if you want to do three languages, because 

there are three persons, one in each, and that it is their mother tongue it is good. Because 

no matter how well you speak... We can speak very well Spanish, we can speak very 

well English... But if it is not your native language you will never transmit it completely 

correctly. Well, especially from 0-3, this is very important. 
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18. Are there any challenges that the English teacher faces in the classroom?  

No, at all. Well, when we started, of course, because there were already children of age 

3 and 4, so in the first year we had to go more slowly, but in the middle of the year, they 

catched it. You can even find that she is saying things and she says something to a 

smaller one, so she does not understand and a big one says: “She is telling you to do na 

na na”, you know? And they do simultaneous translation and help each other. 

19. Are children motivated to learn English? Do they sometimes feel frustrated?  

Yes, they love it. They are also super comfortable with the Assistant Guide. If you have 

an atmosphere that is scattered then, of course, the children are comfortable, you have 

seen, now they do this, now they do that... Also suddenly they give you a mid-morning 

hug, I do not know if you have seen it. 

20. Which differences do you notice from children age 3 and children age 4 or 5/6?  

Yes... Not a big difference but just the one as you see it in Catalan too. In addition, those 

of 3 years old, for example, what is more different is their expression. For example, 

children of 5 have more vocabulary. They have a way of reasoning because of course, 

they are almost at the other stage of development, and those of age 5 are more at the 

stage of reasoning, which is from 6 to 12 and not so much to the Absorbing Mind of 0-6. 

And those of age 3 are still just in the first stage, you know.... Then, you notice it because 

they do not have such a fluent speech, not so reasoned and that is noticeable, of course, 

it is noticeable... But that is why it works well because the big ones are role models for 

the little ones. 
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- Appendix B: Montessori Nido Interview (MNI) 

1. When did you open Nido Montessori?  

It was created in 2015. 

2. What 3 adjectives would you use to describe your teaching philosophy? 

Hum… I think I would say like interesting because we have to get the children to develop 

in interesting learning, so like with Montessori, you are the teacher but you have to 

develop the children to want to learn and be interested in the world, so I think that is what 

I try to do. Last week children interested in drawing… 

3. What is your children’s daily routine? 

So we start at 8:30 am, so from 8:30 to 9:00 am children come in, and so we say good 

morning, how are they and they move to work and they take the Montessori materials 

until 11:30 am and then, from 11.30 am to 12:00 noon, we have a Circle Time where we 

talk usually, well it depends what we are feeling with Edoia that is the teacher that speaks 

in Spanish and English, but mostly in Spanish, so sometimes we do it in Spanish, other 

times in English… or both or whatever depending on the day. 

4. Okay, and what about Catalan? 

So E. (the Guide) is learning Catalan and so we have another girl helping us that comes 

two days a week and she speaks Catalan, so today and on Monday. Yeah, and last year 

I was here with two other teachers and one of them was always speaking Catalan. Yeah, 

and then at 12:00 pm, the children go outside and we prepare lunch in here and they 

have lunch. Then, Montessori time and, then, free play. 

5. What are the family main reasons to bring their children to a (trilingual) 

Montessori school? 

School: 
 

Nido Montessori Center 

Interviewed: 
 

Assistant Guide 

Date: 
 

24th February, 2020 Hour: 11:15 am 
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It depends. Most of the parents bring their children here because of the English 

language. For them, the most important thing is that they want their children to learn 

English. We asked if they want to introduce Catalan, because for me as a mother I would 

like my child to learn it, some parents want to and others do not. There are others who 

already know the Montessori method and like it. But some people say that they like the 

environment, they say “It is all very nice”…  

Regarding language…  

6. How do you introduce the 3 languages (Catalan, Spanish and English) in your 

school? 

I always speak in English. The Guide (E.) in Spanish, and then, when the other girl comes 

she speaks in Catalan. And for me, like I do not know Spanish, I attend Spanish 

classes… So children can automatically get it. 

Yeah, it is very natural… 

Yeah… Because in this class any children who started then would already like picking 

up and things like that. And then the other children who started in this school they do 

know English or that they were in an international school and so we do not have any 

child in here that do not know any English. 

7. Do you have linguistic diversity? 

Yes, we do. We have a lot of French children, now two French girls are here. 

And English children? 

Yes, an American and then two children whose parents are from South America, one 

child is Russian. But we have a lot of French children, and then they sometimes speak 

French in groups and other children have picked it up and can understand, but they do 

not speak you know (in French). 

And Catalan children? 

Yes, yes, I think maybe like twelve can speak Catalan, mostly children we have here can 

speak Catalan. And the teacher next door, she speaks in Catalan. And then when the 

other teacher who came yesterday and on Monday she speaks in Catalan and then some 

children speak or want to write in Catalan, yeah… 
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8. Some critics of Montessori argued that in a Montessori environment there is 

no language development because of individual learning, do you agree (I 

guess you do not agree)? Why not?  

Yeah, no… Here all children are learning and then some children just go with their friends 

and ask how they can say this or that you know... And then one boy he said he wants to 

learn English because he likes Guns N’ and roses, the music, so he wants to learn it… 

At the beginning, when I started some of the children they weren’t interacting with me at 

all, they wouldn’t even talk to me, some say “I don’t like M. because she speaks English”. 

It was last December when I started. And now they talk and yeah… 

And it is very interesting because I have seen children interacting now in Spanish, 

now in English, using both languages… 

Yeah, it is like that! 

9. What are the main aims (in terms of language acquisition) that children need 

to achieve in your school?  

I think to be able to have a conversation and to get their point across to talk about like 

emotions in the language. But also they would tell a story so that older children when 

they start the primary school, especially for the English primary school, they start on 

sounds, and words they need to read. So like a and u would be like o, you know…so the 

sound they need to read them. 

Okay because in English the sounds are very different from how we pronounce 

them… 

Exactly, and it is challenging for them too because they need to learn both (languages). 

And with me, they learn the sound in English and with the Guide in Spanish.  

Regarding second language teaching (English)… 

10. Why do you think it is important to learn more than one language during 

childhood?  

As Montessori said, children have an Absorbent Mind so they can pick it up just like that 

and they do not have to learn you know, like to me now that I go to Spanish classes, I 

spend 25 euros for one hour. It is so good, it is like they can do anything to learn the 
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language and here in Spain it is amazing because I am from Iceland and there nobody 

knows another language. 

11. And are you a Guide or an Assistant Guide? 

No, I am an Assistant. I started... I have a degree in Montessori Education from Ireland. 

And then, I worked in an international school in Vietnam and, then, I worked in Ireland 

working in a Montessori school… And now, here. E. is the Guide and I am in charge of 

the English department, and I do the presentations on the Practical Life and things like 

that, because I have a degree in Montessori, yeah… 

12. So I guess that materials are presented in English to the children? 

It depends. For me, if I do it and if the Guide does it, in Spanish. Or for example, maybe 

one boy who started and he is American, he might find it a little bit challenging (Spanish 

presentations) so he might need a little bit of English.  

