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ENGLISH TEACHERS’ USE OF TARGET LANGUAGE:
A STUDY IN SONG CONG PRIMARY SCHOOLS
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ABSTRACT

In the field of foreign language teaching, it has widely been believed that using target language
extensively has positive influences on the effectiveness of the teaching and learning. Nevertheless,
in some certain cases where the teachers demonstrate low proficiency, lack of confidence and do
not use English as routines, the teacher’s use of the target language has not become a regular
practice and the quality of this such use is still in dispute. This article has examined the current
situation of teachers’ use of target language in Binh Son 1, Binh Son 2 and Cai Dan primary
schools in Song Cong City, Thai Nguyen Province, Vietnam. Moreover, the paper has pointed out
the teachers’ difficulties in maximizing the target language use. Questionnaire and observation are
used to collect data to explore the answers to research questions. Five teachers at Cai Dan, Binh
Son | and Binh Son Il primary school are involved as participants in the study. Based on the
recommendations by American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), the
research has further discussed specific strategies on enhancing the use of English instructions in
Vietnamese context.
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_ NGHIEN CUU VIEC SU DUNG NGON NGU PiCH TRONG LOP HQC
CUA GIAO VIEN TIENG ANH CAP TIEU HQC O THANH PHO SONG CONG

Nguyén Thi Hong Minh’, Nguyén Thi Thu Hwong, Nguyén Thi Ngoc Lan
Truong Pai hoc Sw pham — DH Thai Nguyén

TOM TAT

Trong linh vuc giang day ngoai ngit, rit nhiéu nghién ciru di va dang khing dinh nhimg anh
huéng tich cuc cua viée sir dung ngdn ngit dich trong 16p hoc déi véi hiéu qua cua day va hoc
ngoai ngit. Tuy nhién, trong mot sé trudng hop, khi gido vién c¢6 ning luc ngoai ngit khong cao,
khong ty tin va khong thuc hanh thuong xuyén, viéc st dung tiéng Anh dé giang day tiéng Anh
chua phai 1a mot thyc hanh thudng xuyén va chét lugng cua viée sir dung ngon ngir dich cling con
rit nhidu van dé dang ban. Bai bao nay nghién ciru thuc trang sir dung tiéng Anh trong 16p hoc ctia
gi4o vién tiéng Anh & truong Tiéu hoc Binh Son 1, Binh Son 2 va Cai Pan, thanh phd Song Cong,
tinh Thai Nguyén, Viét Nam. Dong thoi, bai bao ciing chi ra nhiing khé khin khién nguoi gido
vién khong thé ti da hoa thoi gian sir dung ngdn ngir dich trong 16p hoc. Nghién ctru sir dung 2
cong cu thu thap dir liéu chinh 1a bang hoi va quan sat nhim tim ra cau tra 15i cho ciu hoi nghién
ctru. Khach thé nghién ciru trong bai bao nay 1a gido vién tiéng Anh & 3 trudng tiéu hoc & thanh
phd Séng Céng. Dya trén nhimng khuyén nghi ciia Hoi dong Giang day Ngoai ngit Hoa Ky
(ACTFL), chung t6i thao luan nhitng cic chién lugc cu thé nhim ting cudng viéc sir dung tiéng
Anh ctia gido vién trong 16p hoc ngoai ngit trong bdi canh Viét Nam.

T khoa: sir dung ngén ngit dich, giang day bang tiéng Anh; ngén ngit I6p hoc; gido vién tiéng
Anh cdp tiéu hoc; thanh phé Séng Cong
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1. Introduction

For years there have been long debates on the
influence of the mother language on foreign
language learning. Different authors have
recurrently confirmed the positive impact of the
native language on second language teaching
and learning. The first language (L1) can assist
the study of the second language [1]; the sound
knowledge of the native language supports the
transfer of skills from one language to another
[2]. Therefore, the use of the mother language
in foreign language classrooms has recently
been encouraged for it reduces learners’ anxiety
[3] and it provides a more relaxing and
comfortable environment [4]. Furthermore,
Atkinson (1987) [5] and Buckmaster (2000) [6]
share the same viewpoint that L1 usage
facilitates the teacher’s checking understanding
and giving instructions as well as explaining the
meaning abstract words.

