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What is the opposite of Teaching with Comprehensible Input?  
 

In the field of foreign language teaching, more and more teachers are taking up “comprehensible 

input” as their mantra and rallying point. On Facebook and other social media platforms, you can 

find public and private groups with thousands of eager language instructors who want to ask for 

and offer help in navigating the territory of TPRS and CI-based approaches. By the end of 2020, 

the CI Liftoff group alone had 10,000 members, and the page associated with Martina Bex’s 

Comprehensible Classroom site (http://comprehensibleclassroom.com) had over 14,000 likes. 

The brand-new group Teaching Proficiency through CI Strategies ONLINE, formed in March 

2020, already had 1600 members. Conferences meet annually around the U.S., including the 

national iFLT gathering (http://fluencymatters.com/iflt-info) and state meetings like Michigan’s 

MittenCI (http://mittenci.weebly.com).  

 

Entire curricula and classroom libraries are available for purchase, many proponents make a 

living providing resources and training online and in person, and these days nearly every course 

we teach in the MAFLT at MSU includes a few people who confidently identify themselves as 

“a CI teacher” and trust that their instructors and classmates know what that means.  

 

What does teaching with CI mean, exactly, though? When scholars and researchers in the field of 

second language acquisition (SLA) hear “comprehensible input,” we think of a construct that 

plays a role in several theories of language learning. When teachers and teacher educators use it, 

though, CI sounds like a set of techniques, a method, or even a manifesto against all the ways of 

teaching foreign languages that don’t seem to work with apathetic U.S. high schoolers.  

 

The boundaries of this new methodological territory have not been established yet, and many of 

its explorers are so determined to stake out and defend those boundaries that groups have been 

formed specifically for venting the heated debates. A private group called CI Fight Club LOL 

was formed in 2017 as an offshoot of CI Liftoff and by late 2020 had 1000 members. 

Fortunately, the “LOL” that now appears at the end of its name shows some tongue-in-cheek 

self-awareness and reminds people not too take their language teaching methods too seriously, 

but the influence of CI on the field of language teaching today is no laughing matter. 
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Is it teaching with INcomprehensible input? 
 

No, incomprehensible input is not our biggest problem. Many foreign language learners over the 

years have been presented with incomprehensible input, and they don't learn much from it. Many 

teachers do not use good strategies for helping learners to understand the target language input 

they receive. Whereas TCI often means providing images, gestures and actions, repetition, 

context, and other scaffolding to help learners understand, TCI does not mean that learners will 

understand everything they hear or read. In fact, instruction in which all input is already 

comprehensible would defy the much-cited principle of "i + 1" from the Monitor Model 

(Krashen & Terrell, 1983). The whole point of i + 1 is that input should be slightly above the 

learners' current level. In other words, input has to be a little bit incomprehensible if it is going to 

lead to learning. Determining how incomprehensible that input should be, though, is virtually 

impossible. Krashen (2013) has further clarified that we would be hard-pressed to define the “i” 

or the "+ 1" in "i + 1" for one learner, much less a room full of learners. Instead, he proposes, we 

should learn to live with the ambiguity of "i + n" and keep offering our learners sufficient 

challenges and sufficient support (see Gilmore, 2007, for further discussion of that balance). 

Input should be comprehensible, but if we succeed in reaching total comprehensibility in our 

teaching, then we will actually fail to leave room for learning to happen.  

 

Is it teaching with comprehensible OUTput?  
 

No. Comprehensible output may seem like the main goal of language teaching, but many FL 

learners have been required to produce output before they were ready. Not only are they not able 

to write or speak at the level their teacher or test demands, but they may develop anxiety that 

further inhibits them in the future. I have heard TCI teachers insist that they do not believe in 

"forced output" and then shortly thereafter begin describing their performance assessments, 

which require a certain amount of output, produced under a certain amount of control and duress. 

