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Abstract

Thisstudy is undertaken to find out the features of “ teachers” language choice in ollege English
classroons |t ai nsat describingteachers practicein Chinese use focusing on relatedissues of* how much”
“ when” and“ why” The findings of this study reveal that Chinese is widely used by teachersin the CE
classroom Atendency towardslanguage usein various contextsisfound i e teachersare morelikelyto use
Chinesein sone contexts The data from both interviews and the questionnaire survey identifies Chinese
efficiency andthestudents English ability asthe most si gnificant factorsinfluenci ngteachers language choice
Based on discussions about the possi ble explanati on for the findi ngs pedagogical i mplications are drawn
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1 Introduction

G assrooml anguage has been a heavily researched area for appliedlinguistsinthe past t wo decades
and teacher talk in particular has unavoidably been the focus of many studies becauseit constitutesthe
whol e or nearly whole body of teaching WWat and how the teacher says especially in the foreign and
second language FL SL classroom bears great i mportance in that it is related to not only effective
manage ment of the classroom but also thelearning and acquisition process Polio  Duff 1994 justify
classroomresear ch and the analysis of teacher talk saying that what is going onin the classroomis of
critical i mportance for FLstudents because” the classroomis often the students sole source of FLinput

and output ” One of the most deeply held beliefs among ESL EFLteachersisthat t he exclusive use of
Englishis the preferable practice in the classroom However this belief began to be questioned since
1980s Opposition to excluding the L1 from the classroomis to be found in a broad scope Many
researchers have exploredintothe potential role of the L1

I n Chinese context Englishislearned as aforeignlanguage Studentsfrom both mdd e schools and
universities are required to learn it through for mal instruction English has become one of the most
I mportant subjectsin Chinese education Alarge population and a w derange of researching possihilities
call for detailed studies

2 Literature Review

Auerbach 1993 presents evidence from both research and practi ce perspectives supporting use of
t he native language in the ESL classroom for students at and beyond the beginning levels as well She
states that bilingual instruction i e utilizing both [anguages within one class benefits thelearnersin
mor e t han one way Atkinson 1987 enumerates advantages of mot her tongue usein ter ns of |earner
preference humanistic consideration andti me efficiency Cook 2001 suggeststhe L1 can be used when
explaining grammar organizingtasks discipliningstudents andi mplementingtests Butzkamm 2003 is
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one of those who strongly opposethe exclusion of the mot her tongueinthe FLclassroom He arguesthat
the mot her tongue as a cognitive and pedagogical resource isthe greatest asset people bringtothetask
of FLIearning

Apart fromthestudiesthat expound TL and L1 use fromtheoretical point of view fruitful attempts
have also been madeto provide empirical evidence for thisissue Some empirical studies Harbord 1992
Macaro 1995 Macaro 2001 Schweers 1999 arefocused on how much in which contexts and for what
purposesthe L1isused andtherelated factorsinfluencing TL and L1 use have also ar oused researchers
interest Duff Polio 1990 and Levine 2003 reported thestudents beliefs and attit udestowardsthe
TL or L1 use in their classroom Tan 2005 specialized in practices in Communicative Language
Teaching claimng that code switching between L1 and L2 is part of natural acquisition rather than
undesirable Inhisstudy the majority of thestudents woul d asktheteacher to explaingrammar rul es and
meani ngs of wordsintheir L1 Hethen concludesthat itisa msconception consideringthat the mother
t ongue has no placeinthe classroom

Language use in the FL classroom has also drawn Chinese researchers attention Some of them
focused on theoretical justification of the positiverole of the mother tongue e g Sun Yao 1997 Tang
2003 Zhou MVho 2006 whil e others conducted empirical studies producing qualitative results He

2001 observed 35teachersfromteninstitutions examningthe practice opportunitiesin CE classroons
He reported that only ten percent of theteachers used al most exclusively Englishthroughout t helessons
Bo 2007 exploredcode swtchinginuniversity EFLclassroons and foundthat English Chinese switching
was prevalent Simlarly as the theoretical studies advocate most of the empirical studies reported
mot her tongue usein mnisteringthe class grammar and wordsinstruction and several ot her contexts

