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Learning an additional language is a com-
plex process that places myriad demands on 
learners of any age, but is arguably more dif-
ficult for adult learners, resulting in more 
variable outcomes (see DeKeyser for a de-
tailed discussion). Such variability for adult 
learners may appear across language skills 
such as reading, writing, speaking, listening 
and/or domains like morphosyntax, phonol-
ogy, the lexicon, etc. Moreover, outcomes 
may vary by type of learning context; for ex-
ample, naturalistic or instructed. Research 
with adult second language learners has 
shown that instruction has a positive effect 
on language development (e.g., see Norris 
and Ortega for a meta-analysis). As a result 
of these attested benefits, methods for and 
approaches to teaching additional languages 
abound, and so, further investigation into 
the effectiveness of the varied approaches to 
second language pedagogy is necessary.  

Interestingly, there is a divide between 
approaches for primary and secondary 
school language learners, on the one hand, 
and university-level learners on the other. 
One approach that has taken second lan-
guage teaching in primary and secondary 
school contexts by storm is Total Physical Re-
sponse Storytelling or TPRS, also known as 
Teaching Proficiency through Reading and 

Storytelling (Ray and Asher). This pedagog-
ical approach, first introduced in the 1990s 
by Blaine Ray, is grounded in the use of the 
target language, or in other words, the lan-
guage being learned, via storytelling that re-
quires the constant participation and atten-
tion of all learners in the classroom (see the 
Literature Review for a more detailed de-
scription). Although the effects of TPRS have 
been primarily researched and compared to 
traditional instructional practices with lan-
guage learners in the primary and secondary 
school context, relatively little research has 
examined the effects of TPRS with language 
learners in the university context. 

A crucial aspect of communication is 
knowing and using vocabulary to make 
meaning. In order to promote deep learning 
of target vocabulary, learners need to acquire 
multiple dimensions of word knowledge 
such as the connection between the lexical 
item and its meaning(s), the spelling of the 
word, the ability to identify and produce the 
word in a given context (Brandl 77). Given 
the multi-faceted nature of developing word 
knowledge, learners are best positioned to 
acquire L2 vocabulary when they participate 
in learning activities that present vocabulary 
embedded in rich, elaborated, comprehensi-
ble input through meaningful and engaging 
content such as a story (Brandl 77). Indeed, 
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TPRS is designed to promote this type of 
learning and has been shown to be effective 
for younger learners’ vocabulary develop-
ment (e.g., Kara and Eveyik-Aydın; see 
Lichtman, “Research,” for a review; Ray and 
Asher). 

Given that TPRS has been shown to be 
successful with younger learners and high 
school-aged learners, additional research ex-
amining the effects of this method with 
learners of a slightly older age group, en-
rolled in a qualitatively different type of lan-
guage program such as those in the univer-
sity context, is needed to more fully under-
stand the impact that this method has on 
additional language learning. Therefore, this 
research aims to examine the effectiveness of 
TPRS on one dimension of linguistic 
knowledge for adult second language learn-
ers in the university classroom: vocabulary 
development. Examining the effects of TPRS 
with university students can help deepen 
our understanding of best practices in teach-
ing additional languages to adult learners 
and ultimately contribute to second lan-
guage acquisition and pedagogy research-
ers’ as well as instructors’ knowledge about 
the processes that underlie language acquisi-
tion in adults.  

 
1. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 
Total Physical Response Storytelling or 

TPRS, as the name suggests, is rooted in 
principles of Total Physical Response or 
TPR. Developed by James Asher in the mid-
60s, TPR was inspired by the process of first 
language (L1) acquisition. Asher noticed that 
many utterances by parents were followed 
by a physical reaction from their infant chil-
dren. Building off this observation, TPR les-
sons included a series of verbal cues from the 
teacher that were then followed by a physi-
cal action from the students. As an example, 
the teacher may say “stand up” in the target 
language, while also standing up and 
prompting the students to do so as well. By 

having the students recognize and under-
stand the language before having to repro-
duce it, students can build upon their mental 
system of the target language by focusing on 
comprehension first.  
 While acknowledging the effectiveness 
of TPR as a teaching method, Blaine Ray ob-
served the difficulty of being able to express 
more abstract ideas or concepts in the target 
language through TPR. This difficulty in-
spired the development of TPRS, and in 
1990, Ray and Asher published the first 
Spanish curriculum with this method titled 
Look I Can Talk! TPRS continues to be a pop-
ular and fast-growing method in language 
teaching today (Lichtman, Teaching Profi-
ciency 7). There are several key principles 
that anchor TPRS as a Communicative Lan-
guage Teaching (CLT) based approach:  (a) 
the necessity for students to receive a large 
amount of comprehensible input, (b) the idea 
that input should be structured so that target 
forms or vocabulary appear at a high fre-
quency throughout the lesson, (c) the im-
portance of target forms and vocabulary pre-
sented in the context in which they are com-
monly used as opposed to memorizing 
conjugation charts and (d) the importance of 
students working mostly on their compre-
hension skills before focusing on production 
skills (Lichtman, “Research”; Ray and 
Asher).  

Many of these principles are closely tied 
to phenomena observed in L1 acquisition. 
For example, the importance of comprehen-
sible input is parallel to the attested fact that 
young children gain thousands of uninter-
rupted hours of language input before begin-
ning to utter words and phrases. As for pre-
senting target forms with a high frequency in 
TPRS, a similar phenomenon happens in L1 
acquisition; for instance, we can imagine a 
scenario where a guardian might wake their 
infant up every morning saying, “Good 
morning! Can you say, ‘good morning’?” 
Additionally, in L1 contexts, much of the in-
put is provided in context with a picture, 
song, or provided in an environment with 
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visual stimuli. As an example, a guardian 
might say “Look at the puppy!” while point-
ing at a puppy. This type of contextualized 
input is present in TPRS with the emphasis 
on presenting target forms and vocabulary 
in context through storytelling with visual 
support.  