13. Why do you think children need to learn English? 

Oh, I think it is one of the most needed languages and also both English and Spanish 

are one of the most used and learnt languages in the world, apart from 

Mandarin/Chinese? And they will learn sounds and start to interact with… And then, they 

learn how to fill words with the alphabet… And it takes a long time, and one day you feel 

like already. 

14. How do you work/teach a second language? Do you have specific English 

activities and/or materials?  

Yeah, at the backwards, did you see? There is the English language area where we have 

a serial of materials like basic words in English that children need and that they can read 

or they draw a picture, and we have another material […] that would be like a picture of 

a cat, or a picture of a dog, and then with the alphabet, they can write it, or I can write 

the words and they read it. 

Okay, so they can read and write in English too… 

Yeah, it depends on the age, you know. First, they learn the sounds and then, they learn 

how to fill those words with the alphabet, and that is what we are doing, yeah. And it took 

a long time and the day that you feel like already… 
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So they can do this while doing it in Spanish? 

Yes, they can, and then it depends like sometimes a child on his own wants to write in 

Spanish today and another time in English, or Catalan, you say “okay, great” haha! 

15. Do you think the Montessori method is the best way (or a good way) to teach 

English? Why? 

Yeah, I think so, I think in this environment and how the class is set up, it is really good. 

Yeah, although some people might not think it because sometimes Montessori seems to 

be very structured/stricter, but there is always what you want to do, just look around it 

and change a little bit so… I think it works really good. 

16. For children that English is their second language, do they understand English 

instructions (listening skills)? Do they produce output? (And do you have 

written materials in English?) 

Yeah, they do! I have stayed here for the last year and a half, and they picked it up what 

I say, so I think they do… Some of the children who are age 2 or 3 they might find it more 

challenging, for the younger children, they are still learning and they still say things in 

their first language.  

17. Cause were these children in the next classroom last year?  

Yeah, in this class there are twenty children and twelve had been in that class (age 1-3). 

They have been during 18/20 months being around English, and some parents, you 

know, they might be French or Spanish but in their home they can try to speak English. 

18. Do you think the Montessori method attends diversity and different rhythms 

(in terms of language acquisition)? Why?  

Yes, I think so. You can really like see it, you know, like each child in Montessori they 

learn at their own pace, so you can see some children that take a little bit more time and 

in a Montessori it is okay to do that as well you know… 

19. Yeah, and I have seen that you tried to solve a conflict with 2 children, how do 

you manage it? 

For me, it is the most difficult cause’ my Spanish isn’t so good and if children might not 

learn as much English then, it is very challenging but I say to children they have to talk 
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about it. Usually they have to try to solve it by themselves and it is very challenging 

because for me because I cannot speak a lot of Spanish, but usually we talk to the 

children to solve it out… and I go to explain to the Guide, the other teacher.  

20. And if the children do not share the same mother tongue? 

Yeah, it is challenging. Well, I think almost all the parents can speak English, but some 

parents just Spanish, yeah. E. and A. can speak more languages so they can always 

solve it out, but it is picky when the children who argue, one of the boys only knows 

English and the other he wasn’t in the classroom so he can find it more challenging and 

then they find conflict because they do not share the common language, you know, and 

they play together but their play might be like hitting, or something to get the attention of 

the other child, and hopefully some of them can pick up so more language and then they 

can play better you know… 

21. Do you think multi-age groupings helps in the acquisition of the L2? 

Yeah, I think so. As you probably saw, a younger child was trying to get his message 

across and he couldn’t, so they would go to ask another child you know, instead of going 

to ask the teacher, so then children learn better from their friends than from the teacher. 

They are relevant too, you know, the social interaction. So I teach them that the younger 

children can ask older children you know, they act like a brother or a sister and they 

speak in Spanish, in English. 

22. So which differences do you notice from children age 3 and children age 4 or 

5, 6?  

In the English language? 

Yeah! 

Usually, older children have more much English (If they are from a Spanish or Catalan 

family you know…). And then, children around 5, for example, one of the boys that is 

here last year he just could say a few words but then September, October, November… 

It was like he was another boy! He could speak in so much English. 

So they all, at least, can understand the language? 

Yeah! 
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23. How do you reinforce vocabulary acquisition? Is the vocabulary from daily 

life? Do you use visual supports? 

So we have Montessori materials and we can do that. Wherever you are sitting, you can 

find little boxes, with figures of like a trumpet, a cat… and the youngest children can start 

with that and in Montessori begins with the Three lesson period and it is a way to children 

learning the sounds, numbers… So you do that in English too.  

So you have visual support… 

Yeah, I think it is better with that, and then also I think stories, and readings, it is a really 

good way and in circle time we read books, and songs… 

24. And you can do it in any language…? 

Yeah, it depends and when the other teacher is here then, we do it in Catalan. 

25. What are the benefits of English immersion in your school?  

Oh, one of it is that the child can pick another language just without having to think about 

it. And some of the children can speak four or five languages. And A., the little baby who 

was with me a lot, her mum is having a little baby today, and she is 4 years old, she 

speaks amazing in English, Spanish, Portuguese, Catalan… And she is 4 and fluent 

enough. She can even translate for me. In their home they speak Spanish, Portuguese 

and English. Some parents who speak English on their home you can really see the 

difference. But some children, they will not speak English in her home, for example, a 

little girl that she is fluent in English but her mom can’t speak English so I think she puts 

English in her environment whereas if she wants her mum to speak in English she will 

answer “I don’t know” but just one day she can speak English.  

26. Are there any challenges that the English teacher faces in the classroom? 

For me yeah, I do not know any Spanish, if children are in a conflict, you know it is hard 

to solve if you do not have the native language or one child is more fluent in English than 

the other, you know, it is hard for the other child… 

But I have seen that there are other children who come and try to... 

Yeah, they have their friends and help them explain…Yeah, it is like a Children’s House 

and we want children to feel comfortable and make it their home. 
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27. Do you use some strategies so that children better understand you?  

Yeah, I try to talk more care, and also I use songs as well and we do actions through the 

songs you know… I think it is better special for the younger ones you think on an action 

and go ahead…  

28. Do children use strategies to make themselves be understood? 

They might go to their friends, in case they do not understand, to ask them and then they 

will return to me. 

29. And do they try to produce output? 

Yeah, they do. I think most of them all try, and they can do, and then sometimes if they 

want to learn English […]. Sometimes I say “You are so lucky because for me I only have 

English” you know. 

So they are motivated… 

Yeah, they are…they really want to learn it. I think, last year some of the children didn’t 

but this year they do. We had a few children last year whose parents were American, 

and the parents they do not speak Spanish and if they would not even try, the parents, 

you know, and the children would not speak Spanish, even if they were in this class from 

kids, they knew Spanish but they didn’t want to speak Spanish. But then the children 

whose parents were English, American… and the parents tried to learn Spanish, the 

child did it.  

So then, there is influence from family… 

 Yeah, especially from your mom and dad, it is one of the biggest influences […]. 

