
THE INTRODUCTION OF AN IDEA OF INDIVIDUALIZED LEARNING 
IN HIGHER SCHOOL ON AN EXAMPLE OF THE DIDACTIC 

COMPLEX ON A FOREIGN LANGUAGE 

Alexandra Yu. Yusupova, Tatyana K. Ivanova, Diana V. Tyabina 
Kazan Federal University (RUSSIAN FEDERATION) 

Abstract 
The paper studies theoretical prerequisites and experience to create and introduce a didactic complex 
on a foreign language for students of higher education. Individualized learning was taken as the 
leading pedagogical principle. M. Montessori’s pedagogical ideas, which have the main propositions 
such as the principle of freedom, special observer status for an educator, special prepared didactic 
environment, comprise the conceptual structure of the complex and fully keep with the objectives, 
namely creating a favourable climate for the individualized learning a foreign language in higher 
school. This didactic complex on a foreign language includes modules for independent work, an 
individual curriculum, a module of theoretical materials and a module for self-monitoring. This structure 
allows each student to exercise conscious and independent work at their own pace. The external 
control system involves a number of test tasks taken when an individual is ready. The additional 
monitoring is fulfilled by means of the tables monitoring the academic progress and activity of 
students. Test assignments can be a separate module for independent work in case students' 
assessment of knowledge is not required at the end of the training. The proposed approach allows 
performing the idea of individual educational trajectories since it creates the conditions to raise internal 
motivation, reduce the factor of comparison with "standard" and increase individual productivity in 
heterogeneous groups. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Individualized learning can truly be called one of the leading humanistic trends of modern education. 
Such direction of development in education owes to the fact that modern pedagogical community seek 
to improve the educational system as a whole and overcome numerous challenges in school and 
university. These problems may comprise lack of enthusiasm for learning, lack of initiative, passive 
attitude, desire for external incentives, for example high grades and degree certificates. The reasons 
for the phenomena probably hide, in particular, that current system of traditional education does not 
often consider the physical and mental characteristics of students, their capability and interests. This 
imposed activity, as a consequence, leads to an imbalance between the requirements of the education 
system and students’ expectations. One possible way to tackle this crisis situation is the principle of 
individualized learning, implying an orientation to the personal abilities of each student and building his 
own individual educational trajectory. The ways to implement this principle are different. It is a wide 
range of examples of individualization from the implementation of separate didactic methods in the 
framework of traditional educational systems to the development of alternative pedagogical concepts. 
Among the latter are, particularly, the Montessori system, which became the object of study and the 
source of pedagogical and methodological ideas of this research of possible ways of individualized 
foreign language teaching in higher school. 

1.1 Problem 
It is known, the system of the Italian educator Maria Montessori was formed at the turn of the XIX-XX 
centuries in the mainstream of the reform pedagogy as a response of the society to the inadequate 
state of education in Europe of that period. Surprisingly, the current state of education still raises a lot 
of criticism, and therefore we can say that the reform movement in pedagogy has not exhausted its 
capabilities either. The Montessori pedagogy does not lose its relevance even at the beginning of the 
XXI century. This system is still capable to improve the educational environment. This explains the 
appeal of the authors of this article to Montessori's pedagogical ideas as a possible key to solve the 
problem of individualized foreign languages teaching. 
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Having the richest potential in the field of the organization of the learning environment and the 
teaching of various academic disciplines, M. Montessori's system remains, nevertheless, terra 
incognita in matters of teaching foreign languages. The problems of teaching foreign languages from 
the standpoint of the Montessori's pedagogy are raised by a number of researchers [1] and 
practitioners [2], but as an independent field it is still little studied in the general pedagogical sense 
and poorly elaborated in the aspect of methodology. 