On the other hand, a large body of research
has reached a consensus that the language
learner needs to be exposed to the target
language extensively [7], [8] since learners
who have more exposure to the target
language (TL) input demonstrate greater
proficiency [9] and TL use will result in
increased motivation thanks to the students’
awareness of the immediate usefulness of TL
[10]. In addition, Liu (2008) [11] Turnbull
(2001) [12] and have indicated that the
amount of TL input does affect learners’
target language development. Consequently,
countries all over the world have issued
guidelines for the proportion of TL with most
agreements on the maximization of TL use in
class. More specifically, American Council
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (2010)
suggests that the ideal amount of time for
target language use in foreign language
classes should be 90% plus at all levels of
instruction during instructional time and,
when feasible, beyond the classroom [13].

In countries where English is taught as a
foreign language in schools, students’ only
opportunity to practice the language is in the

classroom and thus the use of the TL seems
restricted to the classroom environment. In
those contexts, Mollers (2013) emphasizes
the significance of teacher use of TL and
similarly, Orland-Barak and Yinon (2005)
highlight the instructors’ key role in
increasing opportunities for TL exposure
[14]. The reason for this is TL serves as the
only source of scaffolded input and according
to Macaro (2001), the entire teaching through
the TL makes the language real and “allows
learners to experience unpredictability and
develops the learners’ own in-built language
system” [15]. This is particularly true for
young students since, as Pinter (2006)
believes, it supports their familiarization with
the phonological system of the TL [16].
Therefore, it is widely accepted that the
competencies of English teachers should
include language use competence [17] and
classroom English proficiency, in Le’s (2017)
words, is ‘no less important than general
English language proficiency” [18].

Nevertheless, many English primary teachers
in Vietnam (whose general English language
proficiency is required lower and in fact in
many circumstances demonstrates weaker)
are reluctant to practice frequent extensive
use of the TL in the classroom. This article
investigates the situation in a specific local
area of Song Cong City, Thai Nguyen
Province, Vietnam and attempts to explore
the difficulties facing the primary teachers in
Song Cong City in extensively using English
in classroom as well as presents some
recommendations to maximize the use of TL.

2. Method

Qualitative research method is applied in the
study with the employment of a combination
of questionnaire and observation as data
collection instruments which seek to answer
the three research questions: (i) what is the
reality of teachers’ use of target language in
Cai Dan Primary School, Binh Son 1 Primary
School and Binh Son 2 Primary School; (ii)
what difficulties they have encountered in
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using the target language in class; and (iii)
what are the suggestions for improving the
quality of using the target language for the
teachers at Song Cong primary schools. Five
(5) female teachers of English at three
primary schools in Song Cong City are
invited as the research participants.
Questionnaires are delivered to the five
teachers to have an understanding of the
current situation of using English instructions
and their difficulties in using TL in English
classes. Additionally, one lesson for each
teacher is observed to gain a deeper insight of
the situation, especially of the quality of
teachers’ TL use.

3. Findings and Discussion
3.1. The reality of the teachers’ use of TL

Figure 1 demonstrates the frequency and the
amount of time of the teachers’ use of TL in
an English class. From the result collected
from questionnaires, it is shown that 60%
teachers often used English classroom
language in their lessons and 40% sometimes
used it; there were no teachers rarely or never
deploying classroom language. The Figure
also illustrates 60% of the teachers spent from
25 to 35 minutes using English classroom
language, which is nearly full of a lesson of 35
minutes while the others only spent from 15 to
25 minutes, accounting for 60% of a period.

According to the results from observation
checklists as described in Figure 2, 60% of
the teachers used classroom language from
15-25 minutes, which is similar to the results
from questionnaires. Besides, the same
percentage of 20% of the teachers used
classroom language from 25-35 minutes and
0-15 minutes using it, which is amazingly
quite different from the results from
questionnaires. Obviously, the amount of
time for English classroom language in a
period from questionnaire is quite different
from the actual class time devoted to TL.
Hence, to some extent it can be said that
information withdrawn from questionnaires
does not reflect the current reality of using

classroom language: The data indicates that
the teachers do not use classroom language
all the time as they self-reported in the
guestionnaires.

