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LETTER

Few of you know me, so fewer of 
you will know that I retired last 
spring after 23 years of actively 

teaching Russian. I’d done a reasonable 
job with a few kids, and I wanted to move 
along to my next career. Little did I know 
how exciting it would be.

This year a new teacher took my 
place. She had undertaken study of a 
method that has been renamed “Teaching 
Proficiency through Reading and 
Storytelling (TPRS).” She also brought in 
a new standards-based grading system.

The beginners took the new 
methodology in stride. They started 
telling stories about going to the moon, 
losing Cheburashka, and teaching 
Obama to dance. They even worked 
Sarah Palin’s famous “You betcha” 
into a story. They started reading from 
almost the first day. By early November 
when a local university instructor visited 
the classroom, they were so far along 
in comprehending stories with mixed 
tenses and cases that she was shocked 
and impressed. As far as grades, parents 
could look at the reports and tell which 
areas were strongest for their students—
reading, writing, speaking, or listening—
rather than seeing miscellaneous grades 
for quizzes, homework, projects, and 
tests. 

The upper levels were a bit less 
sanguine. They had liked the old way 
of learning and grading that made them 
think hard every day. In the new Russian 
classroom they were getting good grades 
easily, and they didn’t feel like they 
were challenged. The new teacher had to 
point out to them that their quick-writes 
were four and five times longer than 

students had been writing the previous 
year and their comprehension of news 
and fiction text had improved immensely. 
They grudgingly admitted that they were 
learning a lot. The teacher didn’t bother to 
point out to them that everyone was doing 
well, not just the super stars. For instance, 
one former “D” student (now earning 
“almost meets standards”) said that he 
could suddenly understand much of what 
his dad and Russian-speaking stepmother 
were talking about. And the students 
who are labeled “Special Ed” in the level 
one class are almost indistinguishable 
from the typical students. Most of them 
are earning “meets standards” on every 
assessment. Previously, by the end of first 
semester, Special Ed students had fallen 
significantly behind their peers.

There’s a huge risk in taking on 
TPRS in a regular high school Russian 
class. What if it doesn’t “work”? What 
if there isn’t enough to read at beginner 
levels? What if the teacher’s proficiency 
can’t always meet the needs of the class 
in storytelling? How does one address 
grammar? What if the new grading 
system crashes? What if the stories 
fizzle? And possibly most important to 
the school…how will the parents feel if 
the new method doesn’t produce the same 
number of prize-winning students?

The new system of providing 
comprehensible input turned up a lot 
of weaknesses in the more advanced 
students. They didn’t know everything 
they should have known by now. They 
didn’t display proficiency in any number 
of grammatical or lexical areas they 
had covered. But by using TPRS as the 
method, the classroom brought students 
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along into ever greater understanding of those pieces they’d 
missed along the way. They started asking questions that showed 
true comprehension, and their writing fluency improved by leaps 
and bounds. Meanwhile, they were enjoying the antics in the new 
classroom.

As you may be able to guess, the old teacher became the new 
teacher. I decided that if I had actually retired, someone with no 
experience would have taken over my students and my materials, so 
I have jumped into a new way of teaching with very few supporting 
materials in the Russian world. I have not looked back. I can’t wait 
to get to school each morning to find out what the kids are going to 
tell me. My insecurity in the classroom has taken a nosedive. And 
the kids--well, the kids try to talk me into working their ideas into 
every story. (Regularly appearing characters include a pineapple 
with a green Mohawk and a purple camel. Don’t ask why.) They 
are funny. Students are reading, and writing, and making me laugh 
regularly. But I am aware of only four other teachers who are 
using TPRS to teach Russian in middle or high school: one here 
in Alaska; one in Redding, California; one in Moscow, Russia; 
and one on America’s east coast. I’m hoping that some others 
in our country might be interested, and also that there might be 
some out there that I’ve missed knowing about from way up here 
in Alaska. The lack of teachers means that we are creating a lot 
of our stories from scratch or translating materials into Russian. 
Luckily the TPRS community seems to attract people who want 
to share, and members of this small group are very willing to pass 
around their translations and good ideas. The TPRS community as 
a whole is similarly willing to help with ideas, and there are those 
with even greater challenges: talented teachers are using TPRS in 
many languages including Japanese, Chinese, and Arabic!

