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Izvleček
Raba maternega jezika pri poučevanju angleščine in francoščine
Na splošno je pri poučevanju tujih jezikov veljalo, da se maternega jezika ne bi smelo
veliko uporabljati, če sploh, ker naj bi le-ta predstavljal oviro pri usvajanju tujega
jezika. Raziskav, ki bi govorile v prid škodljivosti rabe materinščine kot take pri tujih
jezikih ni, obstajajo pa takšne, ki kažejo, da lahko učenci in učitelji materni jezik
obrnejo sebi v prid, če se le izognejo njegovi prekomerni rabi. Glede na količino
materinščine, ki se uporablja med procesom, lahko razlikujemo med dvema skrajnima
poloma: med t.i. prevajalno metodo na eni strani in jezikovno kopeljo na drugi (popolna
odsotnost materinščine). Če učitelj materinščino uporablja na način, ki je učencem
koristen, lahko tako pospeši učni proces in učencem omogoči, da se tujega jezika
naučijo s pomočjo že znanih mehanizmov in konceptov. Usvajanje tujega jezika ni
enoznačen proces, zato je potrebno dobro poznati različne načine, kako se ga lotiti.
Večina današnjih učnih načrtov za tuje jezike po svetu, vključno s Slovenijo, temelji na
t.i. komunikacijskemu pristopu. Ta način poučevanja je »uzakonil« tudi Skupni
evropski jezikovni okvir (SEJO), s čimer je postalo poučevanje in učenje tujih jezikov
kvalitetnejše in uporabnejše. Da je materni jezik pri poučevanju/učenju tujih jezikov
prisoten in pri večini tudi zaželen, se je pokazalo tudi pri praktičnem delu naloge, ko so
to potrdili tako učitelji kot dijaki ljubljanskih gimnazij. Strinjali so se, da je raba
maternega jezika pri angleščini neizbežna in koristna; pri francoščini, ki je v Sloveniji
manj prisotna, pa je to veljalo še bolj.
Ključne besede: materni jezik, tuji jezik, angleščina, francoščina, gimnazije

Abstract
Use of the Mother Tongue in Teaching English and French
In general it was believed that there was little or no place for the mother tongue in the
foreign-language learning and teaching, because it was perceived as an obstacle. There
are no existent researches that would support that belief, but there are researches that
show how students and teachers can make use of the mother tongue in such a way that
they can benefit from it if they avoid the dangers of its overuse. Considering the amount
of the mother tongue used in teaching, we distinguish between two opposite poles:
between the grammar-translation method on one side and the linguistic bath on the other
(complete absence of the mother tongue). If the teacher knows how to use the mother
tongue effectively, it speeds up the learning process and enables the students to learn the
foreign language by the help of concepts with which they are already familiar. Foreign
language acquisition is complex, thus the need for knowing the different approaches.
The majority of today's national curricula in the world, including Slovenia, are based on
the communicative language teaching. That approach was adopted by the Common
European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR) for a more practical
language teaching. The empirical part showed that the mother tongue was present and
used by the students and the teachers. They agreed that its use in English was inevitable
and useful. The results were similar in French, which is far less present in Slovenia than
English.
Key words: mother tongue, foreign language, English, French, high schools

Abstrait
L’usage de la langue maternelle dans l’enseignement de l’anglais et du français
En général, il a été perçu qu’il y avait très peu de place ou pas du tout pour la langue
maternelle dans l’apprentissage et l’enseignement de la langue étrangère de peur qu’elle
représente un obstacle. Il n’y a pas de recherches qui confirment cette supposition, en
revanche, il y en a qui montrent comment les élèves et les enseignants peuvent
bénéficier de l’usage raisonnable. Prenant en compte la quantité de la langue maternelle
dans l’enseignement, il y a deux pôles de distinction : l’approche grammaticale d’un
côté et immersive de l’autre (avec l’absence totale de la langue maternelle). Si
l’enseignant sait employer la langue maternelle d’une manière efficace, cela peut
accélérer le processus d’apprentissage et permettre aux étudiants d’apprendre à l’aide
des concepts qu’ils connaissent déjà. L’acquisition d’une langue étrangère est complexe
; c’est pourquoi il est important de connaitre les différentes approches. La majorité de
curriculums nationaux pour l’anglais et le français dans le monde, la Slovénie aussi, est
adepte de l’enseignement communicatif. Cette approche a été adoptée par le Cadre
européen commun de référence pour les langues (CECRL) pour un enseignement plus
pratique. La partie empirique a montré que la langue maternelle était présente dans les
classes et qu’elle était aussi un souhait des étudiants autant que des enseignants. Ils
étaient d’accord pour dire que son usage en anglais était inévitable et utile et encore plus
en français, la langue qu’on fréquente beaucoup moins en Slovénie.
Mots-clés: langue maternelle, langue étrangère, anglais, français, lycées
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1

INTRODUCTION

Mother tongue’s place in the foreign language teaching and learning has been changing
over the time, which can be seen in the diversity of methods and approaches. Its place
varied from the grammar-translational method, where mother tongue was used
throughout the whole lesson, the direct method, where its use was banned, to the
communicative language learning, which makes use of the knowledge obtained during
the mother tongue acquisition.
Despite the fact that some theoreticians and experts believe that mother tongue is an
obstacle, hindering successful language learning, there is no second-language
acquisition research that supports this belief. However, there are researches that support
of a reasonable use of the mother tongue in the classroom. By looking into some of
those researches, this thesis explains how and why mother tongue can be used if we
want to ameliorate the quality of teaching and learning. To achieve that, mother tongue
has to be used wisely, otherwise we can face the dangers of its overuse.
In this thesis we portray the mother tongue and its relationship with English and French
– the languages that Slovene students are taught in secondary education, where English
is the first foreign language. Apart from exploring the theory on this topic, this thesis
also describes one of the most important European documents for language learning: the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and the influence it had on
the Slovene national curricula for English and French in grammar schools (gimnazije).
The empirical part of the thesis deals with the perceptions of the mother tongue and
English/French, as expressed by teachers and students. Their answers show that Slovene
is used in the foreign language classrooms and the observation sheets show in which
circumstances that took place. The results also confirm that the majority of those
involved in the learning process do not see the mother tongue as an obstacle but rather
as a useful tool to which they can resort, in order to gain better proficiency in the
foreign language.
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2