The frequency of using
classroom language

m very often
m sometimes

rarely

mnever

The amount of time of using
classroom language in a period

u 0-15 minutes m 15-25 minutes
25-35 minutes

40%
60%

Figure 1. The frequency and the amount of time
of using TL

The frequency of using classroom language
from classroom observation

n0-15mnules w15-25mnutes = 2535 mnuies

Figure 2. The amount of time of using TL
from classroom observation

The results from observation checklists
demonstrate that all the teachers used TL for
greeting, making questions and giving
feedback for their lessons. There were some
certain structures and phrases which the
teachers used during their lessons, as
presented in Table 1. However, not many
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teachers used classroom language for giving
instructions; only 20% of them totally used
English  classroom language to give
instructions while the majority of them gave
instructions in English and then explained in
Vietnamese. In addition, 80% teachers did
not use classroom language when they
wanted to explain the requirements of the

task or summarize the lesson, which means
only 20% of them used TL for those
activities. None of the teachers used
classroom language for making transition to
the following part in the lessons, which
proves that this activity has not been popular
in English lessons at Cai Dan, Binh Son 1
and Binh Son 2 primary schools.

Table 1. TL use in activities

Activities with TL use Perc(:sz/:)t age Structures or phrases that the teachers used
Greeting 100% “Good morning”, “Hello everyone”
Making questions 100% “How many people are there in this picture?”, “Do you have

a doll?”, “How many pictures are there?”, “What’s the
weather like?”, “Are you ready?”, etc.

Giving feedback 100% “Good”, Thank you. Sit down, please”, “OK”, “Well done”.

Giving instruction 20% “I give you three times to listen. The first time you listen.
The second time you listen and number. The third time you
check it.”

Giving explanation 20% “ I have a game called “Slap on the board”. When I say
“cloudy”, you slap on the word “cloudy”. When I say
“cloudy”, you slap on the word “sunny” so you’re wrong.”

Summarizing the lesson 20% “Today we stop here. Thank you”.

Making transition to the 0%

next part

3.2. The quality of English primary teachers’ TL use

The charts shown in Figure 3 present the rate of fluency and accuracy in some language aspects
which is taken from observation checklists.

The rate of accuracy in some language aspects

SO | u Pronuncation
am w Vocabulary
0% Grammiw
0% |
o | —

excellent good far poar

Figure 3. The rate of fluency and accuracy of English teachers’ TL use

Figure 3 depicts the rate of fluency in using classroom language. As displayed in the Figure, the
rate of fluency is 60%, proving that quite a big number of the teacher are fluent to use classroom
language; however, the rate of repetition is also 60%, which means the teachers repeated the
structures as well as vocabularies many times. Moreover, a small number of teachers still
hesitated and paused while they were using TL; this may make their lesson not go smooth in its

process.
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It is clear from the Figure that some of the
teachers were quite good at language aspects
(pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar).
Nonetheless, only one teacher was excellent
at pronunciation, while some of them were
good (60%) and one of them was fair (20%).
Although no one was bad at pronunciation,
there  were some  teachers  whose
pronunciation was below B2 level
requirements; for example, they made
mistakes in pronunciation such as “s” sounds
or consonants /I/ and /n/. Besides, teachers
sometimes used L1 to explain or give
instructions to students, or they spoke English
and then explained in Vietnamese. In
addition, some teachers are not good at some
language  aspects such as  fluency,
pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar,
which does not reflect English proficiency at
B2 level as required.

3.3. The teachers’ difficulties in using TL

Table 2 presents the problems in using TL
that the teachers have been encountering. It
can be seen that all the teachers have
problems in giving instructions which
students cannot understand. 100% of the
teachers admitted that they could not use TL
in all class time. The source of this problem
came from the fact that most students lived in

the rural areas, so they had few chances to
improve their English skills and have
difficulty understanding English, which
prevents the teachers from full use of English
instructions. A further difficulty is time-
limited (appromiximately 60%), which means
that the teachers are afraid that they do not
have enough time, so they use Vietnamese
instead to explain to students. Besides, large
classes (40%) and mixed ability (40%) in
classes are also the reasons why classroom
language cannot be used very often. Another
factor that affects the quality of using
classroom language is the fact that students
do not support them, so they cannot do the
task successfully.