This study seeksto find out the features of teachers language choicein the university level English
classroom for non English majors! andincorporatesteachers proficiencyinthe design It also provides
possi bl e explanations for the reported behavior of the teachers and presents pedagogical i mplicati ons
drawn fromthisstudy andtheliterature as well Theresearch questionsto be addressedin the study are
the folowing How much Chineseistypically used onthe part of teacher in CE classroons \Wen does
theteacher tendto use Chineseinthe classroom And what are factorsthat affect theteacher slanguage
use

3 Met hodol ogy

This study empl oys a questionnaire survey combined wth observation andinterviewsto descri be and
anal yze mot her t ongue use on the part of teacher inthe CE classroom

3 1 Participants

Thetarget population of thisstudy was CEteachersfromlilin University 145teachers wereinvolved
inthe questionnairesurvey The years of professional teaching amongthemvaried greatly fromlessthan
one year to morethan 10 years Their educati on background also differed A sample of 13 teachers was
chosen as the subjects of the classroom observation and interviews They were selected simply for
convenience First their classti me was scheduled whenthe aut hor was freesothat t he aut hor could goto
observetheclass personally Second 10 of them wereteachersfromthe college district wherethe aut hor
bel ongs and the other three were recommended by the author s friends All of them were very
cooperativeintheinterview

3 2 Instrunents
G assroom observation unstructuredinterview and a questionnaire were usedin thisstudy

Questionnaire
The Use of Chinesein the CE Classroom Questionnaire was self devised and presented in English
see Appendix Theitens were partlyreferredtotheliterature addressingtheissue of TL L1 useinthe
foreignlanguage classroom i e Atkinson 1987 Auerbach 1993 Cook 2001 Levine 2003 Polio Duff
1994 Schweers 1999 Turnbull  Arnett 2002 and partly based on classroom observation andintervi ews
withthe 13 teachers Upon completion of theinitial questionnaire a pilot study was done among ei ght
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CE teachers who were chosen for convenience According to their suggestion the form of the
questionnaire wasrevised Anitem which was considered confusing was deleted fromthe final version

The data fromthe pilot study wll be discussed together withthe main study

Classroom Chservation and | nterview

Two forty five mnute sessions of each sel ected class were observed by the author and the teacher s
verbal behavior was recorded in broad outline An observation form was filled out documenting the
number and grade of students teaching content classroom procedures characteristics of the teaching
style and an esti mate onthe amount of Chinese use Interviews were donei mmediately after t he class and
lasted for fifteentotwenty mnutes Theinfor mants were askedto providetheir personal i nfor mation and
t o answer some questions which were based on features of theteacher s verbal behavior observed

3 3 Data Analysis

The Statistical Package for Social Science SPSS 11 5 was used in the study to analyze the
questionnaire data First reliability analysis wasruntotest theinternal consistency of the questionnaire
itens Table 1  Descriptive analyses were carried out to present frequency mean median mode and

standard deviation of the data

Table 1l Reliability analysis —Scale Al pha

Cont exts of Chinese use Reasons of Wsing Chinese
N of cases 131 145
N of itens 13 6
Mean 2 3441 2 5943
Al pha 8417 6446
Table 2 (hserved participants
AT”OU”t of Al ot So me Alittl e Never
Chi nese use
. Teacher A B Teacher F
Partici pants C D E G H | Teacher J K L Teacher M

The aut hor measured the amount of Chinese usedin each observed class by deciding what | anguage
was the major means of communication The 13 participants were thus classified into four groups
accordingtothe amount of Chinese usedintheir class and werereferredto anonymously as Teacher A

B C M Table?2

3 4 Li mtations

Several |i mtations of the present study shoul d be noted Frst thesample wasrestricted within one
key university It could not fully represent the whole population of CEteachers To portray afull picture
of CEteachingin China teachersfromdifferent coll eges and universities needto beinvolved Second
the nomnal categories* alot” “ some” “ verylittle” and“ never” are relative and may capture actual
| anguage use by teachers|ess accurately t han percentages would have In addition such esti mations were
based onindividual judgment Participants may vary in the perception of the same scale* some” or“ a
lot” Andthen the author had no way to ensure the honesty and sincerity of every respondent These
probl ens woul d reduce thereliability of the results

4 Results and Discussion

4 1 How much Chineseistypically used onthe part of teacher in CEclassroons

Of the participants the majority 60 7 claimed to use® some” Chinese while none of the
partici pants* never” used Chinese see Table 3