MOTHER TONGUE

2.1 Definition of the mother tongue
To define which language has the right to be called mother tongue is a challenging task.
Cuq and Gruca (2003: 92-98) and Véronique Castellotti (2001: 21-23) are among the
authors who acknowledge that problem and offer a more detailed and complex
definition. They provide criteria that need to be applied before one’s mother tongue is
determined.
The first criterion, according to Castellotti, is the etymological or morphological
criterion. The term mother tongue implies a strong connection between a child and his1
mother (or her language). Even though this association is rooted deeply, it is also, as
warns the author, that part of the definition which needs to be treated with caution as the
mother is not the only source of the language for a child.
Castellotti’s second criterion overlaps with Cuq and Gruca’s first. Here, they stress the
importance of the acquisition time. The language-acquisition order taken into account,
the mother tongue becomes that language in which a child’s first socialisation process
began. It is this early contact with the language that puts the mother tongue in a superior
position, when compared to other languages we learn during our lifetime. Castellotti
argues that mother tongue can, even though it was the language we acquired first, over
the years and due to specific circumstances (e.g. moving to a different country), evolve
into a language we do not master the most anymore.
Castellotti’s third criterion is connected to function and identity. A language can be
considered a mother tongue if we judge by the most common criteria, but the definition
also depends on the user (whether he can relate to it on identity level). Cuq and Gruca
use their second criteria to establish the way a language has been taught. Since the
mother tongue is “taught” in an environment that is considered natural, through the
communication with other users of that language, they believe that the mother tongue
was not taught, but rather acquired in the most natural way. They continue by
explaining the role of the people around us during the acquisition of the first language;
1

The pronoun he is used as the generic pronoun in this thesis.
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they correct our mistakes, ask for explanations or sometimes even provide explanations
themselves, which means that the mother tongue has also been taught at some point.
Butzkamm’s view of the mother tongue:
Using the mother tongue, we have (1) learnt to think, (2) learnt to communicate and (3)
acquired an intuitive understanding of grammar. The mother tongue opens the door, not
only to its own grammar, but to all grammars, inasmuch as it awakens the potential for
universal grammar that lies within all of us. This foreknowledge is the result of
interactions between a first language and our fundamental linguistic endowment, and is
the foundation on which we build our selves. It is the greatest asset people bring to the
task of foreign language learning. For this reason, the mother tongue is the master key to
foreign languages, the tool which gives us the fastest, surest, most precise, and most
complete means of accessing a foreign language.
(Butzkamm 2003: 29)

2.2 Terms used in literature
In the literature dealing with the topic of the mother tongue and foreign languages, a
variety of names attributed to those two phenomena2 can be noticed. Castellotti (2001:
22-24) explains the meaning behind source language, native language, the French
expression la langue de référence, and first language, which are all used to denote the
term mother tongue.
Source language: most commonly used in contrastive linguistics, as to show the linear
way from the beginning point to the end, which in this case is the target language.
Native language: the term takes into consideration only the time of acquisition.
Langue de référence: the term appears in French literature and was coined by Sophie
Moirand. It was introduced to show that the learning of some of the basic skills take
place in the mother tongue (e.g. reading and writing.)
First language: this term is the most general because it complies with several criteria,
which means that even if it was the first acquired language, it assumes the role that its
user or society attributes to it.

2

In order to avoid confusion, the term mother tongue will be used throughout the thesis to refer to
Slovene.
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2.3 Intralingual and crosslingual dimensions: polar opposites of the
mother-tongue use in classroom
In order to portray the opposite uses of the mother tongue in classroom, Stern’s chart
(1992: 279) which explains the so-called intralingual-crosslingual dimension is
included.
INTRALINGUAL

CROSSLINGUAL

L2 used as reference system

L1 used as reference system

immersion in L2/C2

Comparison between L1/L2, C1/C2

Keeping L2 apart from L1
No translation from and into L2

Practice through translation from and into L2

Direct method

Grammar-translation method

Co-ordinate bilingualism

Compound bilingualism

Table 1: Intralingual and crosslingual teaching strategies (Stern 1992: 279)
The chart portrays two extreme cases of mother-tongue use in the classroom. The
extreme case when no usage whatsoever is allowed, and the students are being
immersed into the foreign language, is also known as the direct method.
The opposite of the direct method is the grammar-translation method, which focuses
more on the written language and relies heavily on translating texts into the mother
tongue. Both the grammar-translation method and the direct method are explained in
detail in Chapter 5 - LANGUAGE TEACHING.
Below is a list of intralingual and crosslingual techniques that shows the diversity of
each strategy.
Intralingual techniques (ibid.: 289) include:


Repetition and copying



Establishing a relation between utterances and actions



Drills



Exploring an L2 text



Memorization
4



Dictation



Conversations, debates, interviews



Class management in L2 (between teachers and students and among students)



Total or partial immersion

Crosslingual techniques (ibid.: 293) include:


Crosslingual mediation from L2 to L1:
o Use of L2-L1 dictionary
o Translation of L2 text
o Interpreting
o Interpretive treatment of texts (a title in L1, a summary in L1, context
explanation in L1, etc.)



Crosslingual mediation from L1 to L2



Comparative and contrastive techniques

It would be impossible to name only one specific method or approach that will lead to
successful communicating in a foreign language. The best way to deal with that, as
Skela suggests (1999: 170), is to adapt to every single learning situation by considering
many factors present in a classroom (e.g. age, motivation, objective, environment). He
also points out (ibid.: 169) that the two strategies do not work against each other; rather
they “complement” each other. Which strategy a teacher will decide to use during his
lessons depends largely on the previously-stated factors and on his learners’ wishes.
Dodson (1967: 59) recommends an eclectic approach, i.e., a combination of both types
of strategies.
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2.4 Middlebury language school as the example of the intralingual
dimension
Middlebury language school is situated in Middlebury, Vermont (USA), where people,
mainly Americans, come to learn one of the 11 languages offered at the school. The
French school was established in 1916 and has been providing a variety of lessons ever
since. Beginners have five lessons per day, whereas the master students have three. The
rest of the day can be spent on numerous extra-curricular activities (Le français dans le
monde 2010: 87).
The students immerse into a 7-week course of the chosen language and, during that
time, also wear badges that distinguish them from other students on the campus. Before
the lessons officially start, the students sign the pledge:
In signing this Language Pledge, I agree to use ______________ as my only language of
communication while attending the Middlebury Language Schools. I understand that
failure to comply with this Pledge may result in my expulsion from the School without
credit or refund.
(Middlebury Language Schools 2016)

In 2014, I observed three lessons and for a couple of weeks I was also a tutor to two
students from the beginner’s group. Although the program is effective and the students
tend to respect the pledge, there were instances where the students expressed the need
for English, especially during grammar explanations.
While tutoring, I could see that it was less complicated for students to produce an essay
or learn the vocabulary than it was to understand grammar. Skehan (2008: 411) points
out the importance of the distance between languages and the effect it has on learning.
Given that English and French both belong to Romance languages, the distance between
them is small and it is the reason why English speakers will understand more of the
French vocabulary than Slovene speakers will, for example. The English speakers thus
benefit from a greater “language relatedness”.