These difficulties reported by the English
primary school teachers in Song Cong City
are congruent with Tennant and Negash’s
(2009) [19] list of possible problems in TL
use. All teachers agree that students cannot
understand what they say is the difficulty in
the first place driving the teachers not to use
TL extensively. Nonetheless, it is revealed
from the observation that 60% of the students
can totally understand the teachers’
instructions and can perform the given tasks
successfully. Therefore, this should not be
accounted as the teacher’s difficulties in
maximizing the TL use in English classes.

Table 2. Teachers’ difficulties in using TL

Problems in using TL Percentage
1 Students cannot understand what you say 100%
2 You worry that you do not have the time and that it is faster to explain to students in L1 60%
3 Large classes (difficult to speak English as not all students understand) 40%
4 Mixed ability classes 40%
5 Students do not support you, so they do the task unsuccessfully 20%
6  You are not used to using English classroom language 0%
7 You are not confident enough to use English in the class 0%
8  You do not actually know the right words or phrases 0%

Moreover, though no teachers have reported “You are not used to using English classroom
language”, ““You are not confident enough to use English in the class” and “You do not actually
know the right words or phrases” as their problems, due to the low rate of fluency and accuracy
(as discussed above), it can be withdrawn that the English primary teachers in Song Cong City
are not very proficient in TL use and the practice of using English instructions have not been a
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regular practice of the teachers. Furthermore,
the factors preventing the teachers from using
the TL in class extensively should not exclude
the problems from the instructors themselves.
This, in consequences, may suggest more
effective professional development courses in
which enhancing the use of English classroom
language is supposed to be a crucial component.

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

The article has examined the situation of TL
use in English classes in Song Cong
primary schools. The results indicate that
the amount of time devoted to TL use in
those schools does not reach the amount of
90% plus as recommended by ACTFL
(2010) [13]. Moreover, the quality of
teacher’s TL use is still in question with the
low rate of fluency and accuracy.

As suggested by ACTFL (2010), in order to
maximize TL use, teachers should consider
applying a variety of strategies including:
providing a language-rich environment;
Supporting comprehension and production
through  context/gestures/visual  support;
Focusing on meaning before details;
Conducting comprehension checks to ensure
understanding; Negotiating meaning with
students and encourage negotiation among
students; Eliciting talk that increases in
fluency, accuracy, and complexity over time;
Encouraging self-expression and spontaneous
use of language; Teaching students strategies
for requesting clarification and assistance
when faced with comprehension difficulties;
Avoiding the mother tongue as the default for
checking on meaning or understanding [13].

4.1. Providing a language-rich environment

It is discussed in the earlier parts that it is the
teacher’s key role to offer students with a rich
language environment which includes
everything that the learners encounter.
Sometimes with simple feedback like “Good
job”, You're gorgeous”, “You got it”, Better
try next time” can provide natural language
use as well as encourage students to fulfill
language tasks. Moreover, when students are
surrounded by authentic inputs supplied and

prepared by the instructors, it is more likely
that they will increase the intake to transform
what they have exposed in English class into
their own repetoire.

4.2. Supporting comprehension and production
through context/ gestures/ visual support

Learners at all levels seem to acquire TL
more effectively if the teachers’ instructions
in TL are supported through context,
gestures, visual objects, or connections with
prior learning or experiences. It is
particularly true with students at primary
schools who prefer animation and are more
engaged with visual things regardless of
whether they are visual learners or not. The
biggest benefit this strategy can offer is
keeping and increasing students’ interest and
motivation in learning. The feeling of
comfort in a friendly language environment
to a large extent can guarantee students’
comprehension in and production of the TL.

4.3. Focusing on meaning before details

Before digging in to figure out details or
nuances, primary students need support to get
a general understanding of what is heard,
read, or viewed, which will facilitate their
success in classroom task performance. It is
the instructors that provide students with a
strong context, visuals, and a focused task
such as finding out what is new information,
or figuring out the main idea. Once students’
understanding of meaning is formed, they will
feel more comfortable and motivated in
learning; the effectiveness of English learning
is better guarantted and thus the teacher’s use
of TL will bring about benefits for both
teachers and learners.