The adaptation of Montessori's ideas to the conditions of professional university education is another 
problem. There are many known examples of the implementation of the Montessori pedagogy in the 
field of preschool and school education. A narrow circle of experts is familiar with the successful 
experience of applying M. Montessori’s pedagogical ideas in working with older people [3]. We project 
M. Montessori’s principles and approaches to the environment of higher school. We rely on the results 
of an earlier analysis of the principles, methods and forms of the organization of training in M. 
Montessori's system [4], which confirms that it has the potential of universality allows it to be applied 
with certain modifications in groups of any age and a degree of preparedness. 

1.2 Aim 
Thus, the aim of our study was to adapt the existing M. Montessori’s principles to foreign language 
lessons in higher school in addition to the creation and initial testing of educational complex in a 
foreign language, based on the principles of individualized learning through the Montessori Method. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
At the initial stage, there were set the key questions on the posed problems, namely what Montessori's 
contribution to the theory and practice of teaching foreign languages is; how foreign languages are 
represented in the modern pedagogy of M. Montessori; what the impulses of Montessori's pedagogy 
as a source of pedagogical ideas for the teaching of foreign languages are. At this stage, the 
historiographic method became the leading method of investigation. 

The basis for the practical part of this study include a set of pedagogical principles, organizational 
forms, methods of teaching and education suggested by M. Montessori, with the aim of creating 
special pedagogical conditions and requirements for organizing and teaching foreign language 
lessons. Thus, the methodology of this study is based on the educational approach of stages of the 
development and the principle of freedom of development and learning, on the special observer status 
for the teacher and the orientation toward didactic approaches of the Montessori pedagogy. The latter 
implies the creation of a specially prepared environment that meets the rules of openness and 
accessibility of materials, permanent location, quantitative restriction, structuring and the possibility of 
self-control. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Foreign language teaching in Montessori Schools 
The historiographical part of the study covered the study and analysis of the original works of Maria 
Montessori, her disciples and followers. The visits to educational institutions working on M. 
Montessori's system allowed obtaining additional data. The first stage of the study of sources showed 
that M. Montessori did not develop didactic materials and proper methods of teaching foreign 
languages. Within the framework of her didactic concept, however, the linguistic development of the 
child as a whole takes much attention. It is possible to talk about a special complex of language 
development, proposed by the Italian teacher. [5]. This complex includes systematic work on general 
speech development and vocabulary expansion, the formation of motor skills of writing, automatic and 
meaningful reading, the systematization of grammatical knowledge. It was this area of speech 
development which later allowed the creation of a limited number of materials on foreign languages by 
Montessori’s followers, which, however, did not form a coherent system. Nevertheless, we believe that 
the complete pedagogical concept of M. Montessori has a direct impact on teaching of any discipline 
in its assigned borders. This statement must also be true for foreign languages.  

The study of the question of teaching foreign languages in the educational institutions working 
according to M. Montessori's system showed that foreign languages are not among the main didactic 
zones of specially prepared environment. They can be attributed to the cycle of "cosmic education" 
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with some reservations [6], since foreign languages are a source of knowledge about the geography, 
culture, traditions and mentality of peoples speaking a particular language. It is known that many 
didactic materials of the Montessori modern pedagogy were created by pupils and followers of the 
Italian teacher. The same applies to materials on foreign languages. The basis for the study includes 
the so-called materials for the development of writing and reading skills in the sphere of the native 
language. Adapted to a foreign language there were materials such as rough letters for mastering the 
image of grapheme based on tactile and muscle memory, movable alphabets for composing words in 
a foreign language, dictionary cards and pictures (figurines) for vocabulary enriching, cards with short 
sentences, instructions, materials for morphological and syntactic analysis. Consideration of such 
materials leads to the conclusion that in modern pedagogy of M. Montessori didactic materials on 
foreign languages do not have a single methodological system. In addition to the materials described 
above, there are many kinds of resources from public sources that have no direct relationship to M. 
Montessori’s pedagogy. In other words, teachers use different methods and didactic developments in 
foreign languages. The main requirement to them is that they should be as "friendly" as possible in 
relation to the principles of the Montessori pedagogy. 