30. Okay thank you! Very interesting that in this trilingual environment children 

can understand and speak all the languages. Do you like this job? 

Yeah, it is amazing. And now is my time to learn Spanish, well, the kids teach me! They 

sometimes ask “Do you know how this word is in Catalan?” And then, “Oh, I need you to 

learn haha” yeah! 

Yeah, I really do… It is really like rewarding. And is also like the philosophy of language 

development too and how can they learn English… And I really enjoy it. 
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- Appendix C: Decroly Interview (DI) 

School: 
 

Decroly School in Barcelona 

Interviewed: 
 

English teacher 

Date: 
 

10th February, 2020 Hour: 9:00 am 

1. What 3 adjectives would you use to describe your teaching philosophy? 

Close… Oh, you should have asked the questions before! Let’s see, we are close and 

we are a school where we do, so nothing is explained, here we do things. We are close, 

we do things, I know that is not an adjective haha! And we have a great time, we're 

happy. 

2. Which is the children’s routine? 

Children arrive at school at about 9:00 am. The entrance is very flexible, parents can 

stay in the classroom, they can enter the classroom and they can stay a little. We are 

very flexible and calm, that is, we adapt very well to each family. All the children in the 

school have charges. If you want I’ll show you the posters of each class, from P3. Well, 

from sweeping the class, to dusting off, to turning off the lights... Then, they have free 

play say until 9:30 am. Young children always start with a Circle Time, always with their 

teacher, the reference, so they will never have English at 9:00 am. They make a good 

morning roll, whatever it is, they talk and then they start the activity such as a surprise, 

an observation, whatever. 

3. Decroly defended that nature is an excellent educator, which is its role 

regarding children’s learning in your school?  

Well, a very big role. This is precisely why… Well, not only nature but the experience in 

general, at school we have fruit trees, we have animals, we have as much nature as 

possible and less than what we would like to have. We have an orchard, we have 

animals, we still have ecosystems, that is, before we had a pond and now we also have 

small fish and tadpoles but we have them in a smaller space, everything is smaller 

because the new space is smaller. Likewise, we leave the school a lot, a lot. That is why 

it is very difficult for me to tell you in December the availability, and in fact, you come 

today and they (P5 class) go to the market, because of a surprise. You will see in the 
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children's classes in fact that it is full of natural elements that the children bring to school. 

That is, the children from the school collect everything. My kids are picking things up and 

down the street all day to get to school, and they do that with maths and whatever. 

4. What are the main aims (in terms of language acquisition) that children need 

to achieve in your school?  

Most people come because of the method, because there are people who come from far 

away. So we are not the school that is chosen by proximity, or by facilities ... Now, maybe 

the school is prettier. Before, we had super decrepit facilities, they choose us for the 

method. Yes. 

5. Decroly argued that a foreign language is better to present when children are 

older so that it does not interfere with their mother tongue learning, but 

instead, if it is present in their environment from a very young age, can enrich 

them, do you agree (do you think it is important to introduce an L2 at 3 to 6? 

Because? How do you introduce the English language in your school?  

For us, the acquisition of the mother tongue is very important. Then, English plays a 

pretty minor role in the school, although we do a lot more than we probably would like, 

but well... It is the first year that English has begun in P3, this year. English begins at P3 

with one hour a week, at P4 with one hour a week and at P5 with two hour. But for us, 

until the native language is not fully acquired it does not make much sense to move to a 

foreign language, because, I guess you know that much of the Decroly method is based 

on the interest of the children, and interest understood as the basic needs of a person 

and learning a foreign language is by no means a basic need of the child. You can do it 

in a playful way, you can make it fun, you can make it enjoyable but it is not a basic need 

of the child. Well, in fact in Brussels, it is with whom we are immersed, and with whom 

we do training in Brussels, they come also here. So in Brussels, they do not make 

English. But they have legislation that allows them to be much more flexible and do not 

introduce English until high school, for example. It is also true that there everyone speaks 

English because they see movies, then it is different, but they do not make English. 

English is a tool, but of course, you need to have your head furnished. Then, there are 

things that you have to acquire with your native language and then, of course, it is very 

amazing to see children from P3, from P3 with the surprises The children have a 

spectacular vocabulary because if in one surprise a round thing comes out one day and 

the following week an egg comes out, that is not round, that is an oval. Then, the children 
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of P3 know that it is an oval, not because you imposed them as an adult but because it 

is obviously different that it is different. So they have a very large vocabulary in Catalan. 

Then, introducing English here, well also for us is very important the bond with children 

and we do everything globalized, then English struggles us a little. In fact, I always say 

that we are still working on how do we fit English into the method and it is a little out of 

the method, because it is a bit of a peg that society ask for. So in 3-6 we put it but it is 

more traditional. Well, you'll see, if you are going to see J. (English teacher from 3 to 6 

years old). That is why I told you to also come to primary school, because, of course, 

children in P5 are the first year they make English, okay… Because when they did P3, 

P4 English was not introduced, then their English is very limited. Well, we have a lot of 

natives in school, but it is very limited. Then J. makes songs and tells stories. That is the 

same English that you will see there and you will see. And I start making surprises in 

English, but everything is very... it takes a long time, and because the Fèrriere group is 

very powerful, for example. Then yes with the older is more method. 

6. And do you do games in English? 

Yes, I mean the Decroly method is basically playing then, yes, it has storybooks, songs... 

7. What are the main aims (in terms of language acquisition) that children need 

to achieve in your school?  

Those that the elementary school curriculum says, that is to understand and to express 

themselves, that is to say, the aim is that they understand as much as possible and that 

they express themselves as fluently as possible. Until the 3rd grade it is mainly that they 

understand and from 3rd they are already asked as an extra that they already have to 

start talking, I cannot say no longer " phone ", you have to say" It is a phone ". This is 

from 3rd and above, because that is when they can do it. And... Well, the big ones when 

we correct writings, we look at the mistakes and talk about them, but always trying... 

Well, there are children that need you to explain the theory, then, you tell them. But in 

principle, if the sentence can be understood it is already okay. What happens, that the 

basic skills of 6th grade require a certain linguistic correction, especially the 3rd person, 

the present and these things, then Well this is because as they have to know how to do 

it, we teach it haha! 
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8. Are any writing moments in the initial cycle? 

Not in the 1st grade as it is when they learn to read and write (in their mother tongue). 

Then even in the classroom, there is almost nothing written. But posters yes. There are 

posters in every classroom, you know, everything that is done in the classroom is hung 

in posters or pasted in the notebook. Well, now there is a poster because the other day, 

we were talking (teachers team) about the same as global reading in Catalan, so nothing 

happens if there is a written sentence in English, so there is a poster. But it is not normal. 

First, it depends on the group, this year's group is very powerful and then we do 

something written because they can, then if they like it, they can, and it is also good that 

there is something left in the notebook that the families see. Then if we make a surprise, 

this afternoon I suppose we will make a surprise in English because whatever comes out 

we will do the same as in observation: we will do the observation drawing and we will 

make a sentence. In observations, they make a text because in English we will make a 

sentence of what came to the surprise, which I do not know. 

