
The Silent Way

Background
• Students who learned through the Audio-

lingual Method were unable to readily 
transfer the habits they had mastered in the 
classroom to communicative use outside it.
• The idea that learning a language meant 

forming a set of habits was seriously 
challenged in the early 1960s



The Silent Way
Background

Chomsky argued that language acquisition could not 
possibly take place through habit formation since 

people create and understand utterances they have 
never heard before. Chomsky proposed instead that 
speakers have a knowledge of underlying abstract 
rules, which allow them to understand and create 

novel utterances. Thus, Chomsky reasoned, language 
must not be considered a product of habit formation, 

but rather of rule formation. 



The Silent Way
Cognitive Code Approach

The emphasis on human cognition led to the 
establishment of the Cognitive Code Approach. Rather 

than simply being responsive to stimuli in the 
environment, learners were seen to be much more 

actively responsible for their own learning, engaged in 
formulating hypotheses in order to discover the rules 

of the target language. Errors were inevitable and were 
signs that learners were actively testing their 

hypotheses.
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Learners are not passively seen as responsive to outside stimuli only, they are seen actively responsible for their learning



The Silent Way
Founder 

Caleb Gattegno (1911–1988) was one of the most influential and 
prolific mathematics educators of the twentieth century. He is 

best known for his innovative approaches to teaching and 
learning mathematics and foreign languages (The Silent Way). 
Gattegno believed that to teach means to serve the learning 

process rather than to dominate it. He looked at language 
learning from the perspective of the learner by studying the way 
babies and young children learn. He concluded that learning is a 
process which we initiate by ourselves by mobilizing our inner 

resources to meet the challenge at hand.
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The Silent Way/Principles 1
• The teacher should start with something the students already 

know and build from that to the unknown.
• Language learners are intelligent and bring with them the 

experience of already learning a language.
• Language is not learned by repeating after a model. Students 

need to develop their own ‘inner criteria’ for correctness—to 
trust and to be responsible for their own production in the 
target language.

• Students’ actions can tell the teacher whether or not they have 
learned.

• Students should learn to rely on each other and themselves.
• The teacher works with the students while the students work on 

the language.
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The Silent Way/Principles 2
• The teacher makes use of what students already know.
• Learning involves transferring what one knows to new contexts.
• Reading is worked on from the beginning but follows from what 

students have learned to say.
• Silence is a tool. It helps to foster autonomy, or the exercise of 

initiative. It also removes the teacher from the center of 
attention so he can listen to and work with students. The 
teacher speaks, but only when necessary. Otherwise, the 
teacher gets out of the way so that it is the students who receive 
the practice in using the language.

• Meaning is made clear by focusing students’ perceptions, not 
through translation.
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The Silent Way/Principles 3
• Students can learn from one another. The teacher’s silence 

encourages group cooperation. 
• If the teacher praises (or criticizes) students, they will be less 

self-reliant.
• Errors are important and necessary to learning. They show the 

teacher where things are unclear.
• If students are simply given answers, rather than being allowed 

to self-correct, they will not retain them.
• Students need to learn to listen to themselves.
• At the beginning, the teacher needs to look for progress, not 

perfection. Learning takes place in time. Students learn at 
different rates.
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The Silent Way/Principles 4
• A teacher’s silence frees the teacher to closely observe the 

students’ behavior.
• Students learn they must give the teacher their attention in 

order not to miss what he says. Student attention is a key to
learning.

• Students should engage in a great deal of meaningful practice 
without repetition.

• The elements of the language are introduced logically, 
expanding upon what students already know.

• Students gain autonomy in the language by exploring it and by 
making choices.

• Language is for self-expression.
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The Silent Way/Techniques1
• Sound–Color Chart 
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The Silent Way/Techniques2
• Teacher’s Silence
• Peer Correction 
• The Cuisenaire Rods

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Inner resources (our perception,awareness, cognition, imagination, intuition, creativity, etc.)



The Silent Way/Techniques3
• Self-correction Gestures
• Word Chart
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The Silent Way/Techniques4
• Fidel Charts 
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The Silent Way/Techniques4
• Fidel Charts 
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The Silent Way/Techniques5
• Structured Feedback 
Students are invited to make observations about 

the day’s lesson and what they have learned. 
The teacher accepts the students’ comments in 

a non-defensive manner, hearing things that will 
help give him direction for where he should 

work when the class meets again.
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The Silent Way/Teacher’s Goals
Students should be able to use the language for 

self-expression—to express their thoughts, 
perceptions, and feelings. 

