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Abstract: Total Physical Response (TPR) has long been considered a methodology of 

teaching and learning suited only to young children and/or adolescents, but there has been 

little research done on the use of TPR with adults despite the growing body of evidence that 

it has cognitive and emotional benefits. This article examines the application of TPR with 

adult English language learners who have very low levels of motivation due to the workplace 

demands placed upon them and cognitive fatigue from their daily work activities as well as 

their emotional barriers  to learning English. The authors refer to Asher's Trace Theory, the 

neurobiological research regarding stress and memory, and Jungian concepts regarding the 

inner child Archetype to assert that TPR provides a scientifically valid way to address adult 

learners who exhibit apathy towards learning. There is evidence that TPR decreases levels 

of Cortisol and encourages levels of Dopamine via Kinesthetic activities and through 

providing a non-performance-based "subliminally receptive" phase before performing the 

learned language/vocabulary; therefore, TPR provides an emotionally safe alternative to 

"suffering" with performance-related anxiety. The authors conclude the article with 

practical suggestions for the implementation of TPR in a dignified manner with adults, 

including using fingers for seated activities, creating command sequences relevant to the 

adult learner's job, telling narrative stories about the target language being learned, and 

allowing the adult learners to lead the instruction.  

Keywords: Total Physical Response, adult language learners, motivation, affective filter, 

kinesthetic learning, memory trace theory, anxiety reduction, second language acquisition, 

embodied cognition, inner child psychology. 

 

The Hidden Crisis in Adult Language Classrooms. When you walk into an adult 

English class today, whether it be at your school or on the internet, you will see an identical 

sight: tired eyes, drooping shoulders and a definite lack of motivation. Many, if not most, of 

the people you meet in these classes do not wish to be there; they are there because their jobs 

require that they have an English certificate. Many of them have been working all day long, 

have much to do at home, and are therefore very unmotivated when they come to class. 

Many of the adults in class ask the following question repeatedly, "I am too old to learn; I 

cannot learn". 

What if learning was not just concerned with grammar, but was instead focused on 

helping the students learn without the use of drills? What if the answer lies in a method that 

most would say is "just for children"? 

Total Physical Response (TPR) is not a children's game; it is an evidence-based science 

that may be exactly what exhausted adult learners require because all adults have a child in 



RECENT SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERIES AND METHODOLOGICAL RESEARCH. 

International online conference. 

Date: 7thSeptember-2026 

71 

them. When that child is ignited, it can respark curiosity, create less stress, and return the 

ease of learning.The Psychological Reality: Why Adult Learners Struggle 

Adult learners face unique barriers: 

• Cognitive fatigue from information overload at work 

• Affective filters—anxiety, fear of embarrassment, perfectionism—that block 

language acquisition 

• Learned helplessness from past educational failures 

• Extrinsic motivation only (certificate requirements) with no intrinsic joy 

This combination creates a vicious cycle: the more they force themselves to study, the 

more resistant their brains become. 

The Science: What TPR Does to the Adult Brain 

James Asher's trace theory provides the scientific foundation: memory traces are 

strengthened when linked to physical action. The simultaneous firing of multiple neural 

pathways (auditory, motor, and kinesthetic) when a learner hears a command and performs 

the action, creates a multi-sensory encoding that will significantly improve recall. 

Yet the benefits for adult learners go even further: 

1. Kinesthetic Release for Stress Reduction 

The act of moving lowers levels of cortisol in the body (a hormone released in response 

to stress). Physical movement allows adults to release tension that has built up in their body 

throughout the day at work; creating a physiological condition that is more conducive to 

learning, or what Asher called “relaxed alertness.” 

2. Affective Filter Bypassed 

When adult learners acquire additional languages, they frequently spend too much time 

analyzing the grammar rules of that language. This process hinders their ability to acquire 

the language naturally (or in a way that mirrors the natural acquisition of their first language). 

TPR does not require adult learners to speak until they are physically and cognitively ready 

to do so. In doing so, the “silent period” gives adult learners the opportunity to internalize 

the language without the anxiety of having to perform. This lowering of performance anxiety 

also decreases the emotional barriers that often hinder the acquisition of a second language. 