Of the 13 observed teachers five were esti matedto use* alot” of Chinese duringthetwoforty five
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m nut es sessions four used” some” Chinese threeresorted only* alittle” to Chinese and Teacher M was
the only onethat* never” used Chinesethroughout the whol elessonti me observed However when asked
about his teaching practice wth regard to the instructional language he admtted that he mght
occasionally turn to Chinese when communicating wth students about language points or background
infor mation of atext

Table 3 Amount of esti mated Chinese useinthe current CE classroom

Frequency Valid Percent Cumul ati ve Per cent
Al ot 17 11 7 11 7
So me 88 60 7 72 4
Very little 40 27 6 100 O
Tot al 145 100 O

The results of the questionnaire survey and classroom observation indicate that Chinese was widely
used inthe CEclassroom By andlarge theresults accord with otherinvestigations undertakenin China
He 2001 foundthat onlyten percent of thirty fiveteachersfromteninstituti ons used al most exclusi vely
English throughout thelesson In VWidng 2003 the majority of student partici pantsreportedthat Chinese
was so meti mes used by the teacher

Althoughit isstill an openissue with regardto a perfect ratio of TL and mot her tongue usein the
classroom itissafeto conclude that” alot” of Chineseinthe CE classroomis not advisable Atkinson
1987 generally in favor of L1 use warns against excessive dependency on it He fears that the
students mght feel they have not really understood anyitemof the TL until it has beentranslated Sun
Yao 1997 who argue* it is necessary toturnto Chinese for clarity” p 458 also admt that to give
instructionsin English has al ways been their endeavor

4 2 \Men doestheteacher tendto use Chineseinthe CEclassroom

In Table 4 the 13 contexts are ordered descendingly by the mean of theresponsesto each context
O the 13 given contexts Chinese was most frequently used whentheteacher communicated wthstudents
during the break The other four contextsin whichtheteacherlikedtoresort tothe mother tongue were
communicating about CET4 teachinggrammar talkingabout admnistrativeinfor mation and explaining
course policy or learning strategy Topic based or theme related discussions were reported to be the
context in which least Chinese was used

Besides t he above findings astriking feature was noticed in the observed teachers practice i e
most of themtendedto repeat in Chinese what they had saidin English Inthe extreme case Teacher
E nearly all the English utterances were foll owed by Chinesetranslation E deemedit necessary to do
so becausein her perceptionthe class was very poor in English

Table 4 Descriptive Satistics Chinese usein specific contexts

N Mssi ng Mean Medi an Mbde SD
P2 12 144 1 3 09 3 00 3 801
P2 13 144 1 2 98 3 00 3 752
P2 2 143 2 2 80 3 00 3 801
P2 10 142 3 2 64 3 00 2 878
P2 8 143 2 2 62 3 00 2 813
P2 1 144 1 2 31 2 00 2 583
P2 6 144 1 2 17 2 00 2 845
P2 11 145 0 2 17 2 00 2 836
P2 9 144 1 2 14 2 00 2 799
P2 4 143 2 1 96 2 00 2 721
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N Mssi ng Mean Medi an Mbde SD
P2 3 144 1 1 94 2 00 2 838
P2 5 143 2 1 89 2 00 2 873
P2 7 144 1 172 2 00 2 704

N  number of cases which provided vaidresponses SD standard deviation

It isunlikelythat thevariationinthefrequency of Chinese usein different contexts has evolved only
by accident Rather they seemto reflect teachers responsetotwoinstructional demands onthem oneis
t o ensure comprehensi on of theteaching points and ot her i mportant infor mation theotheristocreate a
| anguage environment in which the students can be exposed to the TL as much as possible Inthe high
frequency of Chinese contextssuch as grammar teaching and ad mnistrative i nfor mati on discussion the
teacher may manageto get their meaning across wthout so much concern with what languageis used In
this case thefirst demandtakes upper hand andthe mother tongueis obviously easier to fulfill thetask
especi all y when the students Englishis* poor”

On theother hand thelow frequency of Chinese contexts provide good opportunities for exposureto
English Topic based discussions for example usuallyinvolve boththeteacher and students The for mer
may act asthe organizer as well as a partici pant who may express personal i deas and set a model of spoken
English for the students to i mtate during the process Therefore Chinese is not popular in such a
situation VW en co mmuni cating with students about the main idea or the background of a text most
teachers would agree that it is not necessary on the part of students to recognize every word This
guarantees aleading role of English withlessrecourseto Chinese