9. It is known that your education is experiential. In terms of second language 

acquisition too? Why? Which is the children’s interest paper in their learning? 

We try as much as we can. With the little ones it is less obvious maybe, but with the older 

ones, that is, I do not teach grammar. For example, last day a girl brought a cooking 

recipe and so we cooked. Another day one said that English was the most spoken 

language in the world and others said that it was not, so we researched and now they 

are doing a conference about it. In 4th grade, they brought books that have woman 

protagonists and then we talked about it. So as a teacher you follow their interest but you 

also are guiding your own as a teacher, so then we searched about woman that made 

history and we work about it. So yeah, I do not arrive at class and say “Hello, good 

morning, today we will learn the present continuous, or whatever, no”, instead, what 

comes out from them. If the class does not bring interests, then you bring your own 

surprise. The last day I brought an o’clock and then they had to draw it without having 

seen it. And we talked about hours. So it was maybe not their interests, I brought it. 

10. And when this dialogue arises, do they try to speak in English? 

I'm very strict about this because you have to work hard to always speak in English, it is 

very, very tiring, but yes in English classes I can say that almost everything is done in 

English. There are children that every word they say has to say: “How do you say in 

English... Bla, bla?”. Then together we build the sentence, which is also a work of 
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patience... Yes, or at least if they do not know how to say something in English we will 

look for someone in the class who can say in English and that child will repeat it, or 

whatever. I try to make everything happen in English in the classroom. 

11. Do you use some strategies so that children better understand you?  

Of course. I'm their only English teacher, so we already know a lot. I use strategies like 

going with a whiteboard, for example, because it depends on where the circle in the 

classrooms is. Blackboard is not like the centre of the class, but then I often go with a 

whiteboard because there are things that need to be written. And other strategies as 

drawings, gestures. Well, normal for any English teacher I think this is no different than 

at another school. I can put music, songs... 

12. How do you apply the globalization principle to teach a second language?  

In school the English language has never been very much integrated into the method. In 

fact, it was a bit like a stick, there was a time when before I was there they even had 

English books because there was a teacher who thought she needed books. Then this 

turned out to be useless and was removed. We always tried to include globalization, but 

it was very difficult. I live with the permanent feeling that I interrupt because when I arrive 

in a class they are doing an observation, but if they are watching a pumpkin it is not 

necessarily exportable to English because you will have to do it at a different level. And 

if we start a surprise with just one hour we do not finish it, so after a week I return and 

say “Do you remember the last week when we did…?” This is not their interest yet. So 

the way we have solved it more or less is that I have 2 hours of classes, then the idea is 

that I generate my own things that happen in English, and I start and finish them. Is it 

ideal? No, because I only have them once a week. But at least we can start and end an 

observation. But they also do more English hours during the week. They do ICT in 

English that I do, they do art in English, that is done by the teacher of art and they do 

“Let's talk” with J., that is oral language, all from the 1st grade of the initial cycle. We are 

still seeing how to put the English language inside the method. 

We also do not believe in being two teachers in the classroom speaking in English, we 

do not believe in them because children simply do not go to the one who speaks in 

English, because the English of the children of the school is not good enough to make it 

work, and not is good enough because we think they have to spend more hours making 

music... I mean, it is not good enough "expressly", because we believe that there are 

more important things than English. Well we are trying to see, we are in the process. 
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Is it because of social pressure? 

Exactly, there is a lot of social pressure. 

13. What is the difference between doing workshops at 3-6 and method from the 

age of 6? How are they like? 

In 2nd grade, it is when we write. Well in 3-6 there are no surprises, for example, things 

are more traditional. We do more games, songs, stories... More traditional. 

14. Are children motivated to learn English?  

A lot, yes, in general yes, because you make it fun so... In general, the reception is great. 

Do they sometimes feel frustrated, such as when they cannot express what they 
would like?  

Yes, of course, yes, and angry with me because I make them speak in English too, I 

mean... of course, haha! For example, the teachers have lunch with the children and of 

course, there are children that when I sit next to them and they do grimaces haha! 

15. Regarding workshops (3-6) what are its aims? Do children show good 

comprehension of the language?  

Yes. Considering that compared with other schools that have more English, our level of 

English is good, not the best one, but it is good and our basic skills tests show good 

English results. Thus, what we do is working and having good results. Because in the 

end, for example, in infancy they do: one, one, two (hours). In primary from 1st grade they 

do two English hours, “Let's talk”, arts and ICT, so 5 hours, and plastic and ICT are done 

in small groupings. And in 6th grade, we add theatre. I mean, I think we're on the verge 

that we can't increase the English hours more. In fact this year we added a 3rd hour, the 

time of communication, that is the time of Let's talk is new this year... it has been removed 

from music, so there are 3 hours of music. 

16. So for 3 to 6, there is only this workshop hour, right? 

Yes, there is only this time of the workshop. In the midday with elementary children, the 

monitors speak in English. I also do, but the rest of the teacher’s team does not.  
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17. Regarding Decroly method lessons, do you plan the sessions or are they more 

spontaneous? I guess depending on the group? How the English lessons are? 

Exactly, it depends on the group. I guess J. (in Early Childhood Education) always do 

the same routines, the typical of singing a song of the weather, the song of Hello, and 

whatever. Then, it seems to me that he usually tells a story, then he puts songs and he 

ends also with a song I suppose, you will see. And I usually always start with songs until 

the 4th grade, until they are interested, until they like it. If their interest is another one we 

go for it. Well the children at school are very motivated, or those who want to be can be 

motivated, for example, a girl brought the song that is a pixel short, about volcanoes that 

fall in love and we worked it in English class, we sang it because then a girl prepared it 

with piano, another girl with Lukelele and we ended up doing a concert, you know? What 

I like about this school is that everything is possible; you want to play Lukelele, so we 

will play Lukelele. That is, the elementary education curriculum is so flexible that it allows 

you because we are making English, so that is it. 

18. When children do English, do they follow the learning process observation-

association-expression? How?  

Sometimes, but not always. 

19. Taking into account that Decroly prioritized learning the oral language than the 

written language, how do you work it?  

It is very oral, but it is oral not only because Decroly said it but also because it is logical 

and what the department asks for, English in primary is very oral, if we write too, but 

above all, we prioritize oral communication. 

20. How do you reinforce vocabulary acquisition? Is the vocabulary from daily 

life? Do you use visual supports?  

There is quite a lot of vocabulary. How do we work it? Mm... Usually with posters of the 

class that we work with games. For example, with the 4th we are working on the things 

they had in their case, we didn't start talking about it, so we make the typical games of "I 

have, who has", we play double, well we do like class’ corners. We do like the typical 

English games, we play bingo and whatever it is to remember vocabulary, and we make 

the poster of the class, as it is more Decroly, because we make the poster of the class. 

