Learning Styles and TPRS - personal study + thoughts from other TPRS teachers

There has been lots of study about learning styles and there is a Learning Style Survey found on the NC State University's website, by Solomon and Felder, Index of learning styles questionnaire.

I have been studying the brain and how it learns which includes learning styles for the last 15 years.  I include all types of learning styles in my teaching to help all students reach their potential by presenting foreign language in a way the allows each student to really learn, if they will concentrate and pay attention in class.  But the most important part of my class is for the student to be sure and tell me if s/he doesn’t understand so that I can make it comprehensible.

There have been many scientific studies that prove the connection between certain learning styles and certain methods of presenting or instructing school materials.  From my initial 

attempt to link learning styles preferences with my instruction and my students' response to the TPRS teaching style versus the more traditional "Text book teacher" I have continued to work and grow in my methods of teaching to incorporate those teaching techniques that get the best response from the students I have on any given school year.  The groups of students are never the same and the same instructional techniques do not work with different groups.  For that reason I have to factor in data about personality types(for example, obviously, an extrovert is more likely to enjoy a TPRS style class, whereas an introvert would feel horrified about the idea of making a fool out of self in public.) as well as, their learning types.

For that reason the following bits of information have been gleaned from the study of learning styles and TPRS.

1) Active learners prefer TPRS because they retain by doing.  Reflective learners prefer Textbooks and thinking about language quietly first (It seems to me that reflective learners tend to also be introverts.) Active learners do not mind trying to speak in the language before they have it "all figured out." Reflective learners think that they can figure it all out, and then will automatically be able to speak.

2) Intuitive learners prefer the variety and spontaneity of TPRS, and Sensing learners prefer routine and memorizing rules. Sensors like to be taught the facts whereas intuitors enjoy discovering them on their own. Intuitors like innovation and get bored with routine. Sensors are very patient with details and memorizing facts. Intuitive learners are quicker to pick up concepts. Sensors resent being tested on materials that have not been explicitly covered in class. Intuitors enjoy that "light bulb moment" of figuring something out by putting the pieces together that they have learned in class.

3) Both Visual and Verbal learners respond well to TPRS, however, Verbal Learners who are also Reflective Learners prefer Textbooks. Verbal learners tend to prefer hearing an explanation or reading the words from a book. Visual learners like color, pictures and maps. These "speak" more loudly to them than do words.

4) There seem to be many more sequential learners than global learners. Global learners seem to feel very comfortable with TPRS and respond well to this type of teaching, whereas about 50% of sequential learners prefer TPRS and the other 50% prefer using the 

Textbook.  There seem to be many more sequential learners than global" is that school, sports, other activities may have trained them to be that way; that may not be the true nature of more learners even though of course there will be some. 

Kids, even before they are students, do not have a tremendous amount of free time to experience learning from putting pieces together, to just trust their own instincts and jump in. Many are used to having someone show them, tell them, or put the pieces in place for them. Then we add in grades and 'testing' and many are simply afraid to take risks--or educators to allow them. With TPRS we can encourage more language risk-taking, which grows our communicators. Yes, they do travel better! 

Many students tend to prefer that the use of the textbook, to stick to a routine, and to be more predictable. (That actually makes them miserable; but they don’t know it, they feel safe) however, they won't be able say a word in Spanish. Achieving fluency is what TPRS learning is all about. These students are masters at rules and fill in the blank exercises, and choosing the correct multiple choice answer on exams, however, if they were trying to order a meal in Costa Rica they'd probably panic and shy away. Whereas an intuitive learning student who had learned by way of TPRS would be ordering a "soda piña" and "MacPinto", too, without ever skipping a beat! (Which one would you rather be traveling with?)

One must ask: Just how practical are those fill in the blank exercises in real life situations? Some of those students might as well be adding tiny stickers of stars, flowers or the sun to the roots of verbs that they conjugate. The verb endings, which they excel at memorizing and taking tests on, mean nothing to them when it comes time for them to use it in the real world. What good does it do to "write in language" if you have no idea of what you write?

There will always be students who prefer "textbook teachers" and others who beg for a way out. Maybe high schools should just offer both kinds of classes, since after all, there will always be both kinds of teachers, and allow students to choose what "works" for them?  However, that we need to redefine what it means to be an " foreign language student." The only way to accomplish this, in the world in which we live and teach, is to find an effective and accepted way to assess TPRS learners at the end of each school year.

Most of us probably agree, most textbooks offer/support grammar-based instruction, despite their packaging that tries to disguise it as "communicative." Further, grammar-based instruction deals with analyzing and synthesizing and manipulating grammar. It is a fine and worthwhile endeavor. It's highly interesting to certain people who thrive on such mental exercise. That field of study is called Linguistics--where one studies about language and how it works. The goal is to understand the language as a complex system (how it works) not to gain proficiency in communicating in it (although that can still happen for some people if they are lucky and have the ability to put it together without having the basis of contextual language presentation). 