Another influential source for the devel-
opment of TPRS comes from the fundamen-
tal theoretical work for the field of second 
language acquisition conducted by Stephen 
Krashen. In his Monitor Model, Krashen 
notes similarities between the development 
of our first language to the acquisition of ad-
ditional languages stating that both “require 
meaningful interaction in the target lan-
guage—natural communication—in which 
speakers are concerned not with the form of 
their utterances but with the messages they 
are conveying and understanding” (Krashen 
1). This idea that acquisition takes place 
through exposure to input, along with the 
idea of comprehensible input, which is input 
that is just a step beyond the learners’ skill 
level, share core characteristics with the prin-
ciples of TPRS. Additionally, Krashen’s the-
ory on the affective filter, or potential anxiety 
or negative thoughts associated with lan-
guage learning, can explain why some learn-
ers have exposure to a great amount of input 
and retain very little. It also can support the 
use of TPRS since the use of storytelling 
along with group callbacks to the instructor 
could potentially lower the affective filter of 
a nervous language learner (Lightbown and 
Spada 37). Together, these ideas are present 
in the principles underlying TPRS and can be 
used to support its use in second language 
classrooms.  
  Turning to the details of how TPRS is im-
plemented, we describe a typical TPRS les-
son, which consists of multiple phases, in-
cluding: (a) an optional pre-story vocabu-
lary/grammar phase, (b) a story phase, and 
(c) a post-story phase. In the pre-story phase, 
instructors might include activities or di-
dactic materials designed to establish the 
meaning of certain target phrases that will be 

present in the upcoming story phase (Licht-
man, Teaching Proficiency 19; Ray and Asher 
VI). 

The main focus of the lesson is the story 
phase. This phase consists of exposing learn-
ers to a story in a verbal and/or auditory mo-
dality that is replete with comprehensible in-
put and specific target grammar and vocab-
ulary. These stories can be developed in 
many ways including: using instructor-writ-
ten materials, co-constructing a story with 
the students during the story phase itself, or 
using a premade story from a TPRS reader. 
Many of the TPRS storylines follow a similar 
outline in that there is a problem, a character 
going to many places to resolve this prob-
lem, and an eventual solution. In the story 
phase, the instructor speaks slowly and with 
an animated tone to emphasize certain 
words and to also increase entertainment 
and engagement of the learners while read-
ing the story. Along with the responsibility 
of leading the students through the story, the 
instructor also provides additional input to 
learners as they read or listen to the story 
through a technique known as circling, 
which involves repeating comprehension 
questions, and key vocabulary items as a 
way to increase frequency of crucial input 
during this phase. Since learners are not 
taught grammar structures explicitly before 
beginning the story phase, if learners inquire 
about grammar structures they notice in the 
story, instructors employ a technique called 
pop-up grammar. This technique involves 
providing explicit instruction regarding 
grammar concepts as students become 
aware of them. Throughout the story, stu-
dents might be asked to read, read along or 
simply listen to the story. Additionally, stu-
dents are expected to answer and respond to 
short-answer comprehension questions and 
act out any physical gestures to engage fur-
ther with the story (Lichtman, Teaching Profi-
ciency 19; Ray and Asher VI).  

In the post-story phase, students engage 
in debriefing and extension activities to en-
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sure understanding of the story. These activ-
ities could include additional short-answer 
questions in a written or oral format, writing 
down part of the story, retelling the story, or 
part of the story, to a classmate, or drawing 
part(s) of the story. Taken together, the 
phases of a TPRS lesson are designed to tar-
get the principles outlined earlier, highlight-
ing the importance of comprehensible input, 
using target vocabulary and/or grammar 
with a high frequency, presenting input in 
context and a focus on receptive language 
skills (Lichtman, Teaching Proficiency 19; Ray 
and Asher VI). 
 As a popular teaching method in pri-
mary and secondary educational contexts, 
TPRS has been investigated in second lan-
guage acquisition research within that popu-
lation of learners. Generally speaking, the 
findings indicate that TPRS can (a) lead to 
linguistic development, (b) improve class en-
joyment, (c) help foster positive attitudes to-
wards language learning and (d) promote 
further language study (see Lichtman, “Re-
search,” for a review of empirical research). 
In the following section, we focus on six em-
pirical investigations that are relevant for the 
present study as they either targeted vocab-
ulary learning with TPRS or examined the 
role of storytelling in the language classroom 
as a whole. Four of these studies included 
participants with college-aged learners or 
adults, which is the target age range of the 
present study.  
 
2. RELEVANT EMPIRICAL STUDIES ON 

TPRS       
 
In a recent study, Kara and Eveyik-Ay-

dın examined the effects of TPRS on the vo-
cabulary acquisition of nineteen four-year-
old English L2 learners in Turkey over the 
course of seven weeks. This study included 
28 unique and unfamiliar vocabulary items 
identified in children’s story books. Each 
book contained at least two to three items of 
the target vocabulary. In addition to the 
story, the researcher used flashcards, props, 

and videos depicting the target vocabulary 
which were used at different stages to facili-
tate comprehension as well as to keep the 
young learners’ interest and motivation 
high. The learners’ productive and receptive 
vocabulary knowledge was assessed before 
the treatment, throughout the treatment at 
the beginning and end of each week and af-
ter the treatment. The productive assess-
ments consisted of the researcher displaying 
a picture depicting a target word and asking 
the learner to name it aloud. For the recep-
tive tests, learners were shown three pic-
tures, one target and two distractors. Then, 
they were asked to point to the picture that 
showed a certain vocabulary word.  