3. Dopamine Release Promotes Motivation 

The act of moving encourages the release of dopamine (the reward/pleasure 

neurotransmitter) within the body. When an adult learner responds appropriately to the 

commands given during TPR, this counts as a small “win”. Each win that the adult learner 

receives through kinesthetic responses to TPR commands helps to rebuild their self-efficacy 

and their intrinsic motivation. Through the kinetic process of acquiring a second language, 

an adult learner shifts their drive from “I have to” do something to “I want to” do something. 

4. Cognitive Support Based on Muscle Memory 

The process of acquiring a skill through procedural memory (how to ride a bike) is far 

more durable than that of acquiring through declarative memory (i.e., memorizing 

vocabulary lists). By pairing the language they are acquiring through TPR with a physical 

routine, adult learners are able to tap into the more durable procedural memory process, 

making it particularly beneficial to learners with 
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The Inner Child: A Psychological Truth 

Carl Jung proposed that the "child archetype" exists within each of us as an adult; it 

contains our abilities to be spontaneous and give rise to new beginnings. Current research in 

psychology indicates that play activates certain reward centers of the brain and also increases 

the amount of neuroplasticity. 

When adults participate in TPR programs, they are not "acting like children," but rather 

returning to a place where they have always had the ability to learn with pleasure and joy. 

The original participant may have been embarrassed by having to rise and lower themselves 

repeatedly in class; however, a short time later, he or she will experience excitement when 

they can comprehend a new series of commands. The inner child previously suppressed by 

adult identity has now regained permission to play and learn through this medium than with 

traditional rote memorization methods. 

Practical Application: TPR for the Tired Professional. Here is how to implement TPR 

with adults, respecting their dignity while leveraging the method's power: 

Application in a real-world setting: How to use TPR with adult Tired people and show 

their dignity, while using the TPR method effectively, as follows:  

1. Start Small, Build Trust: Use sitting or finger commands when starting. For example, 

"Point to the Picture" and "Raise Your Hand". They will not feel like they are playing games, 

and will feel comfortable responding to commands in this way. When they gain comfort, 

slowly add commands that require them to stand up.  

2. Tie Movement to Real-Life Content: As you teach a new command, relate it to their 

job or real-lif issues. For example, you can say, “Open up the report,” “Send the E-mail,” or 

“Schedule a meeting.” This will link the “silly game” to a “professional skill.”  

3. Use Sequenced Storytelling: Teaching using a sequenced storytelling approach will 

help students connect commands/narratives to a specific task. This is more true when you 

are not giving isolated commands but building a story line with (the learners, e.g.,)“Walk to 

the door, Open it, Pick the package up, and Bring it to me.” This sequence closely resembles 

a real-world task sequence and helps them achieve a greater level of understanding. 

4. Let the Learners Command: When learners of any age create their own commands 

to their peers, they are practicing sentence formation in an environment that is much less 

threatening than if you (the teacher) had given them the command instead. They are more 

focused on being "understood” than being "correct."  

5. Debrief and Validate: Each time your learners complete a TPR experience, hold a 

discussion about the TPR experience and validate their efforts. Encourage them to use 

metacognitive reflections when asking themselves, "What did you notice about how you 

didn’t need to translate your commands in your brain?" This allows the learners to further 

understand how valuable the TPR method is to them. 

Scientific Support: Studies in adult second-language acquisition show that: 

• Kinesthetic activities increase retention by as much as 75% over passive listening;  

• TPR reduces speech anxiety more successfully than conventional methodologies;  

• Adult learners using TPR acquire vocabulary faster and retain it longer than those 

utilizing more traditional techniques;  
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• TPR is a particularly effective way to teach beginners and teach grammatical 

structures that relate to spatial relations (e.g. prepositions, directions, actions). 

 

TPR for Adults - Not Childish – Childlike. Using TPR with adults is not meant to baby 

the adult learner; it acknowledges that motivation is not a switch that can be flipped on, but 

rather a fire that can be reignited. The exhausted adult in your class is not incapable of 

learning; rather, he/she is in need of using an approach to learning that respects his/her 

existing fatigue but also reconnects him/her to the natural pleasure of learning. 

Each adult has an inner child - curious, non-self-conscious and wanting to move. TPR 

allows that child some degree of release and, because of TPR, learning a second language 

has now become something alive and real - something that not even the requirement of a 

piece of paper can diminish. 

The evidence is clear (the science is there), the psychological basis is concrete, and the 

methodology works. It is time for us to stop asking adults to sit still and listen - we need to 

give them permission to move, react and recall. 
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