Learning a language to be able to communicate is not the same as a linguistics course where we will study/learn about the language system to understand how it works, but a it’s actually a proficiency course where we work to acquire communicative competence (and there's no reason for them not to know a little linguistic jargon, even if just in brief exposures). Grammar is used as a tool, used lightly in small bursts embedded in a real context, to make input comprehensible, not as a topic in and of itself. If they know that grammar study is linguistics--another field of study than the scope of the course--most of those who are linguistic lovers (it represents the linguists or those who don't drop out of programs at upper level ) are satisfied and understand the process and method being used instead. If they are made to understand the distinction between intellectual comprehension (which is actually comparatively easy) and active, productive mastery (the more difficult pursuit), and if they are provided opportunity to see the process working (they need output to prove to THEM that an input-based approach works for proficiency in a way that linguistics just doesn't--it isn't meant to), those linguists will be sold--or at least more tolerant of learning that is outside their preferred zone. 

There is nothing wrong with attempting to meet the needs of individual students and differentiated instruction, but the students themselves are not always the best judges of what their needs are and how best to meet them. They may THINK they need textbooks, because that is easier for them. They get to plug things in here and there and declare themselves finished. They want affirmation that they did it "correctly." It makes sense to them and it fits the way they are used to learning. But who says it has to be easy? (Not that it can't be.). Who says they can't develop the ability to learn in more than one way?

Learning styles and multiple intelligences help us understand the complexity of learning and individuality among students. They do not mean, however, we use that understanding to give every student what is easiest to them. Everyone has some intelligence in all the eight areas and the capacity to develop more in any area. That grammar-instruction is easy for a given student is not a reason why they should be given it, if it does not lead directly to communicative competence in a course designed for that. They can study linguistics after they build proficiency--the natural way. Knowing a left-brainer wants to be told, rather than shown, tells the teacher what a specific student will find challenging (the purpose of school, verdad? To challenge) so instruction can be adapted to make the challenge accessible. It does not tell the teacher that only a specific type of instruction is appropriate. Honors students in high school need to expand their capacity to learn beyond books. 

There is more to learning. Their resistance only demonstrates the point more. Today’s student is much more resistant to challenge in learning than those before, why? possibly the use of the internet and other means of gathering information without having to really stretch to learn.  Not very many students will read a book, check and magazine for material or even look at realia provided for them unless they are made to, and then they do it grudgingly, only for the grade, if that is what they are motivated by.

*It seems that many upper level students prefer the textbook perhaps because they are the 

analytical 4%ers who crave the "challenge" their brains receive from the textbook, similar to the way we feel challenged and stimulated doing a crossword puzzle. TPRS seems too easy for them. It doesn't feel like learning to them. Smart kids do NOT HAVE TO PAY ATTENTION all the time and still do well in school. They do pay attention but their minds can wander in and out and they can do that with a textbook and traditional classroom teaching, go home and do any reading /homework and maintain their grades. They have been taught how to play the school game and if it goes against that, well they aren't happy. In TPRS they have to pay attention like everyone else and many of them don't like that aspect of it. Maybe because it seems too 'easy' for them, although interestingly enough those kids don't always do as well in TPRS classes as they are capable of doing because of their mental bias towards 'how things are supposed to be'.

That same group of students is used to things coming to them easily and the TIME commitment with TPRS is something that they just don't get. So the top students tend to not be nearly as fluent as they have the POTENTIAL to be, but they still do fine in the class and find it 'easy'.

It's those B-level students who I think take the most risks and really get more fluent than those top kids in the end. Those who really pay attention and understand what is being said in class and read without hesitation, use context clues to “get” translations are the ones who “GET” the TPRS language.  Those who are not willing to put the effort in that it takes to actually LISTEN will not get it even though they figure out the system well enough to do what is necessary for a grade, the grade being their main objective rather than actually learning of the language.

**In classes who LOVE TPRS and love the way that I teach, those students become the most fluent and the best communicators.  Then there are the classes that have students who pay attention and understand what is going on + those who don’t try to pay a attention, don’t get it and don’t really want to.  This leads to a division in the class and / or the ones who won’t pay attention depending on those who do pay attention for answers.  Those who won’t pay attention begin to bog the class down and make it not fun for the rest of us, and yes I include myself in that group because I really enjoy teaching using TPRS and really want all the students to enjoy it too.  Having lead a horse the to water trough and tried to make him drink because we are going to be away from water for a long time, but the horse no knowing that, refuses to drink, is the same feeling I get as a teacher who is trying every trick she knows to get the students to pay attention and understand everything that is being said in class, but the student being like the horse, refuses to participate, therefore, refuses to be a part of the class, thus making it hard on everyone in the class including me.