3.2 Theoretical bases and principles of the foreign language complex for 
students 

3.2.1 Teaching about stages of development and sensitive periods 
The organization and teaching foreign language lessons, focused on the principle of individualized 
learning, implies fulfillment of special pedagogical requirements. Having adopted the Montessori 
Method as framework conditions, we relied on the principles characteristic for this system, the forms of 
teaching process, the methods of teaching and education. 

One of the leading foundations of this approach is the teaching of human stages of development [7]. 
Within the framework of this theory M. Montessori distinguished four main stages of development. The 
first stage (from birth to 6 years old) passes under the sign of the "absorbent mind" [8], that is, during 
the first three years of life the child unconsciously "absorbs" such a huge amount of information, 
whereas an adult takes decades for its assimilation. Adult people cannot have a direct active influence 
on these processes: at the age of up to three, direct foreign language learning impossible. The 
"conscious" activity of the child begins to manifest itself between three and six years old. The 
"mechanism" of the absorbent mind is still functioning, which excludes the methods of conscious 
memorization. But, in general, "learning" foreign languages becomes possible. 

The second stage (from 6 to 12 years old) is the time of accumulation of a large amount of knowledge 
and generalization of this experience. At this stage, it is important to let the children feel that language 
is a way to know the world, helps to connect space and time. Iinterdisciplinary integration is of great 
importance here. The third stage (from 12 to 18 years old) is close to the first years of the child's life 
regarding to the importance and tensity of the changes taking place. This stage is characterized by the 
search for child’s own individuality and his/her role in a society. Language contributes to self-
expression at this stage. Creative tasks are required.  

The fourth stage (from 18 to 24 years) completes the process of growing up. At this stage, they set 
their life goals and choose their professional career. High motivation in the field of education and 
obtaining special knowledge provides optimal environment for the effective and rapid learning a 
foreign language. The proposed courses of a foreign language should be largely focused on 
vocational communication in an international format. It is this period that represents the main interest 
for our research. 

The teaching about the stages of development closely associates with the concept of sensitive periods 
[7], which imply the phases of a person's special susceptibility to certain external incentives. From the 
biological point of view, these phases are the time to form certain human functions. Specific phases 
have their own time limits. For example, the sensitive period of the formation of native speech ends at 
7 years old, after which a special susceptibility to linguistic development is lost. There comes a time of 
another sensitivity. The external evidence of a special sensitive period is a strong internal motivation 
and a clearly manifested interest in an object or phenomenon of the surrounding world. It is noticed 
that the exceptional activity of a person and his intense activity, connected with a subject of special 
interest, does not lead to fatigue. Sensitive periods pass individually. It is impossible to predict the time 
and duration of the onset of a particular sensitive period. Therefore, the optimal conditions for human 
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development require a system of individualized education, within which a person follows his individual 
educational path. 

3.2.2 Principle of freedom 

One of the most significant principles of M. Montessori's system is the principle of freedom. On the 
one hand, freedom acts as a creative force that can develop the individual, and on the other hand, as 
an integral part of the human personality. It is possible to talk about freedom in learning if the student 
has the opportunity to realize himself in accordance with his “internal laws”, with the needs of his 
development. Freedom presupposes the student's independence from the pressure of the teacher, the 
refusal of the external regulations of activity, from constant external control and evaluation. M. 
Montessori's thesis "freedom is activity" presumes independent activity, since a person cannot be free 
if he is not independent. In practice, freedom receives the following incarnation: 

• freedom of movement: we practice a special mode of organization of the working space with the 
definition of a place for joint work and individual work, with practical and theoretical materials, 
for self-control; 

• freedom of choice of the type of activity (topics and type of educational materials within the 
framework of the prepared environment): in the student group, freedom of choice includes in the 
self-preparation of an individual work plan, determining the order and time of implementation of 
assignments, freedom of repetition of actions, choice of social and work contacts, and search 
for sources of information. 