The roots of TCI are in a method of second language teaching known as Teaching Proficiency 

through Reading and Storytelling (TPRS). TPRS was previously known as TPR Storytelling 

(Ray & Seely, 1998), because it was an extension of another method called Total Physical 

Response (Asher, 1969). One of the tenets of TPR that distinguished it right away from prior 

methods is the long "silent period" in which learners are encouraged and trained to respond non-

verbally before they can respond verbally (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). 

Input should precede output in second language learners just as it does for the early years of a 

baby’s life in first language acquisition, a comparison that Lichtman (2018) uses to support 

TPRS in her Routledge e-Module. Teenagers learning an additional language do not learn in the 

same way as babies, in theory or in practice. Presuming that second language acquisition works 

just like first language acquisition sets us back decades in what we know about language 

learning. However, asking too much of learners at the beginning of the learning process sets 

them and us up for frustration.  

 

Next time you are standing in front of a group of beginners and they seem to understand you but 

refuse to open their mouths, remember that the “silent period” is an entirely expected phase in 

the learning process. We need a huge amount of input before our brains can tap into the pattern 

recognition and other processes that allow real acquisition. However, if we make input our 

priority and neglect output, then learners will never actually learn to use the language 
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communicatively. They might begin to receive meaning from others, but they will not learn to 

express their own meanings and determine whether they have been understood. At that point, as 

learners attempt to exchange meanings, we begin to see why SLA scholars have moved input and 

output and toward the Interaction Approach (Gass & Mackey, 2015). Learners need 

comprehensible input, chances to produce output, and opportunities to interact.  

 

Is it teaching WITHOUT comprehensible input?  
 

No, the opposite of TCI is not teaching without comprehensible input. At first you might think, 

how could I possibly teach without input? Nevertheless, generations of language teachers have 

focused less on input or output than they have on memorization of vocabulary and accurate 

application of grammar rules. These days, most language teachers are on board with the idea that 

explaining grammar rules and providing lists of vocabulary do not add up to communicative 

ability. However, they may not provide the kind of rich, engaging input that students desperately 

need from their teachers.  

 

It helps to make a distinction here between second language learning, which is what people are 

doing in the U.S. when they need to learn English, and foreign language learning, which is what 

happens when we study Spanish, French, German, Japanese, Chinese, Arabic, Portuguese, and 

other languages in the U.S. or English in a country where those languages are spoken. In second 

language learning, input is all around us, on every sign, in every book and magazine, in our ears 

day in and day out. What we need most is a guide who can help us to make sense of a world of 

incomprehensible input so that we can begin to grasp the language and put it to work for 

ourselves. 

 

In foreign language learning, the language we want to master seems to belong to people and 

places far away, where we can’t see them, hear them, or interact with them. In a foreign language 

setting, it becomes particularly important to make sure that learners have enough access to any 

input at all in the target language. They need to get access to the language as much as possible, in 

print, audio, and video contexts. Eventually, they need to seek out real-time face-to-face 

encounters that rely on their new language skills, and meanwhile they need to have real-time 

face-to-face encounters with the people in their classroom – you and their peers.   

 

Rather than focusing on whether or not the input we provide is comprehensible, though, we can 

aim to provide learners with input that is authentic and compelling. By authentic, I mean that it 

reflects the ways that proficient users express themselves in the language and can therefore 

demonstrate and model that kind of use for learners (and note that I am referring to "proficient 

users" not "native speakers" here). By compelling, I mean that the learners will find enough 

interest and value in the input that they will strive to understand it even though it is not 

completely comprehensible at first glance and may contain content and patterns that they are not 

ready to understand at all. It is up to the language teacher to provide sufficient exposure to the 

target language in authentic contexts. Then, it is up to the teacher to support the learners as they 

try to understand it and to incorporate what they can from the input into their own 

communicative repertoire.  
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Is it teaching grammar, vocabulary, and "thematic units"? 
 