Concurrent translation indicatesthat thetwo demands are someti mes* conflicting” It seensto be a
satisfactory compromse that teachers present the teaching points or other message in English first and
then repeat themin Chinese But Krashen 1985 viewsit asi mproper use of thefirst|anguage becauseit
“ discourages comprehensible input” p 81 He argues that when concurrent translation happens
studentstendtolistentothe messageintheir ownlanguage and pay no attentiontothe Englishinput In
addition theteacher does not haveto attemptto makethe English message more comprehensible by using
gestures or verbal modifications since atranslationis available “ Thereis in other words no needto
negotiate meaningin English” p 81

Fi ndi ngs about t he mot her t ongue usetendencyinthisstudyindicatethat L1 use conditi ons advocated
by Cook 2001 may reflect the way many |language classes are actually conducted eveninthe context of
CE teaching in China They also accord with what was found in Levine 2003 a continuum of
descending TL use i e ascending L1 use fromtopic theme based activities to discussion of grammar
and usage to discussion of tests or other assignments The most remarkable result of the comparison
bet ween this study and the previous onesis a simlarity in grammar instruction The preferencetothe
students L1 when teaching grammar is reported by most of the studiesinvestigating TL L1 usein the
classroom e g Duff Polio 1990 Polio Duff 1994 Sun  Yao 1997 Wing 2003

4 3 \Wiat arefactorsthat affect teachers language use

Table 5 presentsthe statistics of Part 3 Reasons of using Chinese Theresultsindicatethat students
English ability was the most significant variable in teachers verbal decision The majority of teachers
were alsoinfluenced to some extent by the concern with language efficiency and students preference
Teachers English proficiency appeared not to be a problemfor most of them andthetemptati on of the
mot her tongue as aconfortabl e choice wasreportedto beleast influencing

Resort to Chinese benefits the students with [i mted proficiency in two aspects First it ensures
comprehension sothat they know what is going on Macaro 1995 statesthat” | ess able pupils woul df eel
lost and per haps excl uded because of ateacher sinsistence on speaking English throughout thelesson” p
53 Secondit helpslower students affective filter Levine 2003 Teachers have to be careful not to
frustrate or bore his her students in the classroom Teacher Cin the present study expressed such
concern Shesaid she had to speak alot of Chineseinthe course of teaching or elsethestudents woul d
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“fall asleep” Polioand Duff 1994 also quote a statement made by a Gr man instructor who believed
that“ if you want to create some sort of relaxed at mosphere I think thisis hardto doin Grman TL
only” p 318

Mbst studies of cognitive processing suggest that even advanced L2 users are less efficient at
absorbinginformationfromthe L2thanfromthe L1 Cook 2001 Thereare afewsituationsin which a
teacher mght swtch to Chinese for efficiency First when talking about grammar an explicit
presentationin Chineseis effectiveinestablishingalink betweenthetwolanguages For students of non
English majorsthe objective of learninggrammaristo understandtherul esandthen produce grammatical
out put rather thanto describetherules oritensin English Second the mother tongueis efficient when
teaching vocabularyitens Gvingthe Chinese equivalent if thereis one isthe most si mple andti me
saving met hod to convey meaning of a word Third whentheinformationtheteacher intendstotransfer
isveryi mportant Chinese can guaranteethat the messageis getting across

Table5 Descriptive Satistics Reasons of using Chi nese

Mean Medi an Mobde SD
P3 3 3 43 4 00 4 991
P3 6 2 89 3 00 3 1 021
P3 5 2 52 3 00 3 1 125
P3 4 2 52 3 00 3 1 014
P3 1 2 17 2 00 2 974
P3 2 2 03 2 00 1 1 030

Nu mber of cases 145 SD standar d deviation

5 Concl usion

The study reflectsthat Chineseis widely usedinthe CE classroom and the amounts vary from“ a
lot” to“ alittle” Thereis atendency towards|anguage usein various contexts i e teachers are more
likely to use Chinese when communicating with students during the break and about the national
examnation CET4 teaching grammar talking about admnistrative infor mati on and explaining course
policy or learning strategy lesslikely to do so when explaining meaning and usage doing foll ow up
exercises etc andlessstill when participatingintopic based or themerelated discussion \VMat s more
concurrent translationis used asatechniqueto enhance comprehension for whichthe explanationisthat
t he students English is poor Students English ability is identified as the most significant factor
influencing teachers language use Chinese efficiency appearsto be another i mportant factor Athough
most of the participants reported that their English proficiency did not affect the language usein the
classroom lack of competence would more or [ essinhibit extensive use of English