6

2.5 The Bilingual method as the example of interlingual dimension
This method is included because it has been successfully tested (Butzkamm 2003: 31)
and because it shows systematically how mother tongue can be incorporated into
foreign-language learning.
Dodson (1967) presents a chart that shows the differences between a first and a secondlanguage learner and shows why a neurologically mature second-language learner
cannot be treated as a tabula rasa. He should be therefore offered some linguistic help,
conveyed through his mother tongue.
First-language learner

Second-language learner

Has no command of another language
before learning the target language (TL).

Has command of another language before
learning the target language.

Neurologically immature, thus his mother
tongue is not fixed.

Neurologically mature, thus his mother
tongue is fixed.3

Learns to recognize and cope with reality
through the TL.

Learns to recognize and cope with reality
through the mother tongue, not TL.

Requires a high contact-frequency with
the TL.

Already knows that all things have
names.

Requires a high contact-frequency with
the TL to recognize the meaning of
sounds representing the names of things.

Is now neurologically mature and he does
not need to go through the same process a
second time in order to recognize the
equivalent meaning of target-language
sounds for the same things.

Requires a high contact-frequency to
establish integration of mother-tongue
sounds with things.

Requires a high contact-frequency to
establish new integration of TL sounds
with the same things.

Cannot read before learning the TL.

Can read before learning the target
language.
Can write before learning the TL.

Cannot write before learning the TL.

Table 2: First-language learner and second-language learner (Dodson 1967: 59)

3

Dodson's data apply to 13-14 year-olds.
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The aims of the bilingual method are achieving fluency and accuracy in both spoken
and written word and helping the student towards what Dodson defines as “true
bilingualism” (ibid.: 60).
The author points out that being bilingual does not merely mean that one ‘possesses’
two languages, it means being capable of successfully shifting from one language to
another. A bilingual person in that sense has learnt to express the same concepts in two
different languages, which is why Dodson believes that excluding the learner’s mother
tongue from foreign-language learning can only be harmful.
He criticises both the direct and the indirect (grammar-translation) methods for not
using the mother tongue in such a way that would be beneficial to the learner in terms of
fluency and accuracy. According to him, the direct method “destroys the bridge
between the mother tongue and the foreign language, which the learner crosses
regularly” in search for the right way to express concepts, whereas the indirect method
forces the student to stick to the word-by-word translation (ibid.: 90).

IMITATION
INDEPENDENT
SPEAKING IN THE
FOREIGN
LANGUAGE

INTERPRETATION

QUESTIONS AND
ANSWERS

SUBSTITUTION
AND EXTENSION

CONSOLIDATION
OF QUESTION
PATTERNS

INDEPENDENT
SPEAKING OF
SENTENCES
REVERSE
INTERPRETATION

Figure 2: Steps of the bilingual method (Dodson 1967: 132-133)
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STEP 1: IMITATION (SPOKEN WORD)


The students are equipped with a text and the teacher gives them the meaning in
the mother tongue (MT).



While pronouncing the sentences, the teacher also points to the relevant picture.
The teacher then invites students to repeat them (the beginning of the imitation
process).



The students also imitate the way the sentence is pronounced.



Later on, the teacher moves to the individual responses by pointing beforehand
to a particular student. (ibid.: 70-82)

STEP 2: INTERPRETATION


Interpretation is not to be confused with translation, since they are used
differently and also require the use of different skills (translation occurs in a
written word).



It occurs when the teacher gives a MT stimulus and the student gives a response
in the foreign language.



This enables the student to build a solid connection between the meaning of the
sentence and the sound they are uttering.



It is recommended to use situations which are common to learners of a particular
age. The exercises must be introduced in such a way that the learner perceives
the situation as a collection of concepts.



The role of the concepts that is beneficial to the learner, since it can, by means of
interpretation, help them achieve fluency by gradually distancing themselves
from the MT. (ibid.: 82-102)



Dodson speaks in favour of Stern’s (1992) cross-referencing:
The interpretation exercise serves as a beginning of a cross-fertilization process
between two cultures which will ultimately lead to the enrichment of the
individual.
(Dodson 1967: 95)

STEP 3: SUBSTITUTION AND EXTENSION


The learners should now be able to say the sentences they have learnt, but they
are not yet able to talk about a particular situation. That is why the bilingual
method introduces the substitution/extension exercise.



The teacher can now change elements of the sentences that students already

9

know. At first, only one element is subject to variation, however, later on, all of
the elements can change, which basically means that students produce whole
new sentences.


This is a drill exercise, which should help the students produce new sentences
while constantly revising previously-learnt vocabulary. The substitution exercise
changes into the extension exercise once the teacher gives MT stimuli which
will join the sentences, which, in simpler terms, means adding conjunctions (that
do impact the word order). (ibid.: 102-113)

STEP 4: INDEPENDENT SPEAKING OF SENTENCES


The students are preparing for the independent speaking, which means that they
speak without obtaining any kind of stimulus from the teacher.



The most common thing that can occur during this step is drying-up, not
knowing what to say, which is why it makes sense to familiarise the students
with various techniques they can use in order to avoid drying-up (e.g.
interchanging sentence elements, interchanging clauses, stringing clauses
together). These techniques are also described in the CEFR as a part of the
pragmatic competence.



The teachers are advised to make use of the foreign language whenever possible,
in and out the classroom with the intention of increasing the number of contacts
the students have with a foreign language. This is especially true for languages
which are not, unlike English, omnipresent in our lives. (ibid.: 113-117)

STEP 5: REVERSE INTERPRETATION (OPTIONAL)


This optional step works in the opposite way of Step 2, namely the teacher gives
a foreign-language stimulus and the learners give a MT response.



The reverse-interpretation exercises have been included as a result of many
complaints from examiners, who stated that students often produce texts in
English without paying attention to the syntactic differences between the
languages. (ibid.: 117-119)
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STEP 6: CONSOLIDATION OF QUESTION PATTERNS


The students should now be able to take part in a question-and-answer exercise,
whose objective is to get students to reply freely, without depending on the
written texts.



The teacher writes a substitution box on the blackboard, which enables him to
use as many different patterns as possible.



The meanings of questions are given beforehand in the students’ MT.



The vocabulary should not be a problem, because it has been practised. The
objective of the exercise is to get the students to reply freely, without depending
on the written texts. (ibid.: 119-120)

STEP 7: QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS


The penultimate step is preparing the learners to be independent in speaking
through formation of questions and answering.



The learning process in the bilingual method moves from imitation to being
creative or, in other terms, being independent.