How is this done?
Learners need to develop independence from the teacher, to 

develop their own inner criteria for correctness. Students 
become independent by relying on themselves. need to develop

independence from the teacher, to develop their own inner 
criteria for correctness. Students become independent by 

relying on themselves. The teacher, therefore, should give them 
only what they absolutely need to promote their learning.
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The Silent Way/Teacher’s Role
The teacher is a technician or engineer. ‘Only the 

learner can do the learning,’ but the teacher, 
relying on what his students already know, can 
give what help is necessary, focus the students’ 

perceptions, ‘force their awareness,’ and 
‘provide exercises to insure their facility’ with 
the language. The teacher should respect the 
autonomy of the learners in their attempts at 

relating and interacting with the new 
challenges.
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The Silent Way/Student’s Role
The role of the students is to make use of what 

they know, to free themselves of any obstacles 
that would interfere with giving their utmost 
attention to the learning task, and to actively 
engage in exploring the language. No one can 

learn for us, Gattegno would say; to learn is our 
personal responsibility. As Gattegno says, ‘The 
teacher works with the student; the student 

works on the language.’ 
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The Silent Way/ student–teacher 
interaction

For much of the student–teacher interaction, the teacher 
is silent. He is still very active, however—setting up 

situations to ‘force awareness,’ listening attentively to 
students’ speech, and silently working with them on 

their production through the use of nonverbal gestures 
and the tools he has available. When the teacher does 

speak, it is to give clues, not to model the language. 
Student–student verbal interaction is desirable 

(students can learn from one another) and is therefore 
encouraged. The teacher’s silence is one way to do this.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Inner resources (our perception,awareness, cognition, imagination, intuition, creativity, etc.)



The Silent Way/ How are Students’ 
Feelings dealt with? 

The teacher constantly observes the students. When their 
feelings interfere, the teacher tries to find ways for the 

students to overcome them. Also, through feedback 
sessions at the end of lessons, students have an 

opportunity to express how they feel. The teacher takes 
what they say into consideration and works with the 

students to help them overcome negative feelings which 
might otherwise interfere with their learning. Finally, 

because students are encouraged throughout each lesson 
to cooperate with one another, it is hoped that a relaxed, 

enjoyable learning environment will be created.
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How is the language viewed? How is 
culture viewed?

Languages of the world share a number of 
features. However, each language also has 
its own unique reality, or spirit, since it is 

the expression of a particular group
of people. Their culture, as reflected in their 

own unique world view, is inseparable 
from their language.
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What areas of language are emphasized? What 
language skills are emphasized?

• Since the sounds are basic to any language, pronunciation is 
worked on from the beginning. It is important that students 
acquire the melody of the language. 

• There is also a focus on the structures of the language, although 
explicit grammar rules may never be supplied. Instead, the 
teacher starts with what the students know and builds from one 
structure to the next. As the learners’ repertoire is expanded, 
previously introduced structures are continually being recycled. 

• Vocabulary is somewhat restricted at first. 
• All four skills are worked on from the beginning of the course, 

although there is a sequence in that students learn to read and 
write what they have already produced orally. The skills 

reinforce what students are learning.
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What is the role of the students’ native language?

Meaning is made clear by focusing the students’ perceptions,
not by translation. The students’ native language can, however,
be used to give instructions when necessary, to help a student
improve his or her pronunciation, for instance. The native
language is also used (at least at beginning levels of proficiency)
during the feedback sessions.

More important, knowledge students already possess of
their native language can be exploited by the teacher of the
target language. For example, the teacher knows that many of
the sounds in the students’ native language will be similar, if not
identical, to sounds in the target language; he assumes, then,
that he can build upon this existing knowledge to introduce the
new sounds in the target language.
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How is evaluation accomplished?

• Although the teacher may never give a formal test, he assesses
student learning all the time. Since ‘teaching is subordinated to
learning,’ the teacher must be responsive to immediate learning
needs. The teacher’s silence frees him to attend to his students
and to be aware of these needs. The needs will be apparent to a
teacher who is observant of his students’ behavior. One criterion
of whether or not students have learned is their ability to
transfer what they have been studying to new contexts.

• The teacher does not praise or criticize student behavior since
this would interfere with students’ developing their own inner
criteria. He expects students to learn at different rates. The
teacher looks for steady progress, not perfection.
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How does the teacher respond to student errors?

• Student errors are seen as a natural, indispensable part of the
learning process. Errors are inevitable since the students are
encouraged to explore the language. The teacher uses student
errors as a basis for deciding where further work is necessary.

• The teacher works with the students in getting them to self-
correct. Students are not thought to learn much if the teacher
merely supplies the correct language. Students need to learn to
listen to themselves and to compare their own production with
their developing inner criteria. If the students are unable to self-
correct and peers cannot help, then the teacher would supply
the correct language, but only as a last resort.
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