The findings showed a short-term and a 
long-term effect of TPRS on the learners’ L2 
vocabulary acquisition. The immediate post-
tests following each week’s treatment 
showed significantly higher scores as com-
pared to each weeks’ pre-tests. This suggests 
a positive short-term effect on L2 receptive 
and productive vocabulary knowledge. The 
results also presented a long-term effect of 
the TPRS treatment on receptive knowledge 
as the mean scores of delayed post-tests after 
the seven-week treatment remained the 
same or increased as compared to the imme-
diate post-tests. However, there was a slight 
decrease in the mean scores on the delayed 
post-tests for productive knowledge. Over-
all, the researcher concluded that TPRS is in-
deed an effective manner for increasing vo-
cabulary acquisition in young learners, with 
stronger effects for receptive than produc-
tive knowledge. 

In another relevant study by Watson, 
TPRS was compared to another traditional 
method in a secondary school Spanish class-
room with participation from 73 high-school 
students with English as the L1. The tradi-
tional class was focused on conscious learn-
ing “with a great deal of the instructional 
time dedicated to helping students under-
stand grammatical concepts through expla-
nations in English” (Watson 21). Addition-
ally, the traditional class used student-to-
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student question and answer exercises, inter-
views, and games to identify and review vo-
cabulary. Both the TPRS and traditional class 
had reading assignments outside of class. 
The traditional class read Pobre Ana by Blaine 
Ray, a TPRS reader, while the TPRS group 
read both Pobre Ana and Patricia va a Califor-
nia by Blaine Ray as class readers. Of the 73 
participants, twenty-three were enrolled in 
the traditional class and fifty were enrolled 
in two sections of a TPRS class. All three clas-
ses were taught by the same instructor. 

Vocabulary knowledge assessment for 
this study included a final examination and 
an oral examination at the end of the semes-
ter. The final examination consisted of a lis-
tening section that included a true or false 
answer section based on the audio, a vocab-
ulary and grammar section that included fill 
in the blank sentences, and a reading section 
where students were asked to: (a) read sen-
tences and decide if they were probable or 
improbable and (b) read two passages and 
answer comprehension questions. For the 
oral assessment, the author noted, “Students 
were asked to randomly choose a card with 
an English word and explain it in two 
minutes in the target language” (Watson 22). 
The results of the study showed that the 
TPRS groups performed nearly identically to 
each other on both the final examination and 
the oral exam. The TPRS students outper-
formed the traditional class, scoring one 
standard deviation higher than the tradi-
tional class in combined scores on the two as-
sessments, suggesting that TPRS had a posi-
tive effect on learning.  

De Costa’s study examined the progress 
of twenty university students with English 
as the L1 who were enrolled in a French im-
mersion class. Participants were randomly 
assigned to either an Experimental group or 
a Control group. The Experimental group 
was given TPRS treatment, and the Control 
group was given a teaching method that 
“does not incorporate a story context within 
the lesson” (De Costa 4).  All participants re-
ceived the same pre-test in order to assess 

their pre-existing language abilities in writ-
ing, listening, and speaking in French. This 
same pre-test was used as a post-test to de-
termine any changes in their abilities. The 
study took place over a five-day period. The 
materials for this study included a vocabu-
lary list of 44 words. 

Although the results did not reveal a sig-
nificant difference between groups, descrip-
tive differences were evident in vocabulary 
and grammar. The Experimental group 
made bigger improvements than the Control 
group in the vocabulary measure. For gram-
mar, the opposite pattern was found in that 
the Control group made larger descriptive 
gains than the Experimental group. Despite 
the lack of significant findings and the con-
tradictory pattern of results, the author notes 
that there were in fact benefits of TPRS for 
learners in the study, stating, “It engaged all 
students in the classroom…and because of 
daily interaction, the teacher could verify the 
progress of each student in terms of vocabu-
lary, culture, listening, and comprehension” 
(De Costa 47). De Costa attributed the im-
provement in vocabulary knowledge to the 
repetition inherent in TPRS, estimating that 
the vocabulary words were repeated up-
wards of at least 50 times by the researcher 
and the learners. 

In another study with TPRS in the uni-
versity context, Bustamante examined its ef-
fectiveness in a beginner Spanish course at 
the university level with 19 participants. 
Fourteen of the participants had English as 
an L1 and four participants had an L1 of Jap-
anese. The participants were assessed on 
reading, writing, and were also given the 
Computer Adaptive Placement Exam ( 
CAPE) exam. Finally, the participants were 
given a survey that gauged their perception 
of TPRS and their own learning experience. 
The study took place over the course of a se-
mester, where participants self-selected to 
participate by enrolling in the course. The re-
searcher used an eight-chapter textbook spe-
cifically designed for a TPRS course, ¡Cuén-
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tame más! (Gaab). The course outline in-
cluded “four mini-stories, one long story, 
and one song per chapter, vocabulary and 
reading comprehension quizzes, a mid-term 
and a final exam, and two additional activi-
ties” (Bustamante 32). Testing measures 
were given to the participants at several 
points throughout the semester in order to 
determine significance. The results of this 
study were compared to a traditional begin-
ner Spanish course from a previous semester 
at the same university.  

The results of the reading, writing and 
CAPE language placement tests showed a 
statistically significant increase in the TPRS 
course participants’ performance on all 
measures from the beginning to the end of 
the semester over the comparison group. 
Qualitatively, a survey of the participants 
showed that more than half of the TPRS class 
felt satisfied with the new learning method. 
Furthermore, 12 of the 19 participants had 
taken a Spanish course before and cited that 
they felt like they were learning Spanish bet-
ter with the TPRS method.  