The teacher can now ask questions, and the students will reply by using the
patterns and the vocabulary they have already learnt. This may, at first, sound
artificial, especially when the students answer in whole sentences, but as they
progress, they will be able to understand how language works in every day
conversation



Again, the teacher uses pictures and provides stimuli for the students, however,
this can be changed and later on it is the students who provide stimuli for fellow
learners in the class. (ibid.: 120-126)

STEP 8: NORMAL FOREIGN-LANGUAGE CONVERSATION


If the teacher has been successful at teaching students through the previous
seven steps, they should be now able to engage in a normal foreign-language
conversation.



The student can now make use of all the knowledge acquired in the bilingualmethod cycle and use known linguistic tools to cope with unknown situations. It
must also be emphasized that the teacher should not use the MT in this step nor
in the previous one. (ibid.: 126-130)
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2.6 The Bilingual method in practice
In Butzkamm’s video from 1985, ten German secondary-school children can be
observed while learning English through Dodson’s bilingual method. The children are
copying their teacher’s words, along with his melody, pace and gestures. The video
shows that the method is effective, as it is clear that the aims have been attained.
The advantages of this method in practice are the activeness of the students and a
greater use of the target language; however, there are some drawbacks to it. The class in
the video is small and the students very motivated and disciplined, which, in many
cases, is not a reflection of today’s reality. Now, classrooms are larger, which by default
means that not all of the students would get a chance to speak and given that the method
follows a strict order, it might be considered dull for some.
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3

FOREIGN LANGUAGE

3.1 Definition of the second language
The foreign language is most commonly known as the second language if we consider
the chronology of acquisition4. In the Slovene context, English is thus the L2, but in
terms of pedagogical implications, English is a foreign language (not second language)
on the Slovene territory (Skela 1998: 94). The main difference between a foreign and a
second language is that a foreign language is taught in an environment where its use is
usually limited to the classroom, whereas a second language is also used outside the
classroom for everyday communication (Čok et al. 1998: 42).
Stern (1983, as quoted in Čok et al. 1999: 42) defines the second language (L2) as any
language that was learnt after the mother tongue. In this thesis the L2 equals the English
language, since it is the first (foreign) language for the majority of children in the
Slovene school system. The Key Data on Teaching Languages (2012: 26) show that in
2011, Slovene children started learning English at the age of 9 and will continue to do
so by the age of 18 (the end of the secondary education).
Cook (2008: 13) writes that much of the second-language acquisition research is based
on how people acquire the first language and he emphasises that the L1 and L2
acquisition processes are hardly ever the same. That explains why it is important to
recognise the similarities in languages that would enable an easier learning process
rather than just “reproducing” the L1 learning and acquisition process.

3.2 Definition of the third language
The French language is always introduced after the English language for Slovene
learners – The Key Data (2012: 28) show that the learners would have met with a
second foreign language at the age of 15 (in 2007), but in 2011 the Ministry of
Education started the so-called early implementation of a second foreign language,
which lowers the learning age to 12. For the French language in Slovene grammar
4

In this thesis the terms foreign language and second language are used interchangeably to denote
English or French (L3).

13

schools this means that the learners deal not only with influences of their mother tongue
but also with that of English.
Hofer (2015: 61) describes William and Hammarberg’s model of L3 production (1998).
According to that model, the L2 has an important role in L3 acquisition), since it was
able to show that students were relying on L2 whilst learning L3. The L2 gradually
becomes more important than the learner’s L1 (L2 is a supplier, whereas L1 has a minor
part in lexical construction).

3.3 Interlanguage
Vogel (1995, as cited in Castellotti 2001: 70) defines it as a language that a foreignlanguage learner starts to develop when learning a foreign language. It includes
elements of the mother tongue as well as those that belong to other languages that the
learner speaks. Castellotti adds that the language that was acquired first is the
“determining element” of interlanguage (ibid.).
According to the Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition, the existence
of interlanguage is important because it offers a different interpretation of errors
foreign-language learners make. Instead of seeing errors as insufficient knowledge, we
can use interlanguage analysis in order to see the how students think and consequently,
how they learn a foreign language. That enables us to see in what way the mother
tongue affects the learning.
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4

MOTHER

TONGUE

IN

THE

FOREIGN-LANGUAGE

CLASSROOM
Cook states that “avoidance of the first language is taken for granted by almost all
teachers” (2008: 181) without providing any proof for this state but rather implicit
beliefs that (1) the L2 should be acquired in the same way as the mother tongue
(Dodson explains why that is not possible; see Table 2) and (2) that the two languages
should be completely separated in the mind. Cook adds (ibid.: 182) that there is no
second-language acquisition research that would prove that mother tongue is an
obstacle.
In this chapter, we use the findings of Atkinson (1987: 242-246) and Kramsch (1984:
72-74) to illustrate the positive and negative consequences of the mother-tongue use.

4.1 Positive uses of the mother tongue in the classroom
This is a list of positive uses of the mother tongue in a classroom as presented by
Atkinson:
1. Eliciting language
This is a technique which is practical because it is the least time consuming.
2. Checking comprehension
It is helpful to check comprehension this way, because it allows for
comprehension that stretches beyond semantics.
3. Giving instructions (early levels)
Since clear and good instructions are essential for a good lesson progress, the
instructions which are thought to be very complicated are best explained and
understood in the mother tongue at early levels.
4. Co-operating among learners
If a situation occurs where the teacher was not successful at a lesson, then those
who understood the lesson in foreign language can facilitate the learning for the
classmates who have not understood it by explaining it in their mother tongue.
5. Discussion of classroom methodology (early levels)
The reasoning behind it is very much similar to that in point 3; some of the
vocabulary is too complicated for early levels.
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6. Presentation and reinforcement of language (mainly early levels)
Atkinson suggests translation as the exercise which could complement other
communicative ones, because it helps students to see all the differences between
their native language and the foreign one and can, thus, reinforce the foreign
language.
7. Checking for sense
The author again suggests the use of translation, especially in those exercises
whose primary objective is accuracy. When students do a quick mental
translation, they can prevent themselves from producing sentences that bear no
meaning.
8. Testing
Translation is suggested to be used as a testing technique, since it can portray
various skills of a learner.
9. Development of useful learning strategies
Since the ultimate goal of making students think in a foreign language is rather
far-fetched, especially in the early stages, it is advised to equip students with
techniques that originate from understanding the mechanism of the mother
tongue. That means that they, for example paraphrase or explain (like we often
do in the mother tongue), when they stumble upon difficulties in
communication. By doing that, they do not resort to the mother tongue itself, but
rather they transfer some of its techniques to the foreign-language learning.
Kramsch gives a shorter list of mother-tongue use advantages, where the mother tongue
has three main functions:
1. Communicative
This function goes hand in hand with point 9 from the previous list, which
means that students can benefit from transferring communicative skills acquired
already for the mother tongue.
2. Regulatory
This function overlaps with Atkinson’s 3 and 5, which are related to maintaining
classroom discipline and smooth interaction; however, Kramsch emphasises that
the regulatory role of the mother tongue must gradually be replaced by the
foreign language.
3. Metalinguistic

16

Students should become aware of the interactive feature of languages by
comparing the construction of the mother tongue and the foreign language.

