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A Prompter is a list of words that helps the teacher tell the story. The Prompter helps
the teacher remember to 1) keep track of the story and use the new language, 2) prepare
ways of making the new language more comprehensible (“Comprehension-aiding
supplementation”), and 3) add interest and depth to the story.

Preparing a Prompter in advance, frees the teacher to focus on the story. It allows the
teacher the opportunity to determine if the students understand the story and gives the
teacher the chance to supply the right assistance when needed.

Simple ways of doing Comprehension-Aiding Supplementation include (1) visual
supplementation, which includes drawings, facial expressions (e.g., surprise, sleepy,
angry, happy, etc.), and physical movements (walk, run, sit, crouch, hide, etc.). (2)
linguistic supplementation, such as writing the words on the board, rephrasing using
simpler words (synonyms), and providing occasional translations, and (3) taking
advantage of the students’ knowledge of everyday life.

Not every word in the story should be included in the Prompter, and not every
unfamiliar word in the Prompter needs to be made 100% comprehensible. The goal is
only that the story becomes reasonably clear and makes sense. It is important that the
teacher should not become too ambitious, and try to include too many new words. Using
too many unknown words with Comprehension-Aiding Supplementation will
overwhelm the students, disturb the flow of the story and prevent the story from
providing context that helps make unfamiliar words more comprehensible.

The goal of the use of the Prompter is not full mastery of prompted words; Students
gradually acquire the full meanings of new words as they hear and read them again and
again. The purpose of the use of the Prompter is to remind the teacher to include certain
items in the presentation of the story, as well as provide supplementation to help
comprehension of the story. Prompted items may include language the students already
know, or they may be the items the students are meeting for the first time. Students are
different, and the teacher cannot know precisely what kind of background they have had
in their language studies before their coming to class.

The following is an example of how a Prompter is used at the novice level, the simplest
application. It is not a script to be followed but is presented here as an example of what a
teacher might do.

In this case, we assume that the student had heard and had understood several stories
before this one, stories that also began with “Once upon a time,” which had been explained
already.

Here is the start of the story:

“Once upon a time there was a little girl. She was an orphan: Both her parents had
died. She was very poor. She had no home and little to eat, only a piece of bread. A



nice person gave her a piece of bread. She had only the clothes she wore.”

The first three sentences contain 18 words and three of these words are assumed
to be unfamiliar and are prompted: orphan, parents, and died. As we shall see,
several familiar words are also prompted, including some that are not in the
story.

The SL teacher, of course, starts with the first sentence. “Once upon a time, there was a
little girl.” Even though the word, “girl” is already known, it is a good idea to prompt it
and draw a picture. This picture will be useful later on when dealing with the unfamiliar
word “parent.” The teacher draws a picture of a girl - just a face, without the body and
legs. The drawing should be done quickly; the teacher should not take the time to draw
an elaborate picture.

Students at this level will also know the word “little ,” but there is no harm in providing
context in the form of gestures or pictures, e.g. draw a big girl and a little girl, crossing
out the big girl or use hand gestures to represent “little” as contrasted with “big.”

The next word on the prompter list is “orphan.” In order to introduce this word, the girl
must have parents who die. So, the teacher introduces the words mother and father, and
draws their pictures above the picture of the girl. Again, even though the words,
“mother” and “father” are already known, it will be useful to write them, as we will see a
little later.

The teacher then says, “The little girl had a mother and a father” and writes “mother”



and “father” under the pictures, with lines leading from the mother and father to the girl,
and says: “They were the girl’s parents.” The teacher writes “parents” under the words,
“mother” and “father”
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The teacher then writes, “died” and says: “Her mother and father died.” The teacher
crosses out the parents’ faces and says, “They died.” The teacher gestures someone’s
death and looks around the class to make sure that the students understood that the
parents died. Usually, students gasp.

The teacher then says: “Mother and father died, so she is now an orphan.” The teacher
then writes “orphan” on the board.

Before continuing, here is a brief review of some important points:
1. The Prompter may include words not in the story in order to help drawing
unfamiliar words.
2. The Prompter may include words students already know. (Some may be only



partially acquired: In these cases, the additional prompting may increase the level
of acquisition.)

Here is the next part of the story:

“She was very poor. She had no home and had little to eat, only a piece of bread. A nice
person gave her the piece of bread. She had only the clothes she wore.”