And during surprises, I guess there is a lot of vocabulary, right? 
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Sure, and then I have a poster for surprises where I write down the things that are going 

out and, in 2nd grade that starts to read in English, we have a poster for reading. So the 

other day the word “candle” arose from a surprise and it was useful to see that “candle” 

is not written as it sounds, so we could remember these letters for other occasions. 

21. Do you think the Decroly method attends diversity and different rhythms (in 

terms of language acquisition)? Why?  

Let’s see, if your goal in life is to learn English, then you probably should not come to 

Decroly. But, if your goal in life is to remember the things that you learn when you are 

older and that things make sense, and have independent and creative children... then, 

moreover, you will also learn English haha! 

Nice answer! 

22. Are there any challenges that you face in the classroom?  

For me, it is a lot of responsibility. My big challenge has been to apply English in the 

Decroly method. I was coming from a traditional school where we used English books, 

and until I did not read the entire curriculum to see that all what books say are a lie, they 

just need to comprehend and express the way we achieve this does not have to be the 

one of the books... Thus, I adapt myself to children’s interests and from there we can 

work on several things. For example, an English mother of a girl will come to class with 

their rabbit next week so we will do the rabbit observation in English. I mean can you do 

these things you know? I do not know, it is cool. Also, a child from another classroom 

brought a hat Thai and they could work on its radius and circumference. You do not know 

how you will work on contents but you will. Although for me it is difficult to include verb 

tenses within these surprises you know... 
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- Appendix D: Montessori Palau Observation (MPO) 

Date: 17th February, 2020 

 Time: 10:00 am – 1:30 pm 

Observation codification: MPO 

Place: Children’s House (3-6) / Montessori Palau Montgrí 

 Adults number: 1 Guide + 1 Assistant Guide 

Observation: Children’s work 

The Assistant Guide arrives and looks at the material, cleans some materials, and then sits 

in a chair and looks at the children. A child comes to her and they hug. While the Guide is 

doing presentations, she puts the materials in the right place. She attends children when they 

need to talk, share, or ask questions. Children talk in Catalan and the Assistant Guide 

responds in English. They comprehend everything. For example, the Assistant indicates a 

child to go to the shelf and he does it in order to take a book about written vocabulary in 

Spanish. He sits in a table and does the material. Again, she reviews the material and sits. 

All children are working on materials from different areas. In the language area, there are 3 

children, each in a different table. One is doing nomenclature cards, with the Guide, in 

Catalan. I see English written cards in the language shelf.  

On the other side, a little girl is doing the laundry in the Practical Life area. The Assistant 

Guide moves to her to give help: “Let’s start again, get more water”. And the girl of 3 goes 

for it. When she finishes the laundry, 30 minutes later, the Assistant Guide comes again to 

remember that she needs to clean it: “Let’s check it, ‘cause I think it’s wet. Feel. It’s wet”. The 

girl goes to the window to put it under the sun, but she asks to put it on the radiator. The girl 

also takes a mop and cleans the ground. There is an older child who is getting excited and 

runs, the Assistant Guide advises her: “Stop”. Also, she asks him to choose a material and 

he says: “Ja he fet tots els materials”. They start a little conversation. 

Observation: Circle time 

The following observations grids have gone through a linguistic filter process to reduce 

its extension, as they also included general items, and to keep the topic focus 

regarding the English learning as a foreign language.  
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At 11:30 am, they start the Circle Time. Here, the Assistant Guide’s role is bigger and she 

manages the class. They retake a book that a child brought about “The Solar System” and 

they start talking about it. The Assistant Guide is telling them what the book says and children 

make questions (in Catalan) and contributions according to their knowledge. Some children, 

while turning the page, say the name of the planets they see in English. Also, the Assistant 

Guide asks: “Today’s planet is the one with the rings, which one is it?”, “Saturn”, says a child, 

“Yes!”, congratulates the Assistant, and she continues “Is not just 2 or 3 rings, is hundreds 

of small rings”, and another child says “Ala…”. Meanwhile, they arise some little 

conversations. A girl complains about ear’s ache. The Assistant asks if she has gone to the 

doctor. The child answers in her mother tongue, demonstrating comprehension. And the 

Assistant asks to children to speak quietly to help her. Then, she asks what it is for lunch. 

After that, it is storytelling time and she tells “Max and Mia go to space”. It emerges a lot of 

vocabulary about clothes, actions, verbs, astronaut’s elements. Children seem to understand 

everything and comment on the book too. “Why are they flying?”, asks the Assistant Guide. 

“Perquè estan a l’espai i allà pots volar”, “’Cause there’s no gravity” adds the teacher. Then, 

she asks a girl to set the table and some of the little ones to start sitting there. 

Observation: Lunchtime and midday 

At 12:00 pm the Guide returns. Children are now prepared to have lunch and the teacher 

calls them one per one to take their meal. Meanwhile, the Assistant helps the ones who need 

to cut the meat and interacts with them “Enjoy your meal”, etc. The two teachers sit with 

them. There are 5 tables between 2 to 5 children. The lunchtime flows in a pleasant 

atmosphere and the Assistant interacts a lot with them. They seem comfortable with her and 

explain personal things to her “Ahir vaig anar al metge”, “Oh, and what did he say? Are you 

Okay?”, asks the Assistant, or another child who says “J. si vols pots venir a casa meva”, 

“Thank you! I’ll come but ask you mum first”, she states and so on. Also, she advises some 

children to sit properly. When they start finishing, the Guide leaves and the Assistant Guide 

asks them to clean their area, wash their teeth, and play with materials or look books, such 

as “Did you finish? Can you please work out?”. She also helps them to clean and once it is 

ready, she announces that they are going to the playground. Before leaving, they sing a song 

in English. 

Interpretation of the observation: Children seem very autonomous. There is a quiet 

atmosphere. Good relationships. Sometimes children work per pairs. There are 13 children. 
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- Appendix E: Montessori Nido Observation (MNO) 

Date: 24th January, 2020 

 Time: 9:00 am – 12:30 pm 

Observation codification: MNO 

Place: Children’s House (3-6) / Nido Montessori Center  

 Adults number: 1 Guide that speaks Spanish + 1 Assistant Guide that speaks English  

Observation: Children’s work 

The Assistant Guide (M.) is sitting next to a girl to do a material together asking her: “Can 

you show me…?”. The girl demonstrates comprehension because she asserts and the 

teacher congratulates her. Children’s interactions between them are mainly in Spanish. But 

when they have to speak with the Assistant Guide they fluently use English. In the books’ 

corner, a girl is reading an English book titled “Colours of us”. There are a lot of English 

books, also some in Spanish. While the Guide is located in children’s Maths and Science 

areas, the Assistant Guide moves from Practical Life to Language areas to give help to 

children. In the Practical Life, there are one little guy and one older girl preparing bread for 

snacks’ afternoon. They speak in Spanish but when the Assistant comes the older girl 

speaks English.  