4.2 Negative uses of the mother tongue in the classroom
On the other hand, there are the so-called dangers of overuse that occur if students and
teachers rely too much on the mother tongue:
1. Students do not think they understand the sense fully until they learn the item’s
translation.
2. If the translation is done just for the sake of it and is therefore not of high
quality, the teacher and/or the students may miss the point of this technique and
cannot observe particularities.
3. Students choose to speak in the mother tongue, even though they are able to
communicate in the foreign language, simply because it is easier.
4. Students do not recognize the classroom anymore as the place where they should
use the foreign language.
Kramsch’s list of the dangers:
1. The students only assume a role in the classroom and as soon as they step out of
the character, a foreign-language speaker, they resort to the mother tongue.
2. Students and teachers can find themselves in a situation where they use the
mother tongue for conveying real messages, avoiding the foreign language,
thinking that it should be used only for exercises.
3. Taking advantage of the language superiority in the classroom can have a
negative impact on students. This is especially true when the teacher tries to
establish his authority and uses the foreign language to achieve that. It is what
makes students automatically inferior compared to the teacher, so, in order to
balance out the inequality, students “regain their power” by the use of the
mother tongue.
Ortega (2007: 190-191) points out that “many foreign-language teachers are eager to
motivate their students to make maximal use of the target language during practice
time.” The author believes that a common L1 is a useful tool that can be exploited in
order to improve foreign-language learning. She gives an example of a group work in a
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foreign-language classroom, where students resort to the mother tongue when they lack
the target-language knowledge. When learners do that, they do not miss an opportunity
to talk in the foreign-language, but they take this opportunity to “engage in more
negotiation of form and metatalk at earlier levels of proficiency” (ibid.).
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5

LANGUAGE TEACHING

Language teaching is constantly evolving, which reflects in the number of methods and
approaches. Teachers should be aware of their existence and be able to recognise their
main characteristics, because that knowledge can be helpful in the teaching process.
Below is an overview of some of the most influential language teaching principles in
teaching English and French as foreign languages, as presented by Larsen-Freeman
(2000: 17-47, 128-132), Cuq and Gruca (2003: 233-240) and Johnson (2001: 163-168).
Each description consists of six categories: main objectives, the learner-teacher
relationship, oral and writing skills, teaching grammar, teaching vocabulary, and the
role of the mother tongue. 5

5.1 The grammar-translation method
The grammar-translation method (GT) appeared at the beginning of the 19th century and
was first used by teachers of classical languages such as Greek and Latin, which is why
this method is also known as the classical method.
1. Reading literary texts in the target language is the most important goal of this
method. This is achieved through good knowledge of grammar and vocabulary
as well as through training the mind by memorization.
2. The teacher is the main authority, main source of the knowledge and also a
model.
3. The focus is on writing and reading skills, very little attention is devoted to
speaking and listening.
4. Grammar is taught explicitly and deductively. Learners are to anticipate the use
of complicated metalanguage.
5. Vocabulary is taught trough translation, which means that learners memorize
vocabulary items related to a certain topic.
6. Given that the method is based on translation, it comes as no surprise that the
learners’ mother tongue is used most of the time.

5

The descriptions are based on Larsen-Freeman (2000). Additions from Johnson (2001) and Cuq and
Gruca (2003) are marked by in-text citations.
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5.2 The direct method
At the beginning of the 20th century a new method emerged, which was in its core the
exact opposite of the GT method. The use of learners’ mother tongue became
prohibited, as it was seen as an obstacle on the way of fluent communication in a
foreign language. That is how the direct method got its name: the meaning is to be
conveyed directly. In France, this method was imposed on secondary school teachers by
the Ministry of Education in 1901 (Cuq and Gruca, 2003: 236).
1. The students are supposed to learn the language to such an extent that allows
communication in the foreign language as well as thinking in it.
2. The learners are more active than in the GT method; the teacher, however, is still
perceived as the only authority and model in the classroom.
3. The teacher’s primary focus is speaking and consequently also pronunciation.
Reading and writing are subordinated to oral skills.
4. Grammar is never taught explicitly or deductively and the learners have to
extract the rule on their own.
5. Words or phrases are taught through association, which in practice means that
the students need to associate the meaning of a word or a phrase to a
demonstration (abstract or concrete) in the classroom.
6. The learners’ mother tongue is banned from the classroom, because this
method’s foundation lies in the belief that the meaning needs to be conveyed
directly.

5.3 The audio-lingual method
Johnson (2001: 172) explains that in the period between 1940 and 1970 America saw
the development of the audio-lingual (AL) method. It was inspired by the Army
method, which was developed specifically for the purpose of teaching American
military men to speak South-East Asian languages. One of the main features of the AL
method is the use of the drill exercises.
1. The main goal is communication in the foreign language, which can be,
according to this method, attained by being taught to use the language
automatically.
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2. The teacher is the most important person in the classroom; he leads and directs
the learners’ progress. The teacher appreciates the students’ accuracy.
3. Most of attention is paid to oral skills and pronunciation.
4. The learners are trained to recognise the grammar patterns and to understand as
well as form a grammar rule from the given examples.
5. The amount of new vocabulary items is minimalised, the learners memorise and
repeat dialogues.
6. The mother tongue is seen as an obstacle in foreign language learning, which is
why the target language is used in the classroom.

5.4 The SGAV methodology
Cuq and Gruca (2003: 240-244) point out that from 1960 to 1980 France was facing a
situation in which it needed to reinforce the position of the French language in the
world. The French were losing presence in colonial territories and the French language
stepped back to give way to English, which was on its way to become lingua franca
everywhere. The French government reacted and paved the way for the SGAV
methodology (la méthodologie structure-globale audiovisuelle). The methodology was
followed by the first textbook based on it, whose title was Voix et Images de France6.
1. The principal objective is to teach learners to speak like native French speakers.
2. The teacher’s role is more active than that of the learners’, since he directs the
happening in the classroom, whereas the learners are expected to follow his
instructions.
3. Oral skills are the most important skills to be developed, writing is perceived as
a skill that can only be derived from the oral skill.
4. Grammar is taught implicitly and inductively.
5. A group of experts compiled a list of the most frequently used French words that
one needs to know to adhere to the minimum standards. The document is called
Français fondamental (1609 words).
6. The use of the mother tongue is reduced to the minimum.