Prompter list is: poor, home, eat, little to eat, a piece of ~, bread, nice, clothes, wore.

The teacher continues; “The girl was poor. She had no money. She did not have any
money. She was very poor”

Most students will know what “money” is, but there is no harm in drawing a $ sign along
with a few coins and paper money (e.g. dollars).
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The teacher continues: “She did not have a house. She did not have a home. She had no
home.” The teacher draws a picture of a “house.” She writes down, “house” under the
drawing.. The teacher draws a big cross on the house, and says, “She had no home.” The
teacher writes, “No home” under the house with a big cross on it. There is no need at this
stage to explain the difference between “house” and “home,” unless a student asks. (The
teacher has prepared an answer, such as “A house is a real building. A home is a house
that belongs to somebody....").
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In the story, a kind person gave the girl a piece of bread; the teacher can introduce the
kind person before introducing “She had nothing to eat” She then creates a separate
scene: “One day, a man came to her” She draws a picture of a man approaching the girl.
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The teacher says, “A man gave her bread. He gave her a piece of bread.” The teacher

draws a picture of a man giving her a piece of bread. The teacher writes down, “give” and
Hgave."
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The teacher says; “The little girl said “thank you” to the kind man. He was a kind man. He

was a nice man. Now she had a little to eat. Before she had nothing to eat, but now she
has a little to eat.”

The teacher gives synonyms for “kind” and “nice” (e.g., good, e.g. friendly) and/or a
translation.
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The teacher points at the house with a big cross on it, and uses the word, “orphan” again,
“She was an orphan. She had no parents. Also, she didn’t have a house. She had no home.
She had no place to live.” The teacher writes down, “no place to live” under “no home.”
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The teacher continues: “The girl was wearing one skirt, one shirt, one jacket, and one
hat.”
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“They were the only clothes she had. She wore a skirt, a shirt, a jacket, and a hat. She did
not have a sweater.” The teacher draws these clothes, labels the drawing “clothes” and
may point to those wearing these clothes in the class.

Note that the teacher presents words that students might already know, leading to fuller
comprehension and acquisition. The students may already know the word “clothes” but
because it is very important to the story, the teacher provides more supplementation
and more and deeper information about the word.

How to Use Prompters (Upper-Levels)

At the beginning level, visual supplementation plays a major role. At more advanced levels,
however, input is more linguistically complex, and topics are less concrete, and more
linguistic supplementation is used. Stories at this level are longer and require more
imagination and often make a deeper emotional connection. An upper-level story sometimes
lasts as long as 40 to 50 minutes, or even 80 minutes. Preparations for upper-level stories is
therefore different from preparation for beginning level lessons.

Specifically, 1) The teacher will look for longer and more complex stories, which means the
Prompter list will become longer; 2) It will take more time to prepare the story; 3) It will take
more time to tell the story; 4) The words on the list will be more difficult to explain; 5) It will
become more difficult to remember the flow of the story; 6) The story will be more
complicated: it will be divided into chapters or acts, possibly with a number of characters,
and more complicated events. The teacher will have to remember who the characters are and
what the important events are, and all this will require more rehearsal than for beginning level
stories.

“Easy to tell Stories” is not determined by the length of the texts

Many stories are written from around 1,500 to 2,500 words, although some stories are over
4000 words. “Short,” however, does not always mean “easy.” Some “short stories” contain a
high percentage of challenging words. I use the story “Strong Hans” with more advanced
college students of English in Japan. It contains 2616 words. My prompter list for this story
contains 197 items (Appendix 1)! I don’t provide Comprehension Assisting Supplementation
for each word when I tell the story, but there is a great deal of new language in this relatively
short story. As noted earlier, it is not a good idea for the teacher to become too ambitious in
introducing new words.

The Key Words in the Prompter

We now review the use of the Prompter in stories well beyond the novice level. Students at



this level have not only heard many stories, but have also been engaged in Guided Self-
Selected Reading (Mason,2019) for at least two years, which means they have acquired a
considerable amount of vocabulary and grammar, as well as information.

As was the case with stories at the novice level, the Prompter helps the teacher to
remember to 1) keep track of the story and use the new language, 2) Prepare ways of
making the new language more comprehensible (“Comprehension-aiding
supplementation”) which will help make the story more comprehensible and aid in the
gradual acquisition of the new items, and 3) Add interest and depth to the story.