6 Pedagogical | mplications

No study t o date has found out t he secret of L1 usein L2teachinginlight of principles governingthe
amount contexts and the way of L1 use This unknown area sheds light on the direction of future
research For the current CEteachingitis not advisable either toclai mfor L2 exclusivity or to neglect
thero e of the L2 whil e overusingthe L1 Therefore teachers should conduct researchin at |east pay
close attentiontolanguage useintheir own classroom and examnethe actual effect of differentlanguages
in specific contexts Inthissectioni mplications drawn fromthe findings and discussions of the present
study are presented

Firstly teachersshould accept theideathat the mot her tongue serves numerous functionsinthe EFL
classroom and make judicious use of it VM do not have to"“ waste classroom ti me just to avoid using
Chinese” Sun Yao 1997 458  Assuggested by someresearchersandrevealedinthisstudythe mother
tongue can be used to highlight i mportant infor mation to explain grammar rules or itens to give
equivalent of an English word andto make necessary contrasts betweenthe two languages |n addition
Chinese contributes to a close relationship bet ween the teacher and students Casual talk during the
break for example can establish a good rapport betweenthem
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Secondly the mother tongue shoul d be used as a marked code Levine 2003 Englishis supposedto
bethe basically naturally and frequently used medium while Chinese should be used occasionally and
purposefully Some teachers may argue against this tenet on the ground that the students English
proficiency maght besoli mtedthat they could not catch up withtheclass conducted pri marilyin English
To accommodat e t he proficiency level of the students a few techniques wll be helpful Thefirstisto
build up English use Chinese and English can be both used at the beginning with the intention that
Chinese will be gradually reduced asthe students progress Second verbal modificationsin thefoll ow ng
ways may hel p students comprehend 1 repeat utterances 2 slow down the speed of discourse 3
paraphrase 4 simplify syntax and vocabulary and 5 use high frequency patterns and routi nes which
may be explicitly taught fromthe begi nning

Not e
1 The English course taken by non major studentsis known as Coll ege English CE
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Appendi x

The Use of Chineseinthe CE Classroom Questionnaire

Part 1 Ceneral esti mate onthe amount of Chinese use
1 How much Chinese do youtypically useinthe current College English classroom
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a alot b some c verylittle d never

Part 2 Chinese usein specific contextsin your current Coll ege English classroom
For thefollowingitens choose from

a

never b occasionally ¢ often d always e none of the above

Do you use Chinese when

o b WDN P

O© 00 N O

11
12
13

communicating with students about meaning and usage of words idions or sentences
communicating wth students about grammar verb conjugations word order agreement etc
communicating with students about the mainidea languagestyle etc of areading or listening text
communicating with students about foreign culture history etc
checking comprehension of words idions or sentences e g by asking® Wiat doesit mean ” “ How
do you understandit ”
communicating with students about foll ow up exercises of areading or listeningtext
doi ng t opi ¢ based or theme related discussions with the students
communicating with students about course policy learningstrategy etc
givinginstructionsfor atask or an activity to be carried out by the students
asking or giving admnistrative infor mation such as ti metable changes attendance details about
tests quizzes e g the date how much wll be covered etc
relaxingthestudents e g bytelling ajoke chatting withthem etc
communicating with thestudents duringthe break
communicating with thestudents about CET4

Part 3 Reasons of using Chinese
For thefollowingitens choose form

a

O Qo O T

Thisstatement is never or al most never true of me

This statement is usually not true of me

This statement is somewhat true of me

This statement is usually true of me

This statement is completely or al most completely true of me

| use Chinese because

1
2
3

I amnot proficient enoughto get my meaning acrossin English
| feel more confortablethan I do English
my students are not proficient enough to understand my English

4 thestudents prefer to be spokentoin Chinese

5
6

itisti mesavingto doso

Chineseis more effective than Englishin conveyinginfor mation

conti nued fromp 66

2002 6

2003 2

2005 4
2001 4
2007 PETS 5

2005

2002 4
2005 3

2007 —_ 6
2008 21
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