The freedom discussed in the approach does not lead to chaos. Its goal is active self-discipline - a 
consequence of effective education in freedom. 

3.2.3 Specially prepared didactic environment 

The principles of freedom and individualized learning determine the didactic approaches of the 
Montessori pedagogy. The core of M. Montessori’s didactic system is a specially prepared 
environment, which includes the environment of a student with his social contacts and special didactic 
material. The equipment of such environment meets certain requirements: accessibility of educational 
materials, quantitative restriction, structuring, the inherent possibility of self-control. These 
requirements are valid for any level of education, including for higher education. 

All basic training materials should be constantly available and open. In this regard, certainly, it is 
recommended to use a permanent premise equipped with appropriate furniture, on which the material 
will be located (without changing the basic order during the entire training period). Such a stable 
arrangement will allow students to memorize the visual image of the available volume and content of 
the material and find the type of work of interest more quickly. The choice is usually planned in 
advance and corresponds to the content of individual plans. All exercises have a single copy, which 
contributes to the development of social contacts. The exception is the training blocks containing work 
cards for individual filling. It is particularly necessary to emphasize the role of such form of educational 
work as observation, when the student receives information on the visual channel. In this case, it 
contributes to use indirect training. 

An important feature of the prepared environment is clear structuring of all teaching materials. All 
blocks of materials should have a clear structure, reflected in the individual curricula. It is advisable to 
structure individual thematic blocks according to a single scheme. Thus, having become acquainted 
with the principle of work on one topic, the student can easily navigate in any topic. We were 
convinced that such an order favours the development of the skill of independent work. 

It is imperative to give the possibility of error control inherent in the material. The forms of control can 
be different: 

• mechanical error control is typical for didactic materials of a laboratory-practical nature (for 
example, the puzzle on the topic "Administrative division of the state"); 

• error control through comparison of own work with samples: this method predominates in 
written assignment on a printed basis; 

• error control as a result of accumulated experience and improvement of skills due to the 
repetition of the exercise; 
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• errors monitored by a teacher at intermediate stages and only at the request of the student in 
order to discuss any issue; 

• control of errors by other participants in teamwork. 

Hence, the ability to conduct individual self-control is a condition for successful independent work. The 
ability to find and correct one's own mistakes is an indicator of a high degree of student independence. 
Formal control by the teacher is supported only after the termination of the thematic block. 

The Montessori didactic environment is one of the conceivable ways of individualized learning. Within 
this environment, the so-called "phase of free work" is practiced. Otherwise, it can be called 
independent work. The phase of free work of students is subject to a separate study, but even today 
one can say that it requires students to be highly focused, responsible, since it is the student, and not 
the teacher, who plans study time and training material within this phase. From the point of view of the 
teacher, the phase of free work gives an opportunity to individually approach the needs of both slowly 
working and rapidly advancing students. Another form of work in the classroom represents a joint, 
centered work of a student group and a teacher. 

With regard to homework, in practice, it does not include any specific number of exercises, assigned 
for the next lesson. Individual curricula contain a list of tasks that must be performed independently for 
a certain period of time. Students decide whether this material will be performed within the "free work 
phase" during classroom hours or at home, and also determine the procedure for doing this work. 

Individual curriculum is an overview of the curriculum, divided into thematic stages. An individual plan 
gives the students the opportunity to set the individual deadlines for performing different types of work, 
to compare them with the actual implementation dates, to determine the order of the tasks and the 
intensity of work. Individual plans are built in such a way that not only the teacher, but the student 
himself observes his progress. 