Some might wonder what a TPRS classroom looks like. 
Even though I can’t claim to be a true TPRS teacher, having had 
only a couple of days of training after which I have simply read 
extensively, I’ll give you a picture of some of what I do. It may 
not look too different from your classroom. First, I decide what 
we’re going to be reading. I pull the structures that students don’t 
know from the text and start by making sure that every student 
understands and can participate in practicing just three new 
structures at a time. The big difference is that I do whatever it takes 
to make sure that every student understands every word, checking 
comprehension at every step. 

At this point it is important to mention comprehension checks 
because one of the keys to TPRS is “keeping in bounds” or using 
only words that students comprehend. There are a number of ways 
that TPRS leaders suggest to assess comprehension. One technique 
is called “teaching to the eyes.” I used to scan the room looking 
mostly to catch students who were not paying attention or to be 
able to call on students whose hands were raised. Now I look into 
the eyes of each student to see whether understanding is showing. 
It’s a small change, but it is earth-shaking partly because it slows 
me down and partly because students’ eyes show very well what 

they are getting. Another technique is “ten-finger checks.” Every 
few minutes when I am speaking I hold up my ten fingers, and 
ask them how much they are getting. They hold up their fingers 
with each one meaning ten percent. If anyone has less than eight 
fingers showing, I thank them and ask them where they stopped 
understanding. We back up and repeat until they are clear. Daily 
true/false quizzes after a story or questioning session also keep me 
honest about how much students comprehend. 

It’s easy for a teacher to rush ahead, assuming that everyone 
is on track, but if students have more than one day of not 
understanding what is going on in class, especially when everyone 
else is laughing and having fun, they can shut down for the rest of 
the term. It’s taking a while for all my students to recognize that 
assessments are equally for me, but by now almost all of them 
stop me the moment they have missed something. They know that 
assessments are not a “gotcha” game any more.

During a story or questioning only Russian comes out of my 
mouth, but if a gesture doesn’t clarify an unknown word or phrase, 
the word goes on the board in Russian and English. I ask questions 
of the students and then sometimes start to work exaggerations of 
their answers into a story. I ask questions about everything we’ve 
said—yes/no questions, either/or questions, and open-ended 
questions. Every student answers every question in a chorus. 
I affirm everything they say, and when someone looks glazed-
eyed, I check that person’s comprehension level. The moment 
someone shows that something isn’t clear, we repeat carefully and 
respectfully until it becomes so. Students are learning that if I am 
providing them with comprehensible input, I am doing my job. 
They will keep acquiring while I am speaking Russian with any 
student who might have been left behind. 

The questioning session is a bit different from what I have 
done in the past. I extend questioning so that I learn something 
about each student instead of asking a repeated question or series 
of questions of each student. In the past I might have asked, “Do 
you have any pets?” and if the answer were, “Yes,” I would ask, 
“How many pets?” Then I would move onto the next student. Now 
because a very important aspect of TPRS is teaching the student, 
not the subject, I ask what kind of pets, what their names are, 
and what the pets do. The rest of the class is meanwhile hearing 
even more variations of the core words and structures, and they 
pay attention for two reasons: first, because it’s interesting to 
learn about others in the class. Secondly, because they are held 
accountable, since I am likely to include the information on a quiz 
immediately following the question session.

In this manner, I have learned that a shy boy in my Russian 
1 class likes to cook Russian food, that his favorite activity is to 
cook with his grandmother, and that she doesn’t like to write down 
recipes. She also talks to him in Russian, and up until recently, 
he didn’t understand a word she said. The other day he bounced 
excitedly into class to tell me that he and his “baba” had a first 
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conversation! I’m not sure that this would 
have happened in other years because 
I would have dropped the conversation 
after, “Do you have a grandmother? What 
is her name?” I know a great deal about 
my students this year. Once I have asked 
a question, if there is some structure that 
I would like my kids to hear again, I will 
report on the answer to the whole class and 
have them respond. Usually I get to talk 
with only two or three students in a ten-
to-fifteen minute question session, but we 
generally have a compare-and-contrast 
debriefing after the questioning.

