5 Total Physical Response

Background

Total Physical Response (TPR) is a language teaching method built
around the coordination of speech and action; it attempts to teach lan-
" guage through physical (motor) activity. Developed by James Asher, a
professor of psychology at San Jose State University, California, it draws
on several traditions, including developmental psychology, learning the-
ory, and humanistic pedagogy, as well as on language teaching pro-
cedures proposed by Harold and Dorothy Palmer in 1925. In a develop-
mental sense, Asher sees successful adult second language learning as a
parallel process to child first language acquisition. He claims that speech
directed to young children consists primarily of commands, which chil-
dren respond to physically before they begin to produce verbal responses.
Asher feels that adults should recapitulate the processes by which chil-
dren acquire their native language.

Asher shares with the school of humanistic psychology a concern for
the role of affective (emotional) factors in language learning. A method
that is undemanding in terms of linguistic production and that involves
gamelike movements reduces learner stress, he believes, and creates a
positive mood in the learner, which facilitates learning.

Approach: Theory of language and learning

TPR reflects a grammar-based view of language. Asher states that “most
of the grammatical structure of the target language and hundreds of
vocabulary items can be learned from the skillful use of the imperative by
the instructor” (1977: 4). He views the verb, and particularly the verb in
the imperative, as the central linguistic motif around which language use
and learning are organized.

Asher sees a stimulus-response view as providing the learning theory
underlying language teaching pedagogy. TPR can also be linked to the
“trace theory” of memory in psychology (e.g., Katona 1940), which
holds that the more often or the more intensively a memory connection is
traced, the stronger the memory association will be and the more likely it
will be recalled. Retracing can be done verbally (e.g., by rote repetition)
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and/or in association with motor activity. Combined tracing activities,
such as verbal rehearsal accompanied by motor activity, hence increase
the possibility of successful recall.

In addition, Asher has elaborated an account of what he feels facilitates
or inhibits foreign language learning. For this dimension of his learning
theory he draws on three rather influential learning hypotheses:

1. There exists a specific innate bio-program for language learning,
which defines an optimal path for first and second language
development.

2. Brain lateralization defines different learning functions in the left- and
right-brain hemispheres.

+3. Stress (an affective filter) intervenes between the act of learning and
what is to be learned; the lower the stress, the greater the learning.

Let us consider how Asher views each of these in turn.

The bio-program

Asher’s Total Physical Response is a “Natural Method” (see Chapter 1),
inasmuch as Asher sees first and second language: learning as parallel
processes. Asher sees three processes as central: .

1. Children develop listening competence before they develop the ability
to speak.. At the early stages of first language acquisition, they can
understand complex utterances that they cannot spontaneously pro-
duce or imitate.

2. Children’s ability in listening comprehension is acquired because chil-
dren are required to respond physically to spoken language in the
form of parental commands.

3. Once a foundation in listening comprehension has been established,
speech evolves naturally and effortlessly out of it.

Parallel to the processes of first language learning, the foreign language
learner should first internalize a “cognitive map” of the target language
through listening exercises. Listening should be accompanied by physical
movement. Speech and other productive skills should come later. Asher
bases these assumptions on his belief in the existence in the human brain
of a bio-program for language, which defines an optimal order for first
and second language learning,.

A reasonable hypothesis is that the brain and nervous system are biologically

programmed to acquire language . . . in a particular sequence and in a partic-
ular mode. The sequence is listening before speaking and the mode is to syn-

chronize language with the individual’s body. (Asher 1977: 4)
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Brain lateralization

Asher sees Total Physical Response as directed to right-brain learning,
whereas most second language teaching methods are directed to left-
brain learning. Drawing on work by Jean Piaget, Asher holds that the
child language learner acquires language through motor movement - a
right-hemisphere activity. Right-hemisphere activities must occur before
the left hemisphere can process language for production.