Children around the Assistant Guide show their apparition to her by having hugs, telling 

things are call her attention. She tries to priories children who are working on language 

materials. For example, a girl uses the 199 Flags book, and the Assistant asks her “This is 

the French right?”, the girl reacts “Yes, my dad is from Colombia and my mum is from 

France”. They start talking about countries until the Assistant Guide asks her to draw the 

France Flag and write its name down. Then, the same girl starts talking with her friend in 

Spanish. Moreover, two girls are using a material on a carpet interacting in Spanish and 

when the Assistant comes both of them start using English with her. Another material is done 

by pieces of different colours so the Assistant asks a child “Can you give me the yellow 

one?” and the child looks for it. Sometimes he fails with the colour and she asks it again. 

Apart from that, the Guide is always speaking in Spanish but I recognize a moment share 

on a carpet she interacts in English with four children by asking them to name the animal 

figures. It seems a Three Period Lesson. 

On the other hand, when some child makes some noise, she says “Try to be kind”. Also, in 

the Practical Life area, there is a girl that wants to iron. Thus, the Assistant Guide gives to 



90 

 

 

 

 

 

her clear instructions such as “If we are unaware of our actions [...] you have to be very 

careful! So I need you to look on your hands, not around. I need other people to stay over 

the line, if not there will be too many people and it is dangerous. It is very hot!”. The girl 

understands it and starts ironing. At the same time, a girl appears to say to the teacher “M., 

R. pujar B. on the chair!” and another girl that is closer reacts “She says that R. pushed B. 

on the chair”. There are other communication situations similar to that one. Besides, I can 

see that almost all children in the class show interest to know the vocabulary in both 

languages: “¿B., sabes cómo se dice en Inglés, erizo?”, “Hedgehog”, answers B.  

There are two children cleaning both the windows and the floor while interacting in English. 

The little boy seems to be an English-native speaker (the only one of the class), and the 

older seems to be a Spanish speaker: “Oh no! It is dirty here” says the little one while the 

older mentions “Oh, jope, water, water, water!”. 

Observation: Circle time 

At 11:30 the Guide and the Assistant Guide ask children to clean and go to the Circle. And 

a child reacts “Eh, però… 1 (with his finger) moment (in English)”. Then, in the Circle Time 

managed by the Guide. They sing a Catalan song from “El Pot Petit”, followed by a 

conversation in Spanish. [I go with the Assistant to interview her]. When we return, they are 

playing outside together with 0-3 children.  

Around 12:00 pm, some girls are setting the table with the Assistant Guide. It also arrives 

the Catalan Assistant Guide to interact with them in Catalan. Children understand her and 

some of they also start talking in Catalan. With M., children use vocabulary to design, for 

instance, a glass of water. The Assistant Guide also reinforces the use of it. 

Interpretation of the observation: Children seem very autonomous. There is quiet 

atmosphere. The Assistant Guide is very closed and loved by children.   
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- Appendix F: Montessori interactions collection from observations 

Some of the interactions in both Montessori schools have been collected to show 

children’s contact (comprehension and expression) with the English language. The bold 

text corresponds to the Assistant Guides’ speech.  

Montessori Palau Interactions 

During free choice work, in the Practical Life area the Assistant Guide comes to a girl of 

age 3: 

- A. let’s check it, ‘cause I think it’s wet (a dishcloth). Feel. 

- (The girl touches it). 

- It’s wet.  

- (The girl goes to put it under the Sun). 

- It’s really wet. You can put it on the radiator. 

- (The girl does it).  

During Circle Time when talking about the Solar System book: 

- How many rings does this planet have? 

- Child 1: Seixanta-sis! 

- One more! 

- Child 1: Seixanta-set! 

- Which one is that (pointing a planet)?  

- Child 2: Saturn! 

- Yes! Fantastic book about the solar system. It is not just two or three rings, 

is hundreds of small rings! 

- Children: Alaaa! 

During Circle Time, the Assistant Guide asks a girl of age 3: 

- What’s for lunch today A.?  

- Child 1: (No answer). 

- What’s the menu? 

- Child 1: (No answer). 

- Child 2: Què hi ha avui per menjar? 

- Child 1: Patates. 

- Oh! Potatoes! 

During Circle Time, commenting “Max and Mia go to space” storybook: 

 

- What are the astronauts doing?  

- Child 1: Estan dormint. 

- They are cooking while flying…  
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- Child 2: Com és possible això? Is impossible! 

- Why are they floating?  

- Child 3: Perquè estan a l’espai i pots volar...  

- ‘Cause there is no gravity! Look, they need a helmet!  

- Child 3: Perquè si no, no podrien veure.  

- Breath.  

- Child 3: Ni viure. 

- Child 4: Ni respirar.  

- Exactly. Oh, there is a problem with the satellite.  

- Child 4: La Mia sempre la lia. 

- Child 2: J., això (satèl·lit) és perquè funcioni Internet?  

- Jaja, well yes, it is one of the uses exactly. Move more so that you can see 

better, the satellite. And do you know what is this?  

- Children: No…  

- Oh, it is fantastic. It is played in Scotland […]. 

During Circle time, a girl asks: 

- Child 1: No hi ha culleres? 

- D., there are no spoons? 

- Child 2: Yes… 

- Please, go to check ‘cause she can’t see it. 

- Child 2: (D. comes back) Ha dit moltes mentides, sí que n’hi ha. 

- Maybe she didn’t see it! 

During lunchtime: 

- J., si vols pots venir a casa meva! 

- Thank you, ask dad and mum first. 

- A l’estiu o a la primavera. 

- Ask when and I’ll come (and laughs). 

- Vale. Tots els nens de la classe invitats a casa meva. 

- Is your birthday soon? 

- Mira, en una setmaneta. 

- Oh, in seven days! How old will you be? 

- Mira, una bici. 

- No. How many years will you be? 

- Ah! Cinc.  

During lunchtime: 

- Child 1: Tinc sed. 

- Then, put some water. 

- Child 2: I tu què has esmorzat J. avui? 

- Mango! Hum… it was delicious! I had mango and banana. It’s very 

delicious. I had a piece of toast and jam. 
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After lunch: 

- Que s’ha fet mal la M.? 

- No, she is in the office. 

- Ah! 

- Why? Do you need to speak with her or something? 

- No, gràcies. 

 Montessori Nido Interactions  

In the Practical Life area, 2 children cleaning the ground: 

- Child 1*: You have to go over here? 

- Child 2**: How can I go over there? 

- Child 1: If you go over here yes. 

- (Child 1 steps the wet part) 

- Child 2: M., he walked on the wet part! Be very careful! (And looks the window) 

Oh, no! It is dirty here!  

- Child 1: Oh! Jope, water, water, water! 

*Child 1 is an older child who seems to be a Spanish-native speaker. 

**Child 2 is a smaller child who is the only English-native speaker. 

In the Language Area: 

- Child 1: ¿Me puedes leer lo que pone aquí, i B. sabes cómo se dice en inglés 

erizo? 