If a story develops, we run with it, 
adding vocabulary as needed but attempt-
ing to repeat the daily structures as often as 
possible. Otherwise, we let the questioning 
reach its natural end, and I start “asking” a 
story based on a sample that I have writ-
ten using those same structures. Let’s take 
a simple story beginning as an example: “A 
girl named Mary has a cat. The cat is bad.” 
I would ask the class, “Was there a girl?” 
The class could say there was a girl, or 
they might suggest that there was a green 
monster. I accept an answer and do the 
questioning on that sentence. At the begin-
ning of the year establishing that fact and 
asking the questions could take five min-
utes. Then I would say, “Was the monster’s 
name Mary?” and use the same technique. 
I choose the most interesting suggestion. 
Next I would ask whether the monster had 
a cat and continue to find out whether the 
pet was bad, good, evil, or hardworking. 
Just those two sentences could take ten 
minutes to complete in the early stages. If I 
am working with an advanced class, estab-
lishing those two sentences could take less 
than a minute unless the class wants to go 
into detail, as they did the other day with 
a big green Loch Ness monster that lived 
at the bottom of the Indian Ocean where 
he kept his classic purple Ferrari. (His 
problem was that he didn’t have a driver’s 
license rather than the fact that he didn’t 
have arms or legs; he had purchased arms 
and legs at Arms-R-Us and Legs-R-us.) It 
took us about five minutes of good-natured 
arguing to get those facts worked into the 
introduction. 

We tell the story. As we tell it, I try 
to keep repeating the three new structures 
by extending the problem so that it occurs 
in three locations, getting solved or not 
solved in the last place while the hero 
experiences appropriate emotions. Toward 
the end of the period, I give a quiz on the 
story mostly to provide accountability but 
also so that I can assess the success of my 
teaching that period. It could be a grammar 
quiz, a listening comprehension quiz, or a 
vocabulary quiz. I follow Ben Slavic’s rule: 
if 80% of the students do not earn 80% on 
the quiz, I have not taught well enough. I 
will then throw out that quiz and revisit the 
structures or the story. 

If we have enough time, I might also 
ask groups of students to retell the story, 
sometimes having asked the class artist to 
draw the story in several cartoon panels on 
the board. A logical homework assignment 
could then include drawing quick pictures 
of the story and retelling it to an adult at 
home. Once weekly we do a fast write 
during which students write their version 
of the story in ten minutes. We count words 
to establish fluency—my first-year students 
are now writing from 15 to 45 words in 
ten minutes while my advanced students 
have improved from a class average of 
35 words in ten minutes to about 160. 
(Students do rewrites focusing on specific 
grammar items once or twice a month.) I 
often type up the class story, sometimes 
in a new tense, so that we can read it the 
next lesson. Sometimes I let the students 
read the sample story I had to begin with, 
and then a potential homework assignment 
would be to translate for an adult at home.

On the day this writing began, the 
target words in my middle school Russian I 
class were “took,” “put on,” and “entered.” 
We had a short period with an unexpected 
guest so we ended up using only “took,” 
but we worked the guest into the story. She 
was Yaroslav’s (really Stephen’s) mother. 
The story wasn’t very long. Yaroslav’s 
mother had taken the small penguin to the 
zoo because she wanted to eat him. Horrors! 
It turned out that she liked chocolate better 
than penguins so it was necessary to feed 
her a chocolate penguin to save the small 
penguin. As you can tell, we used genitive, 

accusative, dative, and nominative cases in 
the narrative. I typed it up in the present 
tense so by our next class we used both 
perfective and imperfective verbs to tell 
and read this story. Next we discussed it. 
Depending on time, we might have added 
to it using those other structures, or I might 
have introduced the skeleton story I had 
prepared which involved a girl wanting 
to wear a beautiful dress to the dance but 
getting upset because nothing fit in any 
of the stores she went to. I am sure that 
the hero, the piece of clothing, and the 
destination all changed, but we were able to 
practice the structures I had in mind. Then 
students were ready to read and understand 
the part of the chapter in our mini novel 
where a girl’s sister took her blouse and 
wore it to school without asking. 

In this manner we eventually cover all 
the critical, high frequency structures that 
the students will need to read a particular 
chapter, story, or song. The final step is to 
read the chosen text. Students experience a 
lot of success because they already know 
the vocabulary. 

You may already recognize some 
of the chief difficulties that the Russian 
language presents in this (or any) model of 
teaching. First of all, Russian verbs often 
require double the number of structure 
presentations because of the forms of 
perfective and imperfective verbs. Because 
we try to tell the story in the past tense but 
read it in the present tense, students are 
immediately faced with twice the number 
of verb forms that they might meet in 
Russian. Second, the way that endings 
change can be confusing to new Russian 
students. Third, but most challenging is 
that there is a dearth of texts written with 
a sheltered vocabulary for a middle and 
high school audience. Russian is a very 
rich language! The TPRS library now 
includes one mini-novel written for first-
year teenage students. At $7.00 a volume 
it is a reasonable addition to a classroom. 
It is only 27 pages long, and it includes a 
full glossary with every form of each word 
that appears in the text. It will possibly 
take my Russian 1 classes an entire year to 
work slowly through the entire book in the 
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fashion I have described. After that, there is a huge lexical jump 
required to read almost any  other published text. I am hoping 
that the second mini-novel appears soon. After that, we could 
probably read some short stories or easy readers. But still, the 
lack of appealing texts for the younger set is a huge disadvantage. 
We are using songs, letters, interesting news articles, magazine 
advertisements, and everything else I find that seems accessible, 
but the longer-term interest of a “chapter book” is the glue that is 
holding my students’ attention on reading days.