Similarly, the adult should proceed to language mastery through right-
hemisphere motor activities, while the left hemisphere watches and
learns. When a sufficient amount of right-hemisphere learning has taken
place, the left hemisphere will be triggered to produce language and to
initiate other, more abstract language processes.

Reduction of stress

An important condition for successful language learning is the absence of
stress. First language acquisition takes place in a stress-free environment,
according to Asher, whereas the adult language learning environment
often causes considerable stress and anxiety. The key to stress-free learn-
ing is to tap into the natural bio-program for language development and
thus to recapture the relaxed and pleasurable experiences that accom-
pany first language learning. By focusing on meaning interpreted through
movement, rather than on language forms studied in the abstract, the
learner is said to be liberated from self-conscious and stressful situations
and is able to devote full energy to learning.

Design: Objectives, syllabus, learning activities, roles of
learners, teachers, and materials

The general objectives of Total Physical Response are to teach oral profi-
ciency at a beginning level. Comprehension is a means to an end, and the
ultimate aim is to teach basic speaking skills. A TPR course aims to
produce learners who are capable of an uninhibited communication that
is intelligible to a native speaker. Specific instructional objectives are not
elaborated, for these will depend on the particular needs of the learners.
Whatever goals are set, however, must be attainable through the use of
action-based drills in the imperative form.

The type of syllabus Asher uses can be inferred from an analysis of the
exercise types employed in TPR classes. This analysis reveals the use of a
sentence-based syllabus, with grammatical and lexical criteria being pri-
mary in selecting teaching items. Unlike methods that operate from a
grammar-based or structural view of the core elements of language, Total
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Physical Response requires initial attention to meaning rather than to the
form of items. Grammar is thus taught inductively.

Asher also suggests that a fixed number of items be introduced at a
time, to facilitate ease of differentiation and assimilation. “In an hour, it is
possible for students to assimilate 12 to 36 new lexical items depending
upon the size of the group and the stage of training” (Asher 1977: 42). A
course designed around Total Physical Response principles, however,
would not be expected to follow a TPR syllabus exclusively.

Imperative drills are the major classroom activity in Total Physical
Response. They are typically used to elicit physical actions and activity on
the part of the learners. Conversational dialogues are delayed until after
about 120 hours of instruction. Other class activities include role plays
and slide presentations. Role plays center on everyday situations, such as
at the restaurant, supermarket, or gas station.

Learners in Total Physical Response have the primary roles of listener
and performer. They listen attentively and respond physically to com-
mands given by the teacher. Learners are also expected to recognize and
respond to novel combinations of previously taught items. They are re-
quired to produce novel combinations of their own. Learners monitor
and evaluate their own progress. They are encouraged to speak when
they feel ready to speak — that is, when a sufficient basis in the language
has been internalized. The teacher plays an active and direct role in Total
Physical Response. It is the teacher who decides what to teach, who
models and presents the new materials, and who selects supporting mate-
rials for classroom use. Asher recommends detailed lesson plans: “It is
wise to write out the exact utterances you will be using and especially the
novel commands because the action is so fast-moving there is usually not
time for you to create spontaneously” (1977: 47).

Asher stresses, however, that the teacher’s role is not so much to teach
as to provide opportunities for learning. The teacher has the responsibil-
ity of providing the best kind of exposure to language so that the learner
can internalize the basic rules of the target language. Thus the teacher
controls the language input the learners receive, providing the raw mate-
rial for the “cognitive map” that the learners will construct in their own
minds. The teacher should also allow speaking abilities to develop in
learners at the learners’ own natural pace.

In giving feedback to learners, the teacher should follow the example of
parents giving feedback to their children. At first, parents correct very
little, but as the child grows older, parents are said to tolerate fewer
mistakes in speech. Similarly, teachers should refrain from too much
correction in the early stages and should not interrupt to correct errors,
since this will inhibit learners. As time goes on, however, more teacher
intervention is expected, as the learners’ speech becomes “fine-tuned.”