6

Rivenc P., H. Gauvenet, J. Boudot, and M.-T. Moget. 1960. Voix et Images de France. Didier-Hatier:
Paris.
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5.5 The communicative language learning
The communicative language learning (CLL) was born out of concerns whether the
foreign-language learners were genuinely able to communicate. They were able to do so
in the classroom, but once outside of it, they could not make much use of their linguistic
knowledge. It became clear that in order to successfully communicate in a foreign
language they needed more than just linguistic knowledge. In 1972, a group of experts
was assembled on behalf of the Council of Europe, who was in charge of promoting
language learning. Their work and analyses brought about the Threshold Level English
(1975) and Un niveau seuil (1976), documents that would serve as minimum standards
for English and French, respectively. Today we know that for a successful
communication in a foreign language, the communicative competence must be
developed as well.
1. The objective is to teach the learners to communicate in a foreign language
outside the classroom with all the knowledge needed to speak a language.
2. In this approach, the teacher takes up many roles; he is not just a teacher, but
also an advisor and a facilitator, the students are more independent in learning
and responsible for their own progress.
3. All four skills are equally important and taught from the beginning.
4. Students start by learning the simpler forms, then progress towards the more
complicated ones.
5. Vocabulary is taught according to topics discussed in the classroom, various
techniques are used to learn new vocabulary items.
6. In the CLL, a reasonable use of the mother tongue is encouraged, but it is
preferred that the language of instruction stay the target language, as to show the
students that the target language is a vehicle for communication.
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6

COMMON EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK OF REFERENCE FOR
LANGUAGES (CEFR)

Slovenia is a young country, which became independent in 1991. In 2004, Slovenia
joined the European Union and its influence is also reflected in the role that the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) has had in teaching
foreign languages in this country.
The CEFR is a document, published in 2001 that “provides a common basis for the
elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examinations, textbooks, etc.
across Europe” (2001: 1).
In the Slovene translation of CEFR’s preface, Skela (2001: 5) explains that The Council
of Europe published this document in order to provide guidelines that would help
language teaching in Europe and also promote it.
Skela (ibid.: 6-10) further on discusses one of the most important works that brought
about a revolution in language teaching and learning on the European territory, which is
Wilhelm Viëtor's Der Sprachunterricht muss umkehren! (eng. Language Instruction
Must Do an About-Face!, Language Teaching Must Start Afresh!) (1882). After the
publication of his work, many European countries equipped their curricula with modern
languages. For Europe this meant obtaining an important document, which would
accelerate the pluringualism 7 (sl. raznojezičnost) process and, by means of six
referential levels (from A1 to C2), also enable a unified comparison of attained skills.
The CEFR is not a document which limits the teacher by prescribing how a lesson
should look like; its main role is offering support.

7

Plurilingualism refers to one person's knowledge of languages, whereas multilingualism refers to the
languages spoken in one particular geographical area (Council of Europe, 2015)
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According to Skela (2014: 114), the majority of worldwide curricula promote the
communicative language learning. It is stated in the CEFR that the most suitable way to
obtain the communicative competence is through the action-based approach, because it
[…] views users and learners of a language primarily as ‘social agents’, i.e. members of
society who have tasks (not exclusively language-related) to accomplish in a given set
of circumstances, in a specific environment and within a particular field of action.
While acts of speech occur within language activities, these activities form part of a
wider social context, which alone is able to give them their full meaning. We speak of
‘tasks’ in so far as the actions are performed by one or more individuals strategically
using their own specific competences to achieve a given result.
(CEFR 2001: 9)

Despite all efforts to provide an institution with as much knowledge and equipment as
possible, we must be aware that there are limits to an institution. Roulet (1980: 83)
warns that neither the teacher nor the books could provide answers for everything that
concerns a language. He also provides support for the communicative language learning
by stating that the most important thing that can be done for students is to equip them
with “heuristic instruments” for successful learning (ibid.).

6.1 The CEFR and the mother tongue
Below are the views on the mother-tongue use as described in the CEFR:
1. Knowledge that a learner has acquired previously is important and is to be
considered in a classroom, but it has to be done so according to the learner’s
needs and the quality of the previously acquired knowledge (2001: 43).
2. A learner does not lose his mother tongue competences once he starts learning a
foreign language. The new competences are not isolated and are connected to
the knowledge and competences of the mother tongue and its culture. The
communicative competence means that a learner can modify his knowledge, but
he should not perceive his own language and culture inferior or useless when
learning a foreign language. The key word here is pluringualism (ibid.: 133).
3. The learner’s mother tongue competences are especially useful when
compensating in communication with a foreign-language speaker. The same
techniques one would use when a word is unknown in his mother tongue, can be
transferred to the communication in a foreign language, however they need to be
upgraded, to some extent. The chapter 6.4.9 provides a range of techniques,
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which can be employed to ameliorate the learner’s pragmatic competence, even
though some of the knowledge has been previously acquired (ibid.: 101).
4. A teacher needs to determine what knowledge can be considered as ‘knowledge
of the world’, which the student has already acquired through his mother tongue.
Knowing the connection between the ‘knowledge of the world’ and the foreign
language can simplify teaching and learning, because some things do not need to
be explained again for they are already clear (ibid.: 132).

6.2 National curriculum for teaching English in grammar schools
In Slovenian grammar schools English is a compulsory subject. The national curriculum
for teaching English (2008) prescribes 420 lessons of English in order to successfully
pass the matura exam at the end of the fourth year. Each lesson lasts forty-five minutes.
The curriculum comprises seven chapters: Purpose of study, Aims/competences,
Objectives and Content, Attainment Targets, Interdisciplinary Teaching, Didactic
recommendations, and Evaluation.
English is currently occupying the world’s lingua franca throne, which is why one of
the goals of the curriculum is to highlight the importance of being fluent in English and
consequently being able to communicate all around the globe. Furthermore, it strives
towards implementation of the European Union guidelines, where its citizens would,
ideally, communicate in two other foreign languages.
To acquire the communicative competence, the student should also draw on his
knowledge of the mother tongue and use it when and where that is possible, e.g., if he
knows that a letter written to an Ambassador or a friend are not the same in his mother
tongue, then he can also assume that writing a letter in English to an Ambassador or a
friend will involve different structures and features. A judicious use of the mother
tongue is encouraged, because it can help students to learn and understand certain
features of a target language more easily.