Here is an example from. “Mosquito,” a story from Asia. This story is about concepts such
as hard labor, true love, deception, falsehood, betrayal, secret, trust, fidelity, frivolousness,
obedience, false expectations, respect, wisdom, and cruelty. Students understand what these
words mean from hearing the explanations of the words and from the context provided by
the story, and from their personal experiences.

“There was a young couple who were poor farmers. The husband loved
his wife, and he worked hard to improve their station in life. He was kind
to her and not demanding. His love for her was genuine. His wife was
young and pretty, but she was a coquette.”
The prompter words in this case are “station in life,” “demanding,” “
“coquette.”

genuine,” and

These words can be explained using synonyms, explanations, and descriptions. Here is
what the teacher might say for each of the prompted words listed above. As usual, the
explanation is in the target language, but translation can be used when helpful.

Station in life: the husband worked hard. He worked hard to make money,
from early morning till late at night, because they were poor. They were
dressed poorly. They could not go to nice places because they did not have
money, but they were also in a lower class. He wanted to climb up the
class ladder. He wanted to join the group of people that were above his
class. In Japan, there were four different social classes: the highest class
was the warriors, the second was the farmers, then the craftsmen, and
the lowest class was the tradesmen. (The teacher can illustrate this with
a diagram on the board.) He wanted to go to a higher social class. He
wanted to improve their station in life. “Station” here does not mean a
train station. It means the position in the society: the rank, the social class.

Demanding: He did not tell his wife to do many things. He did not expect
her to do many things for him. He did not say, “Make breakfast!” “Bring
me tea!” “Clean the house!” “Work hard!” He did not ask her to do many
things for him. He did not demand much. He was not demanding.

Genuine: He loved her very much. He did not look at other girls. He did
not flirt with other women. He did not want other girls. He loved her truly.
His love was true. His love for her was genuine.



Coquette: His wife was a dishonest woman who tried to get men's
attention and loved using her physical beauty to attract men. Her love for
her husband was not genuine. She winked at men when her husband was
not watching. She liked men. She was a coquette.

Cultural and historical information in the Prompter

Most of the stories used in the SL lessons are stories from other countries where the
background cultures are different from the culture of the students. Some explanations are
often necessary as some of the words demand clarification of the customs in that country.

For example, in a short story, “Cat Woman,” the Greek Goddess, the character “Aphrodite,”
needs to be described. Cat Woman can be found in the appendix and at:
http: //www.storyarts.org/library/nutshell /stories /catwoman.html

Many western stories mention Christianity, and use the words like “Baptism” and “Water
needed for Christening.” “William Tell” is about a man who freed Switzerland from
Austria” (In the year 1307). “Daniel in the Lion’ Den” is a story from 2300 years ago
(323-30 BC) about jealousy and religious belief. The purpose of stories in Story
Listening sessions is not to teach culture, morals, or any belief system, but with upper-
level SL lessons, some explanations and comments on these topics are helpful for
comprehension.

It often takes more than 40-minutes to tell a story at the upper-level SL lesson; it also takes
more time to prepare and more effort to deliver the story. It requires more knowledge of the
rules of the language when the students start asking questions. For an advanced class,
linguistic supplementation is the most often used, and drawings are seldom used. The rate of
speech is almost at a normal speech rate, and the teacher often inserts her comments on the
events and characters in the story. Stories for advanced students are often very interesting for
the teacher, but at the same time they require more effort.
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Appendix 1: A Prompter prepared for Japanese college students for “Strong Hans”
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Appendix 2

Cat Woman

http://www.storyarts.org/library/nutshell /stories/catwoman.html
A Tale from Greece

There was once a man who had a beautiful cat. She was so loving that one day he

wished out loud, "Dear Cat, if you were only a woman, I'd marry you!"

Aphrodite, the goddess of love, heard his wish and changed the cat into a beautiful
woman. The man and the cat woman were married and lived quite happily

together until one night. ..

The beautiful woman was sitting on her bed and into the room came a mouse. She
crouched on her hands and knees, pounced on the mouse, and began to eat it,

much to her husband's alarm!

Aphrodite looked down from the clouds and, seeing this, turned the woman back
into a cat. Aphrodite chuckled, "I can change the outer appearance of a creature,

but to truly make a difference, I guess I must change its inner character first!"