I EXPLAIN to them why we do what we do and what they NEED to be doing in class. I used to think that once they know the whys they would be much more willing to give 

TPRS a shot and find that they actually enjoy it more than they thought that they would,  For some students that does work, but others give up the minute they THINK they don’t understand something and many of those you can never get back into the groove of listening, understanding and comprehension because once they give up, they are done. No matter what is done by the teacher to aid those students, it has to come from within them.

 I was a very smart high schooler, I was in the top 10% of my class and I took foreign language classes, I was an analytical type and yet a grammar syllabus didn't work for me to gain FLUENCY. I got good grades and could conjugate Spanish verbs like a pro, but I couldn't actually use the language and I just thought I was stupid when it came to languages (even though I was a top kid as far as what I could do in other classes) and that I couldn't learn to speak and understand a 2nd language. I even spent extra time in the class after we got the “listening booths” which helped some, but they were geared to listening and repeating what you heard, not actually gaining contextual language and in return becoming fluent.  

The 4% who can learn through a grammar syllabus - many end up as FL teachers and are those who seem to have a 'knack' or an 'ear' for languages. Then you have a larger group of 'smart, 

analytical’ types who prefer the structure that a textbook provides because it's how they have been taught to play the school game - not necessarily because it's really how they learn. They just THINK so and most of them think so in ERROR. Then you have your average student who loves TPRS just because they are successful with it.  They also do not understand that it takes tons of contextual input to gain enough ground to be able to turn it around and speak fluently.  The student who really listens, answers out loud, answers with the best pronunciation possible for them as individuals and really reads every thing they can get their hands on will be the ones who become the most fluent the fastest.  For the normal 7 years of language the old way was a gauge of fluency.  So TPRS students who can speak in 2 or 3 years should be an excellent gauge of how much better language is learned with TPRS.

The students say that they don't think they are actually learning anything. It isn't that they think learning a language should be difficult, they just don't believe they have learned much of anything 

at all.  I don’t know if that is why they quit listening or for some don’t even try to listen from the beginning or if it is that they really don’t know how to concentrate enough or long enough to get what is being taught.  That is my biggest problem with foreign language learners is that they seem to not pay attention.  Even when you do all the right things with stories, PQA, making it relevant, they focus more on what’s being said and talking in English than on what is supposed to be learned.  When I call on them to help them get caught up, they accuse me of picking on them, the farthest thing from the truth.  As their teacher, I see it as my responsibility to keep them aware and focused and that is my main goal.  As I stated before, I was a good student, but fluency in Spanish was beyond my capabilities because of the method used to teach me,  had I had the opportunity to be in a TPRS class, you couldn’t have kept me from asking about something I didn’t understand or from listening and soaking up every thing a teacher could give me.  That is why I don’t understand the students who refuse to listen, particularly in a class which is an elective and they don’t have to take it, they should be taking it because they WANT to learn Spanish.

Stories about TPRS students using their skills out number those who learn by text only, 100 to 1.  For example there was this student who was riding the public bus one day, and actually had a conversation with the man sitting next to him. The man asked to borrow a pen, my student replied that he didn't have one, but he did have a pencil and some paper. This student came back the next week literally aglow with his accomplishment. He suddenly felt like his years in class have paid off and that he could *do* something. Another student went with her grandparents to Mexico for Spring Break and she and her grandmother found themselves in a not so great area for tourists and she (being not the best student, particularly pronunciation wise) was able to talk to people and find their way back the the part of the city that made them feel safe (she is a 1st year student). Other students have come back from their family vacations to Mexico, or even dinner at the local restaurant, shopping in a local store and hearing a conversation between Spanish speaking individuals thrilled again that they were able to understand something. These experiences gave them that bearing they needed. Many times these students changed their habits and began really concentrating on what is said in class.  However, there are some students who think that because of the profession that they plan on working toward that they need  Spanish, and probably they do, however, they take the class, but don’t put in any extra effort on their own, don’t really pay much attention in class, some are even rude, and some say things like I have to have Spanish, but I don’t get it.  If you don’t get it, you need to stop saying that, for one thing, concentrate more on what is going on in class, and less on what your friends are doing, and ask questions if you are having trouble.  Make it your goal to do something with Spanish outside of class at least once a week, whether it be reading something, conversing on the internet with someone, listening to people speaking Spanish in a public situation, buy a CD in Spanish and listen to it, or anything related to Spanish.

To sum up perhaps the students’ perception isn't that it's too easy, but rather that they aren't learning because for them learning is a conscious process because they don't 'remember' acquiring their first language and everything else in school you study & memorize.  Therefore,  TPRS is an unconscious learning process due to conscious listening, comprehension, and active transference to the long term memory allowing for conscious fluency.  Without that transference to long term memory, fluency is not possible.

Musings by Anita McDaniel with thoughts by:lTPRS teachers from the moretprs group web site.