25

6.3 National curriculum for teaching French in grammar schools
In Slovenian grammar schools French can either be a compulsory subject or an optional
one (as a third or a fourth foreign language). If French is taught as the second foreign
language, the curriculum (2008) prescribes 420 lessons and some additional lessons for
the matura exam in order to successfully pass it in the final year of grammar school. If
it is taught as a third foreign language, then 315 lessons are available, and a minimum
of 70 in case of it being taught as a fourth foreign language. Each lesson lasts forty-five
minutes.
This curriculum also comprises seven chapters: Purpose of study, Aims/competences,
Objectives and Content, Attainment Targets, Interdisciplinary Teaching and Crosscurricular topics, Didactic recommendations, and Evaluation. At the beginning, it is
explicitly stated that the Communicative approach should be employed for teaching
French in Slovenian grammar schools, which emphasises the needs of the learners. This
curriculum also includes a detailed list of topics that should be taught.
The use of the mother tongue in the classroom is not left out, and it can be seen that the
role of the learners’ mother tongue is first and foremost facilitating. For the course with
the least amount of lessons, the teachers are encouraged to speak Slovene while
introducing the cultural competence. It is also expected that the students will transfer
the knowledge obtained in the mother tongue to the foreign language, which can be
attained through contrastive analysis of the languages.
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7

EMPIRICAL PART

7.1 Aims
The empirical part was designed in such a way that it would offer an insight into the use
of the mother tongue in English and French classrooms. The aim was to see when and
why the mother tongue was used. Consequently, it was also possible to observe
differences in its use in English or French.

7.2 Hypotheses
1. Teachers are generally in favour of using the mother tongue.
2. There are differences in teaching English or French.
3. The students do not consider English to be a difficult language.
4. The students consider French to be a difficult language.
5. The majority of students prefer the use of the mother tongue during lessons.

7.3 Methodology
The data obtained for this part was acquired in three ways:
1. An online questionnaire was provided and sent to all the grammar-school
teachers of English and French in Ljubljana whose contacts we were able to find
online (total: approximately 65 teachers).
2. A questionnaire was given to students at the beginning of every observed lesson.
The purpose was acquiring honest answers with the least amount of guidance
possible.
3. Lesson observations were carried out in different English and French
classrooms, where our goal was to observe how and when the mother tongue
was used by the teachers and their learners in various foreign-language
classroom situations. The observation sheets’ design is based on the observation
sheets of Mulec (2001: 22).
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With the exception of the online questionnaire, all answers were collected manually.
That means that we provided the questions and sheets of paper on which students wrote
down their answers, which were then collected. Once we had the answers, we then
proceeded to insert them into an Excel table created specifically for this purpose (for the
complete Excel table, please see APPENDIX).
The data was filled in headed columns, which then made it easier to use different
functions and filters for data analysis. After that procedure, creating charts and tables
was simple. For the purpose of the thesis, we assembled the data on one sheet as well as
on separate sheets for each teacher, so that they, too, could read the answers of their
students.
We intentionally used Slovene for the questionnaires, because we found it important to
create a “safe” environment for the students, so that they could answer without any
inhibitions.

Figure 1: A part of the Excel table
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8

RESULTS

8.1 Online questionnaire for teachers
This questionnaire was created online, via Google Form, which enabled us to create an
anonymous questionnaire that was visually appealing and practical. Using Google
Forms also made it possible to simultaneously gather data in Google Sheets. The
questionnaire was sent to 11 grammar schools of Ljubljana, namely to teachers of
English and French whose e-mail addresses were available online. We sent out
approximately 65 questionnaires and received 15 responses. The questionnaire was
open for one month, and we repeated the process once.
The questionnaire listed seven questions:
1. What are your views on mother-tongue use in foreign-language learning?
2. If you teach both languages: Is there any difference in how you treat the mother
tongue during English or French?
3. Try to remember your high-school language teachers. Did they use the mother
tongue? If they did, how did they? Do you think its use made sense?
4. Have you made a didactic contract with your students, in which you specify the
use of Slovene? If you have, please, explain.
5. Which part of teaching English/French is in your opinion so difficult that the
students would benefit if you used the mother tongue?
6. How long have you been teaching?8
7. Which language do you teach?9

8 9

, Those questions helped define the teachers' profile
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Which language do you teach?

2

4
French
English
Both

9

Figure 210: Language distribution (N=15)

How many years have you been teaching?
8

7
7
6
5
4

4

4
3
2
1
0
from 5 to 10

from 11 to 20

Figure 3: Years of teaching experience

10

This colour code applies also to the tables below.
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from 21 to 30

1. What are your views on mother-tongue use in foreign-language learning?
1. Vsaj na začetku se mi zdi raba maternega jezika pri poučevanju tujega jezika
nepogrešljiva.
2. Uporaba je nujna (predvsem slovnica in zahtevnejše vsebine)
3. Materni jezik je baza in vsi ostali jeziki, ki jih dijak govori so pomoč pri učenju
novega jezika, zato je medjezikovno povezovanje zelo dobrodošlo in smiselno.
4. Uporabiti jo je treba, kadar je smiselno, recimo v nižjem letniku, ali pri novem
besedišču, ali pri razlagi slovnice
5. Na začetku, v 1. letniku, je potrebna, saj je dijakom potrebno razložiti osnove. Prav
tako materinščino uporabljam vsakič, ko razlagam slovnico in pravila.
6. Zelo pomembna, sploh pri poučevanju slovnice. Dijaki se več naučijo, če se snov
obravnava kontrastivno.
7. Menim, da je včasih nujna.
8. Pri učenju slovničnih struktur je materinščina dobrodošla, da lahko potegneš
vzporednice.
9. Potrebno je, ampak samo občasno za razložiti kakšne nejasnosti, kar se tiče
besedišča ali slovnica. Ampak ne smejo biti vse ure v maternem jeziku.
10. Vsekakor pomaga pri primerjavi in razlikovanju določenih stvari, pri razumevanju
tudi. Vendar uporaba prvega jezika je pri meni omejena, ker je namen uporaba
tujega jezika.
11. Včasih je nujna.
12. Nujno potrebno.
13. Ni se je treba izogibati.
14. Občasno je zelo pomembna pri poučevanju LL1.
15. Na nižji stopnji ja, na višji stopnji ni potrebe, razen če učitelj to želi.

Table 3: Teachers' opinions on mother-tongue use
All teachers agreed that it was sometimes inevitable to use Slovene during lessons, but
for different reasons. They explained that they used it especially for lower levels and
when explaining grammar (students benefit from contrastive analysis). Their answers
show that they are aware of the dangers of overuse, which could lead to a complete
dependence on the mother tongue, and that they use it less and less with the progression
of knowledge.
2. If you teach both languages: Is there any difference in how you treat the
mother tongue during English or French?
Only two teachers were eligible to answer this question. Both use it for English and
French, but for English there is less need, because the students have more contact with it
than with French, thus their competence level is higher (reflects especially in
vocabulary).
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3. Try to remember your high-school language teachers. Did they use the mother
tongue? If they did, how did they? Did you think its use made sense?
The answers were very different, and those who could remember this detail said that
some used it quite a lot and that there was a lot of translating. Some teachers used it
only for grammar explanations and there were those who used it very rarely. They
thought it made sense when there was no other way around it – when it was essential for
the comprehension.
We were hoping to establish a connection between the way the teachers were taught and
their work now, but due to a low number of answers that was not possible.