In any pedagogical system the teacher plays the key role. The Montessori pedagogy is distinguished 
by a special formula of the teacher: according to Montessori, the teacher is both a "servant", and a 
colleague, assistant, and organizer. But his main task is observation. The requirements for the teacher 
can be formulated as follows: self-organization and self-preparation, preparation of the didactic 
environment, granting freedom to a student through trust and respect for his right to make a mistake. 
Analytical observation as one of the methods of the teacher's work emphasizes the research, and not 
the artisanal nature of pedagogical activity. Self-realization of the student as a person is possible only 
if the teacher refuses from his leading role in the process. A teacher within the system of individualized 
learning in higher education is a researcher who knows how to recognize the individual development 
of each student, is able to describe, analyze, interpret, understand and, if necessary, help. To this end, 
different tools are being developed and improved in the form of charts, tables and maps to monitor the 
work and development of students. 

3.3 Training package on foreign languages 

3.3.1 The structure of the package 
Consequently, relying on the above principles, we created a prototype of a foreign language teaching 
complex for students studying political science and international relations. The complex deal with a 
block of topics on "The political structure of the state." The development of the complex considered the 
general propositions of the Montessori pedagogy for didactic materials: single colour coding, scientific 
character, functionality, adaptability and long-life materials, individualized and holistic approaches, 
isolation of the degree of complexity of teaching materials. This working process defined the following 
structure: 

1 A block of handouts (individual materials). 
2 A block of classroom materials ("The prepared environment"). 

3 A block of materials for monitoring and control (monitoring system). 

The block of handouts is a set of training exercises on four different topics ("State Symbols", 
"Parliament", "Government", "President") for independent classroom and / or extracurricular work of 
students. Each thematic block contains an individual curriculum, specially selected text and exercises 
for it. All tasks are divided into four sections (working with vocabulary, working with grammar, 
additional tasks, preparation for productive speech). Individual curricula are made together with the 
teacher. They contain a list of tasks for independent performance. Students decide whether this 
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material will be performed during the "free work phase" in class or at home. The procedure and terms 
for performing the work are also determined individually. All tasks are labeled according to the degree 
of complexity and compulsory execution. Each block is completed by a control task. Thus, within each 
topic, it is necessary to go through a certain number of control points. 

The "Prepared environment" is a block of classroom teaching materials, which includes reference 
materials for independent search of necessary theoretical information. A separate layer of tasks is 
called "Exercises in pictures" and contains game elements that are oriented towards general erudition. 
They are additional tasks designed to shift the attention of students from "serious" work, to give them 
the opportunity to relax. The prepared environment also contains a self-monitoring unit, which allows 
students to perform self-testing. 

3.3.2 Organization of work and monitoring system 
The leading form of work in the "prepared environment" is so-called "free work phase". This is 
independent classroom work, which takes up to 80% of the classroom time, during which the teacher 
has individual work with individual students. From the point of view of the student, the phase of free 
work means independence and responsibility, since the student himself plans his study time and 
teaching material. From the instructor's point of view, free work allows you to individually approach the 
needs of both slow working and “fast-moving” students. 

The system for monitoring the work of students covers the individual curricula mentioned above, 
compiled at the beginning of the topic together with the teacher and are in the hands of students; "Map 
of the performance of tasks" - a detailed curriculum with a note on the receipt of points for the material 
passed; "Map of the Dynamics of Independence", reflecting observations of the working behavior of 
students in the form of a schedule. 

This style of the monitoring system makes it possible to implement two different systems for assessing 
success: normative-point (formal) and individual (actual). The problem of evaluation is one of the most 
acute issues in modern education. Evaluation as a comparison with a certain norm is oriented in fact 
to identifying shortcomings and errors, and therefore is subject to fair criticism. The emphasis on 
scoring or grading leads to forgetting that a mistake is not something bad, what it is necessary to 
struggle with, but a mistake is a necessary intermediate stage of mastering knowledge. Hence, the 
evaluation of success should not be based on comparison of students. It must demonstrate the 
achievements of a particular person for certain time. Roughly, this idea can be expressed by the thesis 
of comparing "what I managed to do and knew yesterday" with "what I am able to do and know today". 
Our curricula are constructed in such a way that not only the teacher, but the student himself sees his 
progress. We seek thereby to maintain not an external (evaluation), but an internal motivation based 
on interest and the pursuit of knowledge. 