There is generally no basic text in a Total Physical Response course.
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Materials and realia play an increasing role, however, in later learning
stages. For absolute beginners, lessons may not require the use of mate-
rials, since the teacher’s voice, actions, and gestures may be a sufficient
basis for classroom activities. Later, the teacher may use common class-
room objects, such as books, pens, cups, furniture. As the course
develops, the teacher will need to make or collect supporting materials to
support teaching points. These may include pictures, realia, slides, and
word charts. Asher has developed TPR student kits that focus on specific
situations, such as the home, the supermarket, the beach. Students may
use the kits to construct scenes (e.g., “Put the stove in the kitchen”).

Procedure

Asher (1977) provides a lesson-by-lesson account of a course taught
according to TPR principles, which serves as a source of information on
the procedures used in the TPR classroom. The course was for adult
immigrants and consisted of 159 hours of classroom instruction. The
sixth class in the course proceeded in the following way:

Review. This was a fast-moving warm-up in which individual students were
moved with commands such as:

Pablo, drive your car around Miako and honk your horn.
Jeffe, throw the red flower to Maria.

Maria, scream.

Rita, pick up the knife and spoon and put them in the cup.
Eduardo, take a drink of water and give the cup to Elaine.

New commands. These verbs were introduced.

wash your hands.
your face.
your hair.
look for a towel.
the soap.
a comb.
hold the book.
the cup.
the soap.
comb your hair.
Maria’s hair.
Shirou’s hair.
brush your teeth.

your pants.
the table.

Other items introduced were:

Rectangle Draw a rectangle on the chalkboard.
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Pick up a rectangle from the table and give it to me.
Put the rectangle next to the square.

Triangle Pick up the triangle from the table and give it to me.
Catch the triangle and put it next to the rectangle.
Quickly Walk quickly to the door and hit it.

Quickly, run to the table and touch the square.
Sit down quickly and laugh.
Slowly Walk slowly to the window and jump.
Slowly, stand up.
Slowly walk to me and hit me on the arm.
Toothpaste Look for the toothpaste.
Throw the toothpaste to Wing.
Wing, unscrew the top of the toothpaste.
Toothbrush Take out your toothbrush.
Brush your teeth.
Put your toothbrush in your book.
Teeth Touch your teeth.
Show your teeth to Dolores.
Dolores, point to Eduardo’s teeth.
Soap Look for the soap.
Give the soap to Elaine.
Elaine, put the soap in Ramiro’s ear.
Towel Put the towel on Juan’s arm.
Juan, put the towel on your head and laugh.
Maria, wipe your hands on the towel.

Next, the instructor asked simple questions which the student could answer
with a gesture such as pointing. Examples would be:

Where is the towel? [Eduardo, point to the towel!]
Where is the toothbrush? [Miako, point to the toothbrush!]
Where is Dolores?

Role reversal. Students readily volunteered to utter commands that manipu-
lated the behavior of the instructor and other students. . . .

Reading and writing. The instructor wrote on the chalkboard each new vocab-
ulary item and a sentence to illustrate the item. Then she spoke each item and
acted out the sentence. The students listened as she read the material. Some
copied the information in their notebooks. ‘

(Asher 1977: 54-56)

Conclusion

Total Physical Response enjoyed some popularity in the 1970s and 1980s
because of its support by those who emphasize the role of comprehension
in second language acquisition. Krashen (1981), for example, regards
provision of comprehensible input and reduction of stress as keys to
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successful language acquisition, and he sees performing physical actions
in the target language as a means of making input comprehensible and
minimizing stress (see Chapter 15). Asher stressed that Total Physical
Response/should be used in association with other methods and tech-
niques. Indeed, practitioners of TPR typically follow this recommenda-
tion, suggesting that for many teachers TPR represents a useful set of
techniques and is compatible with other approaches to teaching. TPR
practices therefore may be effective for reasons other than those pro-
posed by Asher and do not necessarily demand commitment to the learn-
ing theories used to justify them.
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