Pinos-Ortiz and Orbe Guaraca examined 
the effectiveness of TPRS for vocabulary ac-
quisition in an English university classroom 
in Ecuador over a five-month period. Addi-
tionally, these researchers wanted to investi-
gate the learners’ perception of TPRS’s use in 
the classroom and its effect on their vocabu-
lary knowledge. The participants were 56 L1 
Spanish/L2 English learners who worked 
with TPRS in their classroom for vocabulary 
acquisition each day throughout the course 
of the study, with 30 participants in the ex-
perimental group who received the TPRS 
treatment and 26 in the control group. Pre- 
and post-testing measures were obtained 
through the Cambridge vocabulary test, 
which measures language skills and vocabu-
lary in use. Participants in the experimental 
group were also given a survey to obtain 
data on their perspectives of TPRS through-
out the process and the perceived overall ef-
fect of TPRS on their vocabulary knowledge. 

Results of a t-test showed that the experi-
mental TPRS group displayed significantly 
greater increases across the vocabulary pre- 
and post-test measures. Additionally, a Lik-
ert scale survey of the experimental group 
participants showed that the experimental 
group perceived TPRS to be more effective 
for learning vocabulary than traditional 
methods, with high levels of overall enjoy-
ment during the process of learning through 
TPRS.  

In order to explore the role of storytell-
ing, a key component of TPRS, in a Chinese 
second language setting, Nguyen, Stanley 
and Stanley surveyed 15 instructors and 30 
adult learners at the School of Chinese Lan-
guage in Shaanxi Normal University in 
Xi’an, China. The survey asked instructors 
and learners about their “interests, the prac-
tice, benefits, and challenges of doing story-
telling in the Chinese as a second or foreign 
language classroom” (Nguyen, Stanley and 
Stanley 1). The results of the survey showed 
that participants were interested in storytell-
ing because of its perceived benefits in lan-
guage learning and comprehension of lan-
guage. Additionally, participants were inter-
ested in its effectiveness for multi-cultural 
understanding.  

In looking at the importance of these six 
aforementioned studies, they are key in 
showing the effectiveness of TPRS for vocab-
ulary and grammar development in class-
rooms of learners of all ages. Kara’s and 
Eveyik-Aydın’s study conducted with four-
year-old language learners suggests that 
there are both short-term and long-term ef-
fects of TPRS for both receptive and produc-
tive vocabulary knowledge. In additional 
work with a slightly older group of learners, 
Watson’s study showed that learners can 
make gains over the course of a semester, 
highlighting that prolonged exposure to 
TPRS is also beneficial. While De Costa’s 
five-day study of TPRS in comparison to a 
traditional method in a university setting did 
not prove to have significant overall results 
in favor of either method, the results did 
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show that the TPRS group made gains over 
the Control group in the vocabulary 
measures on post-testing. Bustamante’s se-
mester-long study in the university setting 
showed relevant significant results as it per-
tains to the present study and TPRS’s useful-
ness in the university context. Despite its 
short time frame of five days, Pinos-Ortiz’s 
and Orbe Guaraca’s study examining TPRS’s 
effect on vocabulary acquisition in a second 
language with university-aged learners dis-
played not only significant gains as com-
pared to the control group, but the results of 
the qualitative portion of the study also 
showed that learners were greatly enjoying 
their experience with TPRS as compared to a 
traditional language course. Lastly, we ex-
amined the qualitative study by Nguyen, 
Stanley and Stanley investigating the role of 
storytelling in the second language class-
room, which are relevant to the present 
study insofar as they highlight the enjoy-
ment and potential engagement with TPRS 
for adult learners.  

Motivation for the present exploratory 
study is rooted in a relative dearth of re-
search on TPRS with undergraduate learn-
ers. As noted above we found a total of four 
studies that have included this population. 
Results from prior work are promising, and 
as such we take an additional step in contrib-
uting to the ongoing research on TPRS by fo-
cusing on undergraduate learners and their 
development of novel vocabulary items. The 
current project aims to address the following 
research questions and hypotheses.  

 
3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
The research questions that guide this 

project are:  
 
RQ1: What are the effects of TPRS on the 
identification of vocabulary words as 
compared to a more traditional instruc-
tional approach for L2 Spanish learners 
in a university learning context?            
 

RQ2: What are the effects of TPRS on the 
production of vocabulary words as com-
pared to traditional instruction for L2 
Spanish learners in a university learning 
context? 
 

4. METHODS AND MATERIALS  
 
4.1 Participants 

 
Forty-nine participants were recruited 

for this study from elementary Spanish clas-
ses at a large university in the Southeastern 
US. Participants were recruited through an 
email forwarded from their instructors. Only 
those who agreed to participate and signed 
the necessary IRB-approved consent forms 
took part in this research study. Three partic-
ipants did not complete all sessions of the 
study and three participants scored above 
our vocabulary knowledge pre-test cutoff 
score, which was more than two standard 
deviations from the mean. Thus, the final 
sample included 43 participants: 32 female, 
10 male and 1 transgender student with ages 
ranging from 18 to 48. The L1 of all partici-
pants was English, and all participants re-
ported on average one year of classroom ex-
posure to Spanish. Participants were ran-
domly divided into two groups:  
Experimental and Control. Twenty-four par-
ticipants were assigned to the Experimental 
group and 19 participants were assigned to 
the Control group. All required IRB proto-
cols were followed for recruitment of partic-
ipants, consent, and data storage throughout 
this study. 
 