It is necessary to note that all the working units are in a constant process of improvement. The first 
positive results show that the developed approaches allow the teacher to use the main time for 
individual work with students, provide the opportunity for the student to immerse himself in educational 
activities and work at a convenient pace, without waiting and not delaying others, increase internal 
motivation due to the orientation of the student in the teaching material, develop a sense of students’ 
responsibility and their independence, increase internal discipline as a result of active activity in 
freedom. 

Along with the listed advantages, however, there also appear some problems. One of them is the 
unavailability of a large number of students to work in free environment. Our students - former 
schoolchildren are accustomed to total centralized planning and control, characteristic of the class-
lesson system in the traditional school. We often see a paralyzed will and blocked internal motivation. 
To overcome this situation, we have developed a structure of preparatory stages that facilitate the 
gradual adaptation of first-year students to independent and responsible educational activities. 

The first orientation stage involves the introduction of an individual template plan. At this stage, 
traditional forms of employment are conducted using familiar teaching materials. But at the beginning 
of each topic students receive an individual plan for the upcoming work, which includes a step-by-step 
description of all the exercises of the topic. To facilitate orientation, the exercises are divided into 
classroom ones and those to be done at home. The home study graph contains a list of homework 
assignments, monitored regularly in each lesson in accordance with the plan. The specified template-
plan acts as a prototype of the subsequent present individual plan. 
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The second stage of self-planning homework on the basis of a template-plan requires students to 
independently determine the order, time and pace of performing a home-based task block. Therefore, 
students must complete a certain amount of homework. Nevertheless, the control of the latter is 
performed out only at the end of the topic. 

At the third stage, the home and independent classroom work are merged into one unit. The 
assignments for classroom and home fulfillment allocated earlier in separate columns now are 
reduced in one column. As a consequence, the amount of "homework" depends on the intensity of the 
work in the classroom. 

The final stage of the transition to individual planning involves the transition to a set of materials for 
work in free learning environment, as presented above. On the example of the first training topic, 
students learn to make their own individual plan. They learn how to allocate their time and observe the 
deadlines for completing assignments. At this stage, a teacher guides the process, but in the future 
they will do it independently. The function of the teacher is to teach a minimal number of centered 
classes, individual work and counseling. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
To sum up, it is necessary to stress that the paper has become the attempt to comprehensively state 
our view on the theoretical basis and practical possibility, the advisability of adapting M. Montessori's 
pedagogical ideas to the conditions for teaching foreign languages in higher school. The current study 
led to the following conclusions: 

In the absence of specific didactic materials and methods for teaching foreign languages developed by 
M. Montessori personally, the general pedagogical provisions formulated by the Italian teacher 
inevitably determine all the practical content of the teaching foreign languages by her system. So M. 
Montessori's contribution to the theory and practice of teaching foreign languages should be 
considered potentially significant, albeit indirect. 

In the modern "official" pedagogy of M. Montessori, the area of foreign languages is not an obligatory 
part of the prepared environment. The very teaching foreign languages is conducted according to the 
closest possible "in spirit" techniques. Consequently, the development of the concept and the actual 
set of didactic materials on a foreign language is an actual open field from the point of view of the 
theory and practice of M. Montessori’s pedagogy. 

M. Montessori’s pedagogy has a powerful potential for enriching methods for teaching a foreign 
language in general. Our experience in creating and implementing a free learning environment based 
on M. Montessori's ideas in the practice of teaching foreign languages higher school shows that the 
proposed approaches are capable to solve a number of important problems of modern education, 
provided that the relevant conditions are met. It touches the implementation of the principle of 
individualized learning in case the adequate didactic environment is prepared beforehand. There 
should be the development of independence, responsibility and internal discipline of students, with 
time allocated for "adapting" students to free work. Moreover, it is essential to increase the status of 
the teacher from the knowledge translator to the researcher in combination with the teacher's refusal 
from his leading role. 
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