No, but we are getting closer. I'm not sure when "thematic units" got to be anathema, and I don't 

think they should be, but I understand why they seem unsatisfying to many TCI teachers. They 

associate them with the traditional textbook-driven practice of structuring a course around a 

series of grammar points and vocabulary lists, loosely organized around topics that the textbook 

authors believe will be interesting and relevant to learners. Eventually the textbook seems to be 

getting in the way of learning more than it supports language acquisition, and TCI techniques 

offer an alternative that seems much more flexible and engaging for the learners.  

 

What is it then?  
 

The point of comprehensible input is the underlying assumption that input is sufficient for 

learning. This belief contrasts with the idea that learners need to have the rules explained to 

them, the words and phrases selected for them to memorize, the input fully explained in all its 

nuances, and every error corrected in their output lest they develop bad habits. The difference 

lies primarily in the teacher's confidence that if learners receive enough input and have a chance 

to make sense of it, their brains will infer patterns, and eventually they will begin to produce 

utterances of their own that are more or less comprehensible. If there is not enough input, if the 

input is not comprehensible, if the input is inauthentic or boring, or if the input is thoroughly 

translated and parsed and manipulated to prove deceptively comprehensive explicit rules that 

usually prove to be full of exceptions, then they won't learn. They won't have a chance to 

develop the subconscious awareness, the conscious strategies, or the experience of trying to 

make themselves understood that really drive learning in both instructed and naturalistic settings. 

Krashen and Terrell (1983) advocated for a method of language teaching called the Natural 

Approach that attempted to simulate the "natural" process of language acquisition. Like children 

and unprepared but intrepid travelers, learners should be able to pick up language proficiency 

from their environment with little or no directed intervention.  

 

In practice, in the reality of the foreign language classroom, we do not assume that learners will 

"pick up" the patterns and lexis of the target language from unstructured exposure to input. We 

don't have time for that, and most learners beyond early childhood will not put up with it. 

Foreign language learners, as opposed to second language learners, cannot walk out the door of 

the classroom and continue to hear the language all around them. A world language classroom is 

a world unto itself, where we have to make every possible effort to give learners access to 

enough input that they have a chance of activating those subconscious and conscious processes 

that support the development of proficiency. By the same token, we have to open up spaces for 

learners to try to communicate in the target language and to get feedback on whether their effort 

is hitting the mark or not. That feedback can range from a nod and a smile to a response to a 

correction to a positive assessment to thorough comments.  

 

Here is an analogy from learning a sport, which is much more similar than learning math or 

history:  

 

A novice learning to play soccer needs a net to define their goal and a chance to kick the ball into 

it. If the ball doesn't go in, they need several more chances to hone their footwork until it hits the 
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net. They don't need a lecture on vectors and force in order to aim their kicks. They might need 

to kick the ball around in an area with no specific goal in order to build up some extra control. 

They might need a coach to suggest some strategies, to remind them to practice, to get them 

together with other players at about the same level, and to point out problems when (and only 

when) they are going to keep the ball from ever getting to the goal. Overall, though, the learning 

process relies on showing more than telling, on missing a lot of goals in the early days, and on 

gradually becoming more adept at accurately aiming for the goal we want to hit. Then, of course, 

we find out that there is a lot more to the game than kicking a ball into a net, but the metaphor 

holds.  

 

What a teacher can do for us, on a playing field and in a foreign language classroom, is serve as a 

guide and coach so that we keep trying to learn and develop strategies that help us learn more 

and more effectively. We need to be able to encounter the ever-increasing complexity of the 

game without getting demoralized. A language teacher who uses TCI well strives to make room 

for the learner to engage actively with authentic examples of the target language in use, from the 

early stages of recognizing useful phrases to the higher demands of spontaneous interaction in 

unexpected scenarios. A language teacher with a wider repertoire of methods and techniques 

may continue to make the process more challenging and specific to learner needs by 

incorporating task-based instruction, content-based instruction, genre-based approaches to 

writing, and a greater emphasis on learner strategies for self-directed learning. Nevertheless, the 

foundation provided by TCI, used with fidelity and flexibility, ought to convince learners that 

they can understand, that they can communicate, and that their ongoing efforts will help them 

grow into proficient users of an additional language.   
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