4.4. Conducting comprehension check to
ensure understanding

Students take many advantages from showing
their understanding frequently. Frequent
comprehension checks give students feelings
that their efforts are valued and know what is
necessary for them to improve upon. These
comprehension checks also give teachers
essential data to adjust their English
instructions, whether they need to change
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their instruction-giving techniques or develop
better TL wuse to support students’
understanding.

4.5. Negotiating meaning with students and
encouraging negotiations among students

Learning takes place when learners are
engaged and become essential part of the
process. Teachers should help this happen by
encouraging students’ participation in class
negotiation. During an interpersonal activity
to negotiate meaning and ideas, learners may
need certain phrases to make their interactions
more natural and teachers can provide these
in the moment, adding key phrases to a
physical or virtual “word wall” for learners to
access during future language activities.

4.6. Eliciting talk that increases in fluency,
accuracy, and complexity over time

In order to raise primary students’ speaking
skill, teachers should make simple questions
such as tag questions or yes/no questions. The
teachers also need to encourage students to
interact with them by adding more details
(who, when, what, etc.) since learners practice
asking such questions, their speaking
performance with increasing rate of fluency,
accuracy and complexity will be improved
over time.

4.7. Encouraging self-expression and
spontaneous use of language

It is crucial for students to realize from the
beginning that they can respond in the TL,
though simply at the word-level or with
comprehensive gestures. This can be
supported by teachers’ giving lots of choices
using visuals and repetitive phrases that can
be easily modified. As confidence builds,
young learners should be encouraged to mix
and match their language chunks to create
their own messages. Students who apply
their learned vocabulary and/or structures in

4.8. Teaching students strategies for
requesting clarification and assistance when
faced with comprehension difficulties

To maintain target language use by both
teachers and learners in English classes in
primary schools, set phrases should be taught
for students to ask for help or clarification in
the target language (What? Huh? What do
youmeanby 7 Howdoyousay  ? |
don’t understand. Can you repeat that?).
These learning aids, as well as other common
classroom phrases, can be included on a
“word wall” or printed on a list that can be
given to the learners or even taped to desks.

4.9. Avoiding the mother tongue as the default
for checking on meaning or understanding

Another importance strategy is making
careful instructional decisions about when
NOT to use TL (keeping the minimum
amount of classtime of what students say,
hear, read, write, or view in the mother
language). Teachers should maintain that for
deeper processing of understanding in
generally private exchanges between teacher
and student, for reflection on the learning
process or for  explaining  deeper
understanding on an assessment. Native
language use of Vietnamese is reserved for
some certain situation and purposes, such as
explaining why this approach is worthwhile
and what learners should expect in this class
(not knowing every word, but being able to
guess at the meaning and show understanding
in a variety of ways), to briefly explain a
concept that would take too long to act out or
demonstrate, or to allow for brief processing
of an idea. The mother tongue should not be
an easy default choice — otherwise, learners
simply wait to hear words given in
Vietnamese. This does not help build up
students’ English yet decrease their efforts
and strategies in communicating in the TL.

From the revealed findings, it is seen that the
teachers have been encountering some
difficulties in using TL. The following

English learning. difficulties.
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4.10. Combine the wuse of CL with
communication strategies

All of the teachers admit that their students do
not understand. Therefore, they should use
more communication strategies such as body
language, gestures, voice, or eye contact to
provide more support for the students. Such
communication strategies help students find it
easier to understand the teachers’ instructions,
be able to follow the instructions and perform
given tasks successfully.

4.11. Improve their use of TL competence

Not only should the teachers improve their
general English competence, but they also
develop their TL competence. They should
attend workshops organized by Thai
Nguyen DoOET where they are not only
equipped with current trends in English
teaching methodologies but also can
exchange their experience with other fellow
teachers in the field.

4.12. Set an ideal English class that is
suitable for primary students

According to the MoET, there are no more
than 35 students per classroom; however,
many primary schools in Vietnam have been
overloaded with students, which reduces the
quality of teaching and learning. Therefore,
the ideal English class should have such
desired size to ensure that every student can
practice and interact with the teachers and
other students.

In conclusion, improving teachers’ use of TL
is very important. Using TL everyday
develop teachers’ general English
competence as well as TL competence and
help their students get used to using English
extensively in the class. It is obvious that
teachers’ use of TL as authentic inputs for
students facilitates the achievement of the
ultimate goal in EFL learning.
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