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Montessori	as	an	Intervention	for	Children	with	Dyslexia	

Key Points: 
• Many aspects of Montessori reading instruction inherently help meet the needs of children with 

dyslexia.  
• Various Montessori materials can be used to help students with dyslexia master phonics, syntax, 

and !other aspects of written language.  
• Montessori environments are language-rich and replete with opportunities for practice with 

decoding, !increasing fluency, and improving reading comprehension.  
! 
Dyslexia is a biologically originated, language-based learning disability characterized by difficulties in accuracy 
and/or fluency in recognizing words as well as poor abilities in spelling and word decoding. Decades of 
research have shown that a primary cause of dyslexia is a deficit in the phonological processing of words.1 
This deficit makes learning to read a challenging task for any child, even more so for dyslexic children as they 
struggle to autonomously identify new words2 and become fluent readers.3 ! 

To remediate these issues, a systematic, multisensory, cumulative, and sequential approach is 
recommended.4 Specifically, the intervention should provide explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, 
phonics (mapping letter sounds to letter symbols), English language structure, linguistic instruction, and 
strategies for decoding, encoding, word recognition, fluency, and reading comprehension.5 

Montessori Reading Instruction ! 

Montessori teachers and classrooms are naturally equipped to provide all of the instruction required to 
effectively help students diagnosed with dyslexia.6 The structure of the Montessori work cycle and its mixed- 
age environments also allow time for dyslexic students to more frequently practice activities that develop 
literacy skills with direct assistance from the teacher without any stigma. Additionally, Montessori students 
have explicit language instruction for at least three years prior to entering first grade compared to the one to 
two years children attending conventional preschools receive, though remediation lessons in Montessori 
elementary environments are easily given if necessary. ! 

Phonemic Awareness. Primary (ages three to six) Montessori environments develop children’s phonemic 
awareness through exposure to language in conversation, being read to, singing songs, storytelling, poetry, 
rhyming, language games,7 and sound games8 that highlight beginning, middle, or ending word sounds (i.e., a 
teacher holds an object in her hand such as a glass and says, “I’m thinking of something that starts with /g/, 
what is it?”). ! 

Phonics. At approximately three and a half years old, children in Montessori begin learning phonics utilizing 
the Sandpaper Letters9 with letters being presented from simple to complex. This is a multisensory approach 
involving visual, auditory, and tactile learning as children trace each letter with their fingers in the same 
direction as they would write it while saying its sound aloud. Research demonstrates that it is the act of 
tracing that helps to encode the sound, not just seeing how the letter is written; this also leads to better 
decoding and later reading skills.10 Teachers also utilize the Three-Period Lesson11 (This is a ______. Show me 
a ______. What is this?12) to assess and reinforce students’ encoding progress. Students can also practice 
creating letters and stating their corresponding sounds using other tactile materials such as a chalkboard.13 
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Phonogram Work14 is also used to show how combined letters create unique sounds. Beginning at 
approximately four and half years old, children use their phonics skills to generate words provided first by the 
teacher and then on their own utilizing the Moveable Alphabet,15 further reinforcing their phonics skills. ! 

English Language Structure: Morphology, Syntax, Semantics, and Pragmatics. The Moveable Alphabet 
is also used to show how morphemes create words. Sentence Analysis16 and Function of Words17 exercises 
provide instruction on syntax during the kindergarten year. At the elementary level, the Grammar Boxes and 
Command Cards (which “command” the children to act out parts of speech) also teach syntax and 
vocabulary. Other materials such as the Phonetic Object Box18 and Reading Classification19 can be used in 
multiple ways to provide opportunities for children to practice decoding and build vocabulary. Read aloud 
time, storytelling, and discussing stories are activities that occur every day in Montessori environments at all 
levels to foster pragmatics, or rules for social language.20 And, for children with dyslexia, these activities can 
be increased in either small groups or one-on-one with the teacher. 

Linguistic Instruction. Interpretive Reading Cards, which increase in complexity, provide small amounts of 
text for the children to decode and explore meaning. Additionally, children have plenty of opportunities to 
practice reading aloud to either the teacher, assistant, or to peers with higher-level reading skills. This practice 
coupled with immediate feedback and discussion increases fluency and comprehension.21 

Decoding, Encoding, Word Recognition, Fluency, and Reading Comprehension. All of the language 
activities described above, as well as additional materials not mentioned herein but included in the 
instructional repertoire of trained Montessori teachers, provide Montessori students with multiple strategies 
and rich repeated practice for decoding, encoding, word recognition, fluency, and reading comprehension at 
the preschool and elementary levels. They also involve multisensory opportunities to continually work on 
phonological processing, which is essential for children with dyslexia. 

Overall, Montessori environments are rich in hands-on language activities, provide the flexibility necessary for 
repeated practice of such activities, and have teachers who are trained to adjust the pace of activities to suit 
the particular needs of each child. All of this makes Montessori an ideal intervention to help children with 
dyslexia become fluent readers. 
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