- Child 2: Hedgehog. 

When the Assistant Guide was helping a gild with a material, a girl disturbs: 

- Voy a decirle a la profe… M., B., pinting (While mimicking as she was painting 

her body)! 

In the language area, two girls want to use a material that is being already used: 

- Ei, this is for L. Now she wants to draw a car okay? 

- We also want to use it. 

- Do you want to use another material? (Small conversation in English) 

After a while, one of the girls returns and asks: 

- ¿Después de que hagas tu cara me lo dejarás? 

A girl comes to the Assistant to show her drawing: 

- M. look, I make a monkey for O.. 



94 

 

- So cute! Finished? 

- Yeah! 

There are two girls sharing their drawings: 

- Oh! What have you drawn?  

- Child 1: Una ardilla. 

- What is this? Do you know in English? 

- Child 1: No. 

- And you E., do you know its name in English? 

- Child 2: No. 

Two other girls neared come with them to try to guess it in English. Then, they try to find 

where are the animals in their drawings: 

- And the fox? 

- Child 3: The fox is here. 

- And fox in Spanish? 

- Child 3: Ehm… zorro. 

The Assistant Guide comes to an older girl who was waiting for her to iron in the Practical 

Life: 

- Oh, ready S.? Sorry for the wait! (And they prepare clothes) 

A girl suddenly appears: 

- Child 1: M.! R. pujar B. on the chair. 

- Child 2: She says that R. pushed B. on the chair (Clarifies the girl who iron).  

The Assistant and the girl return to the task, arguing about the importance to be careful 

when ironing: 

- If you are unaware of our actions it is very dangerous. You have to be very 

careful. If I look around and not on the task you can be hurt. So I need you 

to look on your hands. I need other people to stay over the line (redline a 

meter away from the iron). If not, too many people… It is very hot! And here 

we have a little bottle to put water. Do you know the name of this (pointing 

a funnel)? 

- Child 3: (Negative answer) 

- And in Spanish? 

- Child 3: (Negative answer) 

- Okay, in English, it is a funnel.  

In the Practical Life, there are two children making bread (they mix their own water and 

farina) while making forms. They both speak in Spanish, but when the Assistant Guide 

comes the older girl interacts with her in English: 

- Can you clean this, please? 
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- Child 1: Yeah! (She cleans it, and comes to interact with the little boy again). ¿Si 

no me miras cómo sé que me estás escuchando? Cuando yo hago la forma tú 

amasas, ¿okay? 

When they finish the cookies, the Assistant Guide comes to keep it for the breakfast 

time and ask the little boy: 

- Are you happy? 

- Child 2: (He assents). 

In the Language Area, when doing a task about a book titled “199 flags”: 

- This is the French right?  

- Yes. My dad is from Colombia and my mum from France. 

- And which colour is this? 

- Red? 

- Yeah! 

Then, the same girl starts interacting with another child in Spanish.  

The Assistant Guide helping a child to use a material about pairing colours: 

- Now I want this colour (she points the orange piece without saying its 

name). 

- (The little child goes to another table where there are the other pairs and catches 

the colour pieced she has asked him and brings to her). 

- And what colour is this? 

- Orange. 

- Yeah! And… Do you give me this colour (pointing another one)? 

- (He assists and goes for it. But he catches two pieces). 

- Yeah! You took 2 colours, what colour is that? 

- Yellow. 

- B. now just this one okay? Just one, green (she says it without pointing 

any piece). 

- (The child assists and goes for it. He does a colour mistake and the Assistant 

Guide helps him). 

Time to clean to do Circle Time: 

- Circle Time! Can you clean it? Later you can do it okay? 

- Eh, però… 1 (with his finger) moment (in English). 

- Okay! 
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- Appendix G: Decroly Observation 1 (DO1) 

Date: 10th February, 2020 

 Time: 11 – 12 am 

Observation codification: DO1 

Place: P5 class / Decroly School in Barcelona 

 Adults number: 1 English teacher  

Observation: English lesson 

They start the class by doing Circle Time and start singing a “Good morning” song. They 

participate a lot, all of them sing and dance while acting out what the lyrics say “Can you play 

the flute?” and they do so. Then, the teacher asks in Catalan: “Com ens diem com estem?”, 

and children answer “How are you today?” and start singing this second song. There is a lot 

of vocabulary in these songs (angry, sad, happy). After that, the teacher asks again in 

Catalan: “Qui ho vol fer avui?” and a child starts asking one per one “How are you today?” 

so the others react “I am very happy and sad”, etc.  

Another song about the weather is given, but the teacher explains “First just listen, okay? 

Per recordar” to introduce: “S., what is the weather like today?”. S. is an English-native 

speaker. Then, they sing the song while asking “A little bit louder, una mica més alt!”.  

A fourth song: “Do you want to dance?” asks the teacher, and with children’s affirmation they, 

start it. When it finished asks: “Do you want to sing?”, and with children’s affirmation, they do 

so. Children sing in English, but if they have to communicate something they use Catalan. It 

seems that they have comprehension but it is not clear as the teacher also translates his 

interactions, but not always, as it follows with “Let’s sit down everybody”. A child asks to do 

the number’s song and they put it. The song makes them count until 20. And the teacher 

congratulates them “Very good, molt bé!”.  

A sixth song about the fruits is sung. This is the last one for the moment as he says “Okay, 

now you can sit down on the floor and let’s read a story”. Between two storybooks, children 

vote which one do they want and the teacher announces “The highway rat! Ha guanyat 

aquest”. They comment on the cover: “What’s this colour?” and children say “Purple!”, “And 

this?”, “Blue and white”, “Yes!”, congratulates him. The teacher reads the storybook while 

showing its images. Although he reads in English there are some sentences that are traduced 

in Catalan, such as “I have no cake, no tinc pastissos!”. On the other hand, I can see that 
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children have quite a lot of vocabulary (taking into account that this is their first year doing 

English). They can recognize simple English vocabulary: “What’s a squirrel?”, “Un esquirol!” 

or “Què són nuts?”, “Avellanes!” or “What’s this?”, “A bat!”. Children listen to the story and 

are concentrated. 

When the storybook is finished children start getting excited and so the teacher, who was 

going to read the second one, decides to sing another song about animals. Children also 

sing and dance, but less than before. Finally, the teacher mentions “Sit down, anem a dir-

nos bye-bye”, so they sing its song and go to the playground.  

Interpretation of the observation: At first, children seem very excited and there is a lot of 

participation. However, at the end of the class, some of them seem to feel tired or even 

bored, there is less participation and they start to sit, leaving dancing. They seem to have a 

closer and confident relationship with their teacher, who uses both Catalan and English to 

get the message across. 
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- Appendix H: Decroly Observation 2 (DO2) 

Date: 10th February, 2020 

 Time: 3:00 – 5:00 pm 

Observation codification: DO2 

Place: Ferrier class (2nd grade) / Decroly School in Barcelona  

 Adults number: 1 English teacher  

Observation: Good afternoon routine 

They start doing a Circle Time to say Good afternoon. The teacher asks a child “Do you think 

it is a good idea to sit between X and X?”, after his negative answer, he changes his place. 