4.2 Materials 
 

In order to assess the participants’ exist-
ing knowledge of targeted vocabulary items 
and document any changes in this 
knowledge after the intervention, which is 
described below, identical pre-test and post-
test measures were used for both the Experi-
mental and the Control groups. These 
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measures consisted of two parts. The first as-
sessed the participants’ ability to identify the 
vocabulary. This identification task con-
sisted of a Google form that contained mul-
tiple choice items. For each item, a target vo-
cabulary word in Spanish was given and 
participants were asked to choose the correct 
English translation equivalent from three op-
tions (see Appendices A and C). For the sec-
ond measure, which was a pencil and paper 
task, we assessed the participants’ ability to 
produce the target words by showing a pic-
ture projected as a slideshow. The partici-
pants then had to write the word in Spanish 
that represented the photo (see Appendix B) 
on a piece of paper. For example, when view-
ing a picture of a tree, the participant was ex-
pected to write “el árbol.” Both the produc-
tion and the identification assessment were 
graded out of 16, receiving 1 point for each 
correct response. For the production task, 
leeway was given to misspellings if the re-
searchers could tell that the student knew the 
word and either left out an accent mark or 
were off by a letter or two. Importantly, the 
same list of sixteen target vocabulary words 
was used for both the Experimental and 
Control group (see Appendix C). 

 
4.3 Procedures 
 

This study took place over two sessions. 
The first session included the reading and 
signing of the Informed Consent documents, 
initial pre-test measures, treatment, and im-
mediate post-testing measures and lasted 
approximately one hour in duration. The 
second session took place approximately one 
week later and included the delayed post-
testing measures as well as the Language 
Background questionnaire and took less 
than 30 minutes. The experimental and con-
trol groups were given different materials in 
the first session for the treatment, all other 
measures given to the two groups were the 
identical. 

 
 

4.3.1 Experimental Group 
 

Participants in the Experimental group 
were instructed via TPRS. The participants 
were put into small groups of 3-5 for each 
session of the experiment. For the first ses-
sion, once the participants arrived at the 
classroom where the study took place, they 
were given a hard copy of the informed con-
sent. Participants were given time to read 
over the informed consent form and sign it. 
Then, participants completed both the iden-
tification and the production pre-tests.  

After pre-testing was complete, the par-
ticipants listened to the TPRS story that was 
written and told by the researcher. The title 
of the short story was “Harry Styles va a las 
vacaciones” (Harry Styles goes on vacation). 
Before beginning the story, the researcher in-
formed the participants that they were ex-
pected to: a) remain engaged, b) repeat 
words when prompted, and c) answer ques-
tions aloud as a group when prompted. A 
PowerPoint with pictures was used to illus-
trate the story throughout its telling. For ex-
ample, at a point in the story when the pro-
tagonist was visiting a beach, the Power-
Point contained a picture of the protagonist 
and a beach to illustrate the scene. Aligning 
with TPRS models as highlighted above, the 
researcher told the story very slowly, includ-
ing repetition from the researcher so that the 
participants were able to hear correct pro-
nunciation of the target vocabulary. The par-
ticipants were able to practice their own pro-
nunciation when prompted to repeat target 
vocabulary or answer questions. An exam-
ple of this practice in context is shown in the 
following script: 
  

Researcher: “Clase, en el cuento, hay un 
chico. El chico se llama Harry Styles. Clase, 
¿Quién es el chico?” (“Class, in the story 
there is a boy. The boy’s name is Harry 
Styles. Class, who is the boy?”) 
 
Participants: “¡Harry Styles!”   
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Researcher: “Clase, ¡Harry Styles va a la 
playa! Clase, ¿adónde va Harry Styles?” 
(“Class, Harry Styles goes to the beach! 
Class, where does Harry Styles go?”) 
 
Participants: “¡La playa!” (“the beach!”)  

  
The aim of asking the participants questions 
during the story was to keep them engaged, 
and it allowed them to be active in the story 
by repeating target vocabulary up to 8 times 
throughout the exercise. As another strategy 
for keeping the students engaged, the re-
searcher used gestures and animated facial 
expressions to provide physical representa-
tions of many parts of the story that might 
have been difficult for learners to under-
stand. Examples of this included smiling and 
making a thumbs up when Harry Styles was 
happy at the end or pretending to trip when 
Harry Styles tripped on a tree root in the 
story. The telling of the entire story took 
about 15 minutes.  

After the completion of the story, the re-
searcher handed each student a blank sheet 
of paper and then called out 5 of the target 
vocabulary words from the story. The partic-
ipants were expected to draw the target vo-
cabulary words as they heard them on the 
blank sheet of paper. For example, the re-
searcher said, “la flor” (“flower”) and the 
participants would draw a flower. This 
drawing activity took approximately 5 
minutes, for a total of approximately twenty 
minutes of learning activities for the Experi-
mental group. After the completion of the 
drawing activity, participants then com-
pleted the immediate post-tests which are 
identical to the identification and production 
pre-tests given before the treatment.   

Approximately one week later, partici-
pants returned to take the delayed post-tests 
which were, again, identical to the pre- and 
post-tests completed during the first session. 
Participants also completed a language back-
ground questionnaire in order to obtain a 
better idea of their language learning back-
ground and experience with their L1 and L2 

and any other languages they might have 
known.  

 
4.3.2 Control Group 
 
The Control group completed the same 

pre-treatment steps in session 1 as the Exper-
imental group, which included: reading 
through and signing the informed consent 
and completing the identification and pro-
duction pre-tests. The Control group partici-
pants were also put into small groups of 3-5 
participants. Participants were then given a 
list of the target vocabulary in both Spanish 
and English (see Appendix C). The re-
searcher gave participants a few minutes to 
look over and study the words, as if they 
were studying for a vocabulary test.  

