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Teaching Proficiency through Reading and Storytelling. 

My first official day teaching began much different than I expected, and had been prepped to expect throughout my four years of college. My plan was to student teach, join the Peace Corps, travel the world, and eventually get a job teaching ESL (English as a Second language). However, I instead got hired on to teach Spanish a couple weeks for school started at New Plymouth High School. This is where I graduated from high school, and where my parents still live today. A very small farming town with more cows than people, I didn’t want to pass up the chance of a paycheck. I was given my keys two days before school started, and dove right in exploring the resources available in the classroom. As the only foreign language teacher in the whole district, I didn’t have much curriculum-based support. I spoke Spanish, but I had no idea where to start when teaching others the language. 

 The first stage of my action research began without much previous knowledge on the subject of second language acquisition. I came into my first teaching experience blind.   I had only the materials and resources that the previous Spanish teacher left in the classroom before she left. I used the main textbook ‘Realidades’ as my anchor piece which I built the curriculum around and I used storytelling and Total Physical Response activities as supplement pieces (see appendix 1-2). At this point, I hadn’t ever heard of the popular teaching method called Teaching Proficiency Through Storytelling (from now referred to as TPRS), but I was open to trying anything.  I used the textbook religiously, as I had no other resources to draw from. The textbook gave me structure, which I appreciated, as I was able to plan out exactly what the students were doing.  I experimented with using the TPRS stories as a way to bring the unit together in a contextual way. The students appreciated change and the personalization which I input into the stories. This gave me a good introduction into how to use stories to incorporate unit vocabulary.  After seeing the success of using these stories to teach in a contextual way, I wanted to expand it and learn more about how other teachers were using the TPRS method to center their entire curriculum on it.

Now that there is glimpse into how I got started, a little bit of background on the method itself is necessary. Teaching Proficiency through Reading and Storytelling (TPRS) was developed by Blaine Ray is the 90’s.  He suggested returning language learning to a more traditional way. By that, he meant returning language learning to its natural state of learning contextually as one does as a child. In language acquisition studies, this is referred to as the ‘natural approach.’ He combined the natural approach with a classical approach with the supplement of TPR (total physical response.) According to Techniques and principles of language teaching, the natural way-paired with James Asher’s TPR (total physical response) is done to connect kinesthetic action with vocabulary within an understandable context. The natural way is taught in way that is similar to a small child learns its first language-through context and storytelling-rather than drilling and memorizing. As long as the instruction is done with complete comprehensible input, the student should prosper rather than be frustrated and overwhelmed as they may be in a total immersion environment.  A typical TPRS lesson includes three very important steps.  The steps go in the following order; establish meaning through translations, gestures, and personalized question and answer discussion (PQA). Next comes the actual storytelling part-commonly referred to as “asking the story”.  The class story is uniquely built by asking questions using the target structures. The story contextualized the vocabulary while providing necessary repetitions for memory. This is done through questioning, circling, and reaffirming comprehension.  The last step is to read. This last step is designed to reinforce the concept in a more visual and reader-controlled way. With the use of a class story and a variety of instructional activities and strategies, students receive the repetition needed to commit the vocabulary to long term memory without memorization.


After I began experimenting with the stories, and enjoying the creativity and freedom it was giving me in lessons, I began to expand my knowledge on the subject and learn how to further implement the method in my classroom. I researched the subject and looked for professional development opportunities in the area. At this time, I was still working two jobs while going to school, and whatever I pursued needed to be time-flexible with my busy schedule. I began in-depth research on educators using this method and came across several teachers who use this method as the life-line of their classroom. One in particular that sparked my interest, and still guides me to this day, was Martina Bex. Also, I came across a website titled Teach For June. A revolutionary concept in foreign language teaching, the cornerstones of the Teach For June website are language acquisition, comprehensible input, proficiency, standards, and meaningful assessment. The founders believe that TPRS paired with proficiency-based-grading techniques (see appendix 3), marry together language acquisition and a meaningful way to represent that acquisition through standards in terms everyone can understand. It wasn’t until I began research in TPRS and the methods of Blaine Ray (inventor of teaching proficiency through reading and storytelling), that I considered the complete implementation of the natural method as a way of foreign language acquisition. I was a firm believer in direct grammar instruction and a teacher-centered classroom; simply because this is the way I had learned.  After even a sliver of research on this method, the natural way won my heart. It didn’t take long for me to be hooked, and I purchased a bundle of webinar courses that went in-depth of the basics of TPRS. 


