
“Word-Building Lesson” – Juli Newman 

 
In a Montessori classroom, pre-kindergarten and kindergarten curriculum focuses on 

building language from phonetic awareness to reading phonetic readers using multisensory 

techniques and activities to teach the fundamentals of reading, writing, and spelling. Activities 

are specifically tailored to individual students and allows them to practice phonemic awareness, 

sound/symbol recognition, handwriting, word building, sentence composition, story reading, and 

kinesthetic/tactile memory. “A word-building approach helps children note the onset and the 

rime in each word” (Gunning, 2010, p. 204). Gunning outlines a 10-step word-building lesson 

that introduces a short vowel sound, adds onsets, builds words with the use of rhyming, provides 

models and practice for higher level words with the same pattern, incorporates writing and 

spelling, and assesses whether the student can recall the pattern by decoding familiar and 

unfamiliar words with the same pattern (Gunning, 2010). Montessori also uses a word-building 

approach after teaching the vowel sounds. 

Sandpaper letters are lower case letter tiles that provide a tactile experience for the 

student. The vowels are on blue tiles; conversely the consonants are on pink tiles. In a small 

group, the teacher asks the students what a star is. Students typically respond with “a bright light 

in the sky”, a name of a pop star or sports star. It is discussed and decided that a star must be 

important and special. The sandpaper letter “a” is presented. The teacher says, “ this is the letter 

“a”, (tracing the sandpaper letter), his name is “a”, but when he talks he says “a” (short vowel 

sound) as in apple. At the same time the teacher will hand gesture eating an apple to signify the 

“a” sound. The students repeat the sound and the hand gesture until they are proficient. The letter 

“e” is presented in the same manner with the hand gesture of pulling down the edges of the 

mouth. The letter “i” is presented in the same manner, while pushing the nose up with the side of 

a straight hand. The letter “o” is presented in the same manner while exaggerating the round 
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shape of the mouth with a finger circle. The fifth vowel, “u” is presented in the same manner 

while flexing both arms in a “u” shape. The teacher now has all five vowel sounds in front of the 

students. It is pointed out that they are blue, while the remaining letters are pink, “they must be 

special”. On a white board the teacher writes individual student’s names, each time pointing out 

that each name contains at least one vowel. The teacher says, “Show me the vowel that is in your 

name”. The student will point to the appropriate sandpaper letter, trace it with two fingers, and 

say its name and its short vowel sound (when it talks), and preform the gesture. Each student 

receives a glove with a vowel written on each finger. The teacher sings, “ a, e, i, o, u, a, e, i, o, u, 

a, e, i, o, u, the five stars of our alphabet” (Bingo tune). The teacher can sing it with the names 

and the sounds, raising the appropriate finger/letter. The students practice and join in. They keep 

their vowel glove to practice and for use in subsequent language lessons. 

Montessori teachers present consonant sound lessons in a three period lesson with 

individual students or in small groups. The first period is the introduction of the sound. Typically 

the first group of letters, after the vowels, is m, b, t, and c. The teacher uses a similar approach as 

the introduction of vowels. Using sandpaper letters, the sound is produced, the letter is traced and 

the student practices the sound. The sandpaper letter is then turned face down. The rest of the 

letters are introduced in the same way. In the second period, the student has the opportunity to 

practice identifying, tracing, and saying the sounds by turning over each sandpaper letter. Once 

all letters are practiced and turned over, the teacher will give a series of directions such as, “Can 

you point to “m”?”, Can you trace “b”?, Can you place “t” on your knee?”, Can you put “c” 

behind you?”. This period lasts until the student is proficient in identifying, saying, and tracing 

the sounds. The third period is the initial assessment. The group of letters is placed in front of the 

student. The teacher points to each letter and asks, “What is this?”  After the student correctly 
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produces and traces all the sounds, the teacher can determine whether the student has mastered 

the sounds and is ready to move on to blending the sounds with a vowel or needs more practice. 

If the student is ready to move forward, the teacher will put the “a” and the “t” tiles in 

front of the student. The student is encouraged to blend the two sounds, “at”. The mastered 

sounds of “m”, “b”, and “c” are placed in front of the student. Adding the onsets, the student will 

read and trace the words, mat, bat, and cat. The vowel can be changed to create new rimes and 

extend learning. This pattern is repeated until the student has mastered all 26 letter sounds. The 

objective is to read faster and earlier with a systematic effective approach. The students will 

synthesis the information and apply the concepts by reading books that emphasize short vowel 

sounds. Gunning presents a fairly comprehensive list, including such titles as, The Cat Sat on the 

Mat, Let’s Get a Pet, Clip-Clop, A Pet for Pat, and the Biscuit series (Gunning, 2010, p. 208). At 

home practice is additionally important. Therefore, parents are encouraged to download a set of 

twenty-one free phonetic readers (Fun phonics, 1988). Practice on the computer aids in quick 

recall and application of the lesson presented  ("Review of the video game Construct a word," 

n.d.). We have found that students that have repeated practice using a variety of modalities and 

multisensory materials begin to read faster and enter first grade at a higher reading level. 
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