Next, the researcher had the participants 
repeat each of the vocabulary words after the 
researcher read them aloud. The researcher 
then asked the participants to put the list 
away while they completed a matching ac-
tivity, requiring them to match Spanish 
words and English translation equivalents, 
that included all of the target vocabulary (see 
Appendix D). After reviewing the answers to 
this activity as a group, participants were 
provided with a fill-in-the-blank activity that 
allowed them to use the words in context 
(see Appendix E). Participants were allowed 
to bring out their bilingual list for this activ-
ity, to preserve authenticity of a classroom 
environment where students often have 
their books available as a resource. After the 
researcher went over the answers to the fill-
in-the-blank activity with the participants, 
the participants were then given an addi-
tional 2-3 minutes to study the words. The 
activities chosen for the Control group were 
meant to replicate those typically found in a 
language textbook. In total, activities com-
pleted for the Control group’s treatment 
took approximately twenty minutes. 

After the completion of the Control 
group’s treatment, participants completed 
the immediate identification and production 
post-tests, which were identical to the pre-
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tests.  In a parallel fashion to the Experi-
mental group, approximately one week later, 
participants returned to complete the de-
layed post-tests and the language back-
ground questionnaire.  
 
5. RESULTS 
 

5.1 Identification test 
 

This study aimed to examine the effects 
of TPRS on the identification and production 
of vocabulary for university-aged second 
language students. Descriptive results in-
cluding means and standard deviations for 
vocabulary identification are displayed in 
Table 1 for each group at the Pre-test, Post-
test, and Delayed Post-test. As seen in Table 
1, both groups make large descriptive gains. 
In order to examine whether changes over 
time and between groups were statistically 
significant, we conducted a repeated 
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
with Group (Control or Experimental) as a 
between-subjects’ factor and Time (Pre-, 

Post-, or Delayed Post-test) as a within-sub-
jects factor for both the identification and 
production tasks. Effect sizes were calcu-
lated as Cohen’s d, which represent the mag-
nitude of the difference between scores on 
the different tests used here.  

For the identification tasks, there was a 
significant main effect for Time (p < .0001), 
indicating that both groups made significant 
gains over time. Follow-up parameters esti-
mate tests of significance revealed that both 
groups made significant gains from pre-test 
to post-test (p < .0001, d = 1.18) and pre-test 
to delayed post-test (p < .0001, d = 0.66), as 
indicated in Table 2. The effect sizes we re-
port above indicated a medium to large ef-
fect for gains from pre-test to post-test and a 
small effect for pre-test to delayed post-test, 
which were interpreted following Plonsky 
and Oswald’s field-specific guide for effect 
size interpretation. Finally, there was no sta-
tistically significant main effect for Group (p 
= .07) and no interaction between Time and 
Group (p = .55), suggesting that both groups 
performed similarly at all time points.  

 

 

Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations within groups for Identification task 

 Pre-test Post-test             Delayed post-test 

 M           SD M    SD M      SD 

Control .65       .11 .99      .02 .97 .04 

Experimental .64      .12 .96 .03 .92 .07 
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Table 2 

Changes in Means and Standard Deviations within groups for Identification task 

     Pre-test to post Pre-test to delayed              Post-test to delayed 

 M           SD M    SD M      SD 

Control .34*  .11 .32* .10 .02 .05 

Experimental .32*  .21 .28* .16 -.04 .08 

* denotes statistical significance at p < .0001 

 

 
5.2 Production test 

 
Descriptive results from the production 

test are displayed in Table 3. These data sug-
gest that both groups made large descriptive 
gains from pre-test to immediate and de-
layed post-tests.  

For the production task, results from a 
repeated measures ANOVA, with Group as 
a between-subjects factor and Time as a 
within-subjects factor, yielded a statistically 
significant main effect for Time (p  < .0001), 
and as revealed by post-hoc parameter esti-
mate tests of significance, both groups made 
significant gains, with a small effect size, 
from pre-test to immediate post-test (p  < 
.0001, d = 0.66) and from pre-test to delayed 
post-test, with a negligible effect size (p  < 
.0001, d = 0.17) as shown in Table 4. Addi-
tionally, there was a significant main effect 
for Group (p = 0.04), indicating that overall, 
from the initial pre-test to the delayed post- 
test, the Control group performed better 

 
 
than the Experimental group. However, an 
exploratory post-hoc paired samples t-test 
revealed that scores significantly increased 
for the Experimental group from immediate 
to delayed post-tests with a small effect size 
(p =.006, d = .27) whereas the Control group 
did not improve (p = .68, d = .11). Lastly, 
there was no interaction between Time and 
Group (p = 0.58), which indicates that the 
scores for each group at each individual time 
were not different from one another. Taken 
together, the identification and production 
test results suggest that both groups of learn-
ers made gains in identification because of 
their respective treatments, however, the Ex-
perimental group’s ability to produce the vo-
cabulary items increased over time whereas 
the Control group’s productive ability re-
mained the same after one week without in-
struction. 
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Table 3 

Means, Standard Deviations within groups for Production task

 

 Pre-test Post-test Delayed post-test 

 M       SD M      SD M   SD 

Control 0.35 0.23 0.85 0.14 0.84 0.17 

   Experimental 0.29 0.19 0.74 0.19 0.81 0.18 

 

Table 4 

Changes in Means and Standard Deviations within groups for Production task 

 Pre-test to post test Pre-test to delayed Post test to delayed 

 M       SD M      SD M   SD 

Control 0.5* 0.20 0.49* 0.20 0.01 0.10 

   Experimental 0.45* .13 0.52* 0.17 0.07* 0.12 

* denotes statistical significance at p < .0001 

 
 
 
6. DISCUSSION  

 
This study aimed to assess the effective-

ness of TPRS as a method for teaching vocab-
ulary to novice learners of Spanish at the un-
dergraduate level. Results generally confirm 
that TPRS promotes vocabulary learning in-
sofar as learners in the TPRS group made sig-
nificant gains in their ability to both perceive 

and produce target vocabulary items. Inter-
estingly, the Control group also performed 
well, and at least on the production task, per-
formed significantly better than the Experi-
mental group.  