I will come back to my adventures with Teach for June, but I want to talk about somebody who has had a rather large influence in my teaching while I have still been mastering the ins and outs of the natural approach. Her name is Martina Bex. I have never met this person, nor have I ever talked to her in person, yet her lesson plans and guides are the heart of my classroom. Her website is titled ‘The Comprehensible Classroom.’ She has lesson plans, activities, and strategies for world language courses. She centers her activities on TPRS and provides curriculum maps with full lesson plans for Spanish 1 and 2 classes. She educates teachers on how to incorporate comprehensible input language, culture, and assessment into any foreign language classroom.  Also on her website, she recommends other educators who implement this method. I, to this day, follow her curriculum map for both Spanish one and Spanish two (see appendix 4).  Her lesson plans are usually six day lesson plans which focus on a particular theme. With these lessons, the students learn three main target structures and gestures, a unit-related song, and a story which can be personalized to your particular group of students. Not only that, but the units include a number of different strategies that review over the story and points of grammar in a completely comprehensible way. Her lesson plans come complete with everything from step-by-step instructions for each class period to any necessary resources to complete the lessons (see appendix 5) .As a first year teacher; this has been an essential time-saver for me.  She has introduced me to a number of new strategies that I now implement in my classes. Her tailored, structured, lesson plans have given me a skeleton in which to build my own comprehensible classroom while mastering the basics of TPRS. 

About 9 weeks in, I implemented the TPRS method in all of my Spanish classes for a little more than ten weeks with the help of Martina Bex’s curriculum map. A weekly lesson would include songs, three new vocabulary ‘structures’ with associated actions, listening, reading, writing, and speaking assignments and assessments. When I first began implementing this method with my classes, I got incredibly positive feedback. Students loved the change of pace with the stories rather than the workbook.  The first formative assessment I gave was a listening assessment in which the majority of students received a 100% (see appendix 6). Students were interacting and participating and class, and I was enjoying teaching them.  One of the biggest changes was the assessment. Instead of weekly and unit tests, students now were taking frequent, informal, formative tests. This helped students to make sure they were on track, and helped me gauge my own teaching to their needs. I knew the method was working when I began prepping my students for a reading assessment using authentic newspaper text. After a scaffold, embedded reading, students were able to comprehend an entire text with minimal problems (appendix 6). I was extremely pleased by the results. The amount they have learned has far exceeded my expectations.  

Ten weeks into using the method, the honeymoon phase wore off a little. The test scores still maintained a high rate, however, participation and energy level decreased-from me included. It may have been due to the upcoming break, but the decrease in motivation was evident. From there, to increase my own motivation, I began trying to build and create my own curriculum with the help of Teach for June resources as well as my master’s classes. This included the completion of a twenty hour webinar series on the basics of TPRS( appendix 7) through Teach For June. This was extremely helpful in fine-tuning the presentation and strategies I was using in the classroom. I am a firm believer that TPRS is an extremely authentic and natural way to learn which far exceeds what a textbook can do. Built into the method are strategies for diverse learners and the teaching itself is built upon displaying the information visually, orally, and kinesthetically. On the other hand, high school students have never learned using this way before. Change is difficult for students, and they are still trying to adapt their own techniques to fit a class without worksheets and vocabulary lists to memorize.  I do know, though, that before I can encourage my students that in the long run, they will benefit more from a natural approach than a workbook, I the students to see my passion and investment in the strategy.  The students and the instructor are on this journey together and one cannot prosper and better themselves without the other. That is something I am learning every day in my first year as an educator. 

After going almost an entire semester using the TPRS method, I had the exciting opportunity and the pleasure of spending a professional development day observing five different teachers from the Nampa school district who all implement TPRS in their classrooms, and regularly attend seminars on the subject. The teachers included four from Sky view High School and one from Columbia High School. The instructors taught beginning and advanced Spanish, French, and Chinese! This was exactly what I needed to reaffirm to me that the methods I was using really do work! One of the teachers I met with, Craig Sheehy, was actually an original student of Blaine Ray! It was an extremely humbling and inspiring experience to see it in action. All of the educators helped me to gain more knowledge on the subject and recommended further strategies to implement in my own classroom. Being able to see veteran teachers in action lit my fire and motivated me to keep pushing myself to be the best teacher I can be in order to be a guide, motivator, and leader to my students so they may see the same joy in learning that I do. Through this revolutionary method, I truly believe students can become confident speakers of a foreign language in a natural, comprehensible, and engaging way. 

Currently, I am in the last quarter of school, and have been continuously using TPRS with my Spanish one student for a good seven months. With my Spanish two students, I have stuck to the original curriculum based from the book. Although this isn’t what I would ideally do, now that I know the benefits from other language methods, but it has served its purpose in a number of ways. With the two classes side by side, although different levels, I have been able to compare and contrast their progress using the different methods. My Spanish two students have remained consistent with their progress, continually picking up information along the way. I incorporated a beginner level novel this last quarter, which has allowed the students to see vocabulary in context. Even though my Spanish two students have made ample progress with their book work, I have been thoroughly impressed with the work of my Spanish one students. They impress my every day with how much progress they have made, and how much language they have acquired. Although they still struggle with the writing portion, they can read and understand large paragraphs of text and speak using familiar structures. What surprises me the most is what they have been able to acquire with almost no explicit grammar instruction!
Being a first-year teacher thrown into a single-person department in a subject I have little to no experience teaching has been a rough year, however I feel grateful to have had the experiences many other student teachers would not have access to. Having no curriculum in place at the school can be hard for a new teacher coming in, but the freedom it gave me to explore and develop my own curriculum was a very rewarding experience for both me and my students. 
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