Even with the challenges there are many reasons to teach with 
TPRS. Students are relaxed in class. They come in expecting to tell 
stories and to entertain. Grammar “pop-ups” that occur regularly 
during class reading and dictation reviews are nothing like the 
former drills and lectures. There is little pressure, and students 
feel comfortable expressing confusion. If a teacher is open to the 
possibilities, there is never any concern about what to do next. 
Teaching with the principles of TPRS is like dancing. Sometimes 
everything flows so well that it feels as if you are floating, and the 
class is pure enjoyment. Sometimes the music is unfamiliar and 
you get out of step and knock your partner’s knees. But it’s still 
dancing, still music, and it’s still way more fun than teaching the 
way I used to. 

If you are intrigued, take a look at Susan Gross’s website 
at <susangrosstprs.com>, Ben Slavic’s materials, at <benslavic.
com>, or at any of the other wonderful practitioners they list on 
their links pages. Blaine Ray, the originator of this methodology, 
has written a fifth edition of his “Green Bible,” or Fluency Through 
TPR Storytelling. There are several yahoo TPRS groups, as well 
as a very helpful forum at <moretprs.net> that has 800 members, 
but only two of the 800 teach Russian! I’d love to know of other 
teachers who could expand the small tribe of Russian instructors 
providing comprehensible input through TPRS. 

Right now I’m such a beginner that I can’t answer many 
questions except to tell you what I am doing, but I can point you to 
people who can provide answers. Feel free to write to me for those 
names at <whaley_michele@asdk12.org>. And if you are a TPRS 
guru, please let me know. Russian TPRS teachers unite!

— Michele Whaley
Anchorage West High School

<whaley_michele@asdk12.org>
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What are American Corners?  The American Corners 
program in Russia is a unique partnership between the 
American Embassy and roughly 30 public libraries 

around Russia making information about the United States 
available to visitors. The Embassy stocks a dedicated area of the 
host library with print and audio-visual materials about the United 
States as well as audio-visual and computer equipment. 

American study-abroad students in Russia volunteer to intern 
at the American Centers and Corners. There are 29 such locations 
around Russia, and many are eager for volunteers and interns.  
An internship at an American Center or Corner is a fantastic way 
to learn about U.S. public diplomacy and a great way to make 
local friends.  A favorite activity is running local chat clubs in 
English, but people drop by the Corners all the time to give talks 
about American holidays, their home states, politics, etc. A full list 
of Corners and Centers in Russia can be found at <http://www.
amcorners.ru>.

—from Internet sources

NEW!  ROAD MAP FOR
PRE-COLLEGE CURRICULUM

Create your own itinerary for your classrooms while 
keeping within the limits of your state and district 
guidelines and exploring new route to reach your fi-

nal destination—Prototype AP® Russian! 

American Councils, ACTR/ACCELS, will offer a fall 
weekend workshop which will focus on standards-based and 
proficiency-based curriculum planning across all levels with 
the final goal being the Prototype AP® Russian Program and 
articulation into college level language programs. Special at-
tention will be made to incorporate local conditions into the 
design and implementation while working within the context 
of online delivery systems (Russnet). 

A special session will focus on the Prototype AP® Rus-
sian Program and Examination. Upon completion of this 
special session, teachers will be certified to administer the 
Prototype AP® Russian at their home schools. 

Buckle up for a full weekend of collegiality, creative 
ideas, practical applications, and solutions!

Where: Washington, DC
When: October 9-12, 2009

Registration: $150
Application Deadline: August 19, 2009

Contact: Camelot Marshall 
(<marshall@americancouncils.org>) 

Paul A. Rischard 
(C.D. Hylton HS,
Woodbridge, VA), 
Joshua Bloom 
(Roosevelt H.S., 
Chicago, IL), 
and Inna B. Hart 
(Russian School 
“Olympus,” Poto-
mac, MD)  at the 
�008 workshop.