In the receptive dimension of vocabulary 
learning, scores on our identification test re-
vealed that the Control and Experimental 
group essentially performed the same on the 
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pre-test and scored similarly on the immedi-
ate post-test and delayed post-tests. This was 
evidenced by a lack of significant main effect 
for Group and no interaction between Time 
and Group. The results pertaining to identi-
fication are surprising insofar as the Experi-
mental group did not outperform the Con-
trol group on this measure. These findings 
might be related to the type of assessment 
used for our post-tests. Learners in the Con-
trol group completed learning tasks that in 
some ways were more similar to the post-
tests than the type of tasks that the learners 
in the Experimental group completed, which 
might explain their performance. That is, the 
learners in the experimental group com-
pleted a drawing task, and the control group 
completed a fill-in-the-blank task. This phe-
nomenon is known as Transfer Appropriate 
Processing or TAP (Craik and Lockhart; 
Lightbown and Han), which states that 
learning tasks that are similar in nature to as-
sessment tasks will allow for better perfor-
mance on said assessments. In our study, the 
Control group completed written tasks with 
a focus on translation equivalents and so 
they were able to transfer that experience to 
their performance on the post-tests adminis-
tered, which shared a similar format. If TAP 
were a plausible explanation for the Control 
group’s performance, it could be considered 
as an advantage for the Control group and a 
disadvantage for the Experimental group. 
However, such a disadvantage for the Exper-
imental group highlights the strengths of 
TPRS as a method, because even though 
learners could not transfer their experience 
directly to the identification task, they still 
performed well and made significant gains 
overall.   

Turning to results for the Production 
task, one comparison stands out: the signifi-
cant increase in productive ability from post-
test to delayed post-test for the Experimental 
group only. We can theorize that the TPRS 
story and the learning tasks resonated with 
the students more than the lesson received 
and tasks completed by the Control group 

due to its stark difference from a traditional 
language class. This sort of resonance may 
have promoted a deeper level of processing 
in learners. Depth of processing refers to the 
amount of cognitive effort, attentional focus 
and manipulation of learning material de-
ployed by a learner (see Leow and Mercer for 
an overview), which ultimately could have 
led to better retention of the vocabulary al-
beit with a slower emergence as we saw on 
the delayed post-test. Taking a closer look at 
the production scores, it is interesting to note 
that the Control group seemed to plateau af-
ter the immediate post-test, as evidenced by 
the very similar mean scores between the im-
mediate and delayed post-tests (see Table 4). 
On the other hand, the Experimental group 
improved significantly from the immediate 
post-test to the delayed post-test.   

In relation to the prior research on TPRS, 
there are many observations that can be 
made. Kara and Eveyik-Aydın concluded 
during their seven-week-long study in 
which learners were assessed through a pre- 
and post-test, as well as weekly testing, that 
TPRS showed positive short-term effects on 
receptive and productive knowledge and 
positive long-term effects on receptive 
knowledge. The present study did not test 
for long-term effects; however, we did find 
similar results that suggest that the Experi-
mental group experienced short-term effects 
from pre-test to post-test and then a week 
later on the delayed post-test. These differ-
ences may be explained by differences in 
study design and the learner populations. 
First, the participants in Kara’s and Eveyik-
Aydın’s study were much younger than the 
participants of the present study, and so, 
their capacity to benefit from implicit learn-
ing was greater than our older learners (e.g., 
Lichtman, “Research on TPR Storytelling”). 
Second, this study was conducted over the 
course of seven weeks, while the present 
study was conducted in two sessions that 
took place one week apart.  

Watson’s study also presented differing 
results than the present study, showing the 
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TPRS group outperforming the traditional 
class by one standard deviation, whereas we 
found that our two groups generally per-
formed similarly. Again, there were differ-
ences in study design, Watson’s being a full 
semester and our study, short-term with 
only two sessions, as well as age of learners. 
Watson’s study examined secondary school 
learners while the present study examined 
university learners. Given the discrepant re-
sults, we suggest that further investigation 
into the effects of TPRS with varying treat-
ment lengths is necessary. 

Turning to De Costa’s study, which also 
investigated university learners in a shorter 
time frame, results are strikingly parallel. For 
vocabulary, De Costa saw an increase for the 
TPRS group over the Control group, 
whereas the Control group outperformed 
the TPRS group in the grammar category. 
Similarly, we found that the Control group 
outperformed our TPRS group in some di-
mensions of vocabulary knowledge whereas 
the Experimental group performed better in 
other areas. De Costa attributes the Control 
group’s success to having received more ex-
plicit instruction on the target grammar 
structures. We have argued above that TAP 
may account for the comparable findings in 
our study. 

Looking at the studies by Bustamante 
and by Pinos-Ortiz and Orbe Guaraca, who 
both examined TPRS in a second language 
classroom in the university context, we are 
encouraged by their results in comparison to 
our own. Both studies looked at an aspect of 
vocabulary acquisition in the university 
classroom that we were also interested in ex-
amining during our study, however ours on 
a much shorter time frame than that of these 
researchers. Both of these studies showed 
significant gains in favor of TPRS aiding in 
vocabulary acquisition. While our study did 
show significant results for the Experimental 
group, results were not as definitive as the 
results that are shown in the studies by 
Bustamante or by Pinos-Ortiz and Orbe 
Guaraca, which were conducted over several 

months. As we will state more thoroughly in 
the Limitations and Recommendations for 
Future Research section, we believe that 
more time would have greatly benefited our 
participants and thus could have made our 
results more definitive in supporting TPRS 
as a valuable tool in the university class-
room.  