They all start singing a song to say “Hello”. After, as I am doing the circle with them, the 

teacher asks them if they want to make me some questions and they do four in English: “How 

old are you? Where are you from? Why are you here? And, which is your favourite colour?”.  

They construct the sentences well, sometimes with a little help as the teacher asks that if 

they do not know how to say something ask to their classmates, and demonstrate 

comprehension in my answers. After, they put a second song about the days of the week 

and, then, they do a conversation about which day it is and a child is in charge to write it. 

They also read the days of the week. The teacher asks “L., what day will be tomorrow?”, “I 

don’t know” she says, “If today is Monday, tomorrow is..?”, “Tuesday!”, she affirms. 

Observation: Surprise 

The teacher puts a basket in the middle of the circle with different packages and says “I need 

someone (children start raising their hands) to close his eyes”. The chosen child, with his 

eyes closed, choose one package and its owner, A, says it is hers. The teacher says “Okay, 

we can play five questions or guess three clues”. They vote which one and wins the “Five 

questions game”, so there are five children who do a question to A., whose answer must be 

“Yes/No” to get information about what can be inside the package. They have a poster with 

some written questions examples and the teacher starts: “For example, you can ask: is it 

heavy or light? What is heavy, can you show us?” and a child makes his arms be strong, 

“And soft?” and another child shows pillow. From here on, they start asking to A: “Is it food?”. 

A. says “No” and another child writes the word “Food” in the whiteboard in red colour to show 

the negative answer. The second question: “Is it brown?” makes the teacher advises “Are 

you sure you want to ask if it is brown? Is it going to help you?”, he affirms so and A. also 
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answers “So so” and the teacher reacts “Ah, so it was a good question”. A child writes it down 

with the help of their classmates who are spelling the word. Besides, a child asks in Catalan 

“Com es diu si té llavors?”. “Ah!, who knows it?” asks the teacher, and a girl informs that “Tea 

és té”. The teacher smiles and waits for more answers. A third question is “Is it blue?” and, 

again the teacher asks if it is interesting to ask. The child seems to not understand it as he 

insists and a classmate translates the teacher’s question in Catalan and he decides to not 

ask it. “Three questions left!”, remembers the teacher. Thus, a girl says “Is it from the 

beach?”, “What makes you think so?” Asks the teacher, “Because it is a little bit brown…” 

and A. affirms “Yes!”. Thus, a child writes it down and asks for help to spell it. Another child 

answers “E like Èric!”. Another question: “Is it white?”, “Are you sure you want to make that 

question?” asks the teacher. She affirms and A. answers “Yes!”. “Okay, lucky you” the 

teacher reacts. Meanwhile, a language assistant from Brazil is taking out two children for 20 

minutes to reinforce expression. Children are excited to go there. 

They have already done the five questions so the teacher asks “Okay, who knows what it is 

inside?”. Some children raise their hands to try to guess it, others do not. A child says 

“Petxina!”, “And how do you say in English, petxina?”. “Is it a shell?” asks a girl and A. affirms 

“Yes!”. But the package is still covered and the teacher makes them guess how many shells 

there can be. For that reason, each child has three seconds to hold the package to say a 

quantity. They sing “1,2,3, pass it on!”. A child starts saying 5, the other 12, 20... Some even 

199 (all in English) and so on. They write down the numbers that each child says. Then, A. 

opens the package and there are lots of shells. “Where did you find these shells A.?”, “From 

South Africa”, she says because of a journey she did. And she starts taking them out one per 

one while everybody counts them. There are twenty-five shells, and a child is the winner of 

that quantity. Then, they observe the shells and there are some comments about their shape 

and colour.  

After that, the teacher recovers the poster and says “This poster…”, “Needs more words!”, 

advances a girl. As she is right, the teacher asks each child to think on a pair of opposite 

adjectives to be useful for describing observations, as the ones they already have. For 

instance, “Big or small” says a child, “Okay! So I put them together do you know why?” asks 

the teacher. “Perquè són contraris”, says a girl. “That’s it”. Another child says a noun, but the 

teacher remembers that it should be an adjective. She reacts “We are looking for adjectives, 

to know how the surprises are! My plan is to choose which words, which adjectives, we need 

in English. And then you make cards with it. For example, cards for the opposite, big and its 

drawing and small with its drawing”. Thus, another girl proposes “cooked or raw” and, after 
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sharing its meaning with her classmates, she takes two cards and goes to the table to write 

it down and draw it. This is the same process that the other children do. Some of them say 

“open, closed”, “soft and hard” or “permeable and impermeable”. If there are some word they 

do not know they can search in a dictionary. There is a lot of specific vocabulary. 

Interpretation of the observation: In general, children seem very enthusiastic to guess what 

the surprise is. They are keen in the subject and try to use English to describe the surprise, 

although some participate more than others, they all have something to say. Moreover, they 

help a lot each other, it is needed team work to guess the object (not an individual 

competition to be the first to say it), so they help both in the five questions and the 

communication in English (oral and written language).  

Anecdote: When I was doing the observation, a child asked me what I was doing, so I told 

him “Estic fent observacions”. His answer “Ah, vale! Com nosaltres” in a natural and 

spontaneous way, makes sure they are used to observe, reflect, analyse and research to 

learn about life questions. In the same spirit of this study, I thought. This is clear evidence 

of Decroly method purpose.  
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- Appendix I: Observation template 

The following template was used to organize the data observation above:  

ASPECTS 
 

Yes No Observations 

Students are exposed to oral 
Language 

   

Students are exposed to 
written language 

   

Children demonstrate 
comprehension 

   

Children try to communicate 
in English 

Communicative strategies? 

  Speech structure / isolated words / 
vocabulary… 

 

The participation is voluntary    

Children help each other to 
understand/communicate 

   

Children trust the dynamic of 
the lesson 

   

English does not seem to 
interfere in the content 

(motivation and 
understanding) 

   

When children need help 
they… 
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ASPECTS Show 
confi. 

Lack of 
confi. 

Observations 

Reaction of children 
when they have to 

communicate 

   

Reaction of children 
when they do not know 
how to say something 

   

Reaction of children 
when they do not 

understand something 

   

How the teacher handles 
the previous situations 

 

 

 

ASPECTS 
 

Yes No Observations 

The teacher interacts with 
children 

   

 

The teacher promotes 
vocabulary 

   

 

 

 

 

 

The teacher guides the 
dialogue 

   

 

 

 

The teacher asks questions 
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The teacher solves conflicts 

   

 

 

The teacher makes all 
children speak 

   

 

 

The teacher follows 
children’s interest 

   

 

When children do not 
understand, the teacher uses 

their L1 

   

 

 

Teacher’s actions/activities 
during the session 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Observations 
 

Interactions T-S 

 

 

Interactions S-T  

 

Interactions S-S  
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