Overall, we believe that the findings 
from this study highlight the effectiveness of 
TPRS as a technique within Communicative 
Language Teaching for promoting vocabu-
lary development. Our learners showed sig-
nificant improvement in their receptive and 
productive abilities with the key vocabulary 
used in our TPRS story. Although the Exper-
imental group did not outperform the Con-
trol group, they made progress over the 
course of the study that should not be over-
looked.  
 
7. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMEND-

ATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
Regarding the limitations of this study 

and our recommendations for future re-
search, we believe it would have been bene-
ficial to make the learning session longer. 
One way to implement this would be to col-
lect data with learners over the course of sev-
eral weeks in a typical classroom setting (see 
Watson, Bustamante, or Pinos-Ortiz and 
Orbe Guaraca). This type of design poten-
tially could have revealed more robust ef-
fects for the Experimental group, as TPRS is 
a more implicit approach to teaching and as 
such, may require more time for effects to 
emerge. Additionally, a longer-term design 
would allow us to probe the durability of 
learning gains for both groups over time. 

 Moreover, we think it is important to 
note that our study was implemented with 
only one instructor. Although we chose to 
have one instructor administer the learning 
sessions for consistency and control across 
administrations, we acknowledge that hav-
ing multiple instructors implement a teach-
ing method has more ecological validity, 
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representing real world classroom environ-
ments more faithfully and as such may have 
yielded different results. Every instructor 
teaches in a different manner, even while us-
ing TPRS, as there are numerous ways to im-
plement it, and therefore, its effectiveness 
may vary depending on the instructor and 
audience.  

An additional limitation of this study, as 
mentioned in the Discussion, is the nature of 
the assessments and their similarities with 
the Control group’s learning intervention, 
which may have led to the Control group’s 
outsized performance. We suggest that fu-
ture research employ multiple types of tasks 
for each dimension of language knowledge 
tested that align more closely with the types 
of learning activities completed by both 
groups. As an example, in the present study, 
we only used one measure for each identifi-
cation and production assessment.  For ex-
ample, one additional way to assess the Ex-
perimental group’s identification abilities, 
besides selecting translation equivalents, 
would be to include a drawing-based assess-
ment or an assessment in which participants 
choose an image that corresponds to a target 
word, either of which would be similar to 
what they completed in the learning inter-
vention. These modifications would adhere 
to the principle of TAP and therefore put 
both groups on a more even playing field. 

Another recommendation that we offer 
for future research into TPRS in the univer-
sity language classroom is based on our ob-
servation of student enjoyment in the TPRS 
group during the learning session of the ex-
periment. During the course of the study, we 
noticed that the learners in the Experimental 
group were more engaged and were more 
actively participatory in the lesson as com-
pared to the Control group, which we be-
lieve could be an additional benefit of using 
TPRS in the university classroom. Anecdo-
tally, at the delayed post-test session, partic-
ipants in the Experimental group inquired 
about the possibility of hearing more of the 
TPRS story, indicating that they enjoyed the 

prior learning session centered around the 
story.  In order to assess potential enjoyment 
and perspectives about participation during 
the experiment, in a future study, we recom-
mend including a debriefing questionnaire 
or interview, similar to measures imple-
mented by Nguyen, Stanley and Stanley and 
by Pinos-Ortiz and Orbe Guaraca in their 
aforementioned studies. This process could 
also provide insight into factors such as mo-
tivation, anxiety, or desired continuation of 
learning a second language. Overall, this rec-
ommendation could further elucidate the ef-
fectiveness of TPRS in promoting learning an 
additional language among learners in this 
age group. Furthermore, given our results 
and these observations, we endorse using 
TPRS in the university level language class-
room as a way to promote comprehensible 
input and provide instructors with a unique 
approach to vocabulary presentation, which 
we believe ultimately provides learners with 
an opportunity for deeper learning.  

 
8. CONCLUSION 

 
Our aim for this study was to assess the 

effectiveness of TPRS as a tool to enhance 
identification and production of vocabulary 
for university-level learners of Spanish. Re-
sults showed that both groups made sub-
stantial and significant gains from the pre-
test to the post-test, and that those gains 
were maintained at the delayed post-test one 
week later. Additionally, the experimental 
group showed significantly higher scores at 
the delayed post-test as compared to the im-
mediate, whereas the control group did not. 
These results have implications for teaching, 
as they highlight the utility of TPRS for 
learners and support our claim that TPRS 
can promote vocabulary growth in the uni-
versity second language classroom as a ped-
agogical tool under the CLT approach. Addi-
tionally, our project leaves abundant and 
necessary room for further research to be 
performed in terms of grammar, culture, and 
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the implementation of a longer-term longitu-
dinal design. This could provide educators 
with the opportunity to do their own re-
search and experimentation with TPRS as a 
teaching method with their own students. 

Lastly, we hope that the present study pro-
vides inspiration to other university-level in-
structors to explore methods that go beyond 
conventional textbook material.  
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Appendix A 

Identification Test 
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Appendix B 

Pictures Used for Production Test 
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Appendix C 

Bilingual List for Control Group and List of Target Vocabulary Words 
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Appendix D 

Matching Activity for Control Group 
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Appendix E 

Fill in the Blank Activity for Control Group 
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