4. Have you made a didactic contract with your students, in which you specify the
use of Slovene? If you have, please, explain.
The term didactic contract was introduced by Guy Brousseau in 1997 and he defined the
contract as “the set of the reciprocal obligations and sanctions that each partner in the
didactic situation imposes” (Indiogine 2010). Mother-tongue use can be a part of a
didactic contract for foreign languages.
11 teachers said they did not have any didactic contract and 4 said they did. 2 explained
that they had made an agreement not to speak Slovene anymore, but that sometimes that
still occurred (if the students are really not able to understand, the teacher makes use of
those who have better knowledge – peer assistance). Among those who said they did not
have the contract, it is not clear if everyone knew what that was (one teacher said it was
the first time he or she heard of it).
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5. Which part of teaching English/French is in your opinion so difficult that the
students would benefit if you used the mother tongue?
1. Mogoče je včasih težko razložit kaj, kar v slovenščini sploh ne obstaja, npr.
subjonctif.
2. Osveževanje fines slo. slovnice
3. Pri francoščini izgovorjava in časi, pri angleščini enako. Predlogi so tudi trd
oreh.
4. Nič se mi ne zdi težko. Včasih koristi, ker so stvari različne, včasih, ker so
podobne.
5. Razlaga težjega dela slovnice.
6. Slovnica (npr. pogojniki).
7. Ni takega dela, so le nujni primeri, da se zavedajo tudi domačih sopomenk,
saj so pogosto boljši v ang. kot svojem jeziku
8. Nekatere slovnične strukture, predvsem čase.
9. Včasih je lažje za slovnico, če podobno pravilo obstaja v slovenščini.
10. Pri slovnici, vendar v kombinaciji s prvim jezikom
11. Pri razumevanju nekaterih besed z angleško razlago ne moremo doseči, da
bodo besedo res do potankosti razumeli - včasih je prevod nujen. Prav tako
pri razlagi slovnice v srednji šoli najbrž ni vedno nujno, da obvladajo
besedišče iz slovnic, pač pa je bolj nujno, da razumejo to, kar jim razlagam.
Prevod slovničnih struktur v slovenščino (za primerjavo) je mnogokrat v
veliko pomoč. Najnovejši pristopi k poučevanj angleščine spet opozarjajo, da
je včasih materinščina edino smiselna izbira.
12. Slovnica, abstraktno besedišče.
13. Na nižji stopnji je smiselna uporaba več materinščine, na višji stopnji pa je
razlaga najprej v francoščini, če ne razumejo, razložim še v slovenščini.
14. Nekatere slovnične strukture in določeni specifični izrazi
15. Noben del se mi ne zdi tako težak, da bi morala uporabljati slovenščino. S
pravimi vajami/ tehnikami lahko ves čas govorim angleško.
Table 4: Difficult parts and mother-tongue use
The majority said it was grammar and vocabulary explanation, but they did not say it
was impossible to do without Slovene, they simply stated it was simpler. The language
relatedness plays an important role here, and the students may have issues with
vocabulary as well as grammar, because there are structures and concepts that do not
exist in Slovene (e.g. the French subjunctive). Two teachers said that nothing was so
difficult that they could not do without Slovene.
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8.2 Questionnaire for learners
The questionnaire was distributed in three Ljubljana’s grammar schools: Gimnazija
Bežigrad, Gimnazija Poljane and Škofijska klasična gimnazija (Zavod sv. Stanislava),
among 238 learners of English and French.
ENGLISH FRENCH
1st year

2

2

2nd year

0

0

3rd year

1

2

4th year

2

2

Table 5: Classes in which the data was collected
ENGLISH FRENCH
1st year

50

41

2nd year

0

0

3rd year

26

40

4th year

49

32

TOTAL

125

113

Table 6: Number of students per class
The questionnaire listed seven questions:
1. Do you think English/French is a difficult language?
2. Regardless of your previous answer, please write down which part of learning
English/French you find the most difficult (Oral comprehension, reading
comprehension, vocabulary, grammar, etc).
3. Would it seem okay to you if neither the teachers nor the students were allowed
to use Slovene during English/French?
3a. Why?
4. When do you think the teacher rather uses Slovene than English/French?
5. When do you don’t like your teacher to use Slovene during English/French?
6. If you learn French as well, please explain if you ever use English to help
yourself with French.
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8.2.1 Questionnaire for the learners of English
1. Do you think English is a difficult language?

Do you think English is difficult?
1

30
Yes
No

Undecided
94

Figure 4: Difficulty of English (N=125)
2. Regardless of your previous answer, please write down which part of learning
English

you

find

the

most

difficult

(Oral

comprehension,

comprehension, vocabulary, grammar, etc).
CATEGORY

NUMBER OF STUDENTS

Grammar

52

Vocabulary

22

Oral comprehension

12

Word formation

2

Table 7: The most difficult parts of English (single category)

CATEGORIES

NUMBER OF STUDENTS

Grammar and vocabulary

11

Grammar and oral comprehension

7

Oral comprehension and vocabulary

5

Table 8: The most difficult parts of English (two categories)
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reading

The answers that were provided could be divided into three parts, according to the
number of categories that the students elicited. In order to be able to sort the answers
and compare them, we later on provided hypernyms and created categories (e.g. if a
student wrote “tenses”, it became a part of the grammar category).
The data is shown in the representative tables, where a category is included if it was
named by at least two students. The categories shown in the Table 7 and Table 8 show
the most difficult categories, arranged by frequency.
The students also mentioned word formation, literature, oral production, reading
comprehension, written production, phonetics, orthography, etc. The most difficult part
of grammar was tenses and irregular verbs. Once all the data were put together, it was
clear that almost every aspect was considered difficult by at least one student.
Some of the categories, such as oral comprehension and vocabulary were mentioned
more by the 4th-year students, which is a logical outcome, considering that they were
under the influence of the upcoming matura exam.
3. Would it seem okay to you if neither the teachers nor the students were allowed
to use Slovene during English?

Would you accept the prohibition of the mother tongue?
70

60

65
58

50
40

Yes

30

No
Undecided

20
10

2

0
Yes

No

Undecided

Figure 5: Opinions on the mother-tongue prohibition (ENG)
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Views on the mother-tongue prohibiton
60
50

2

40
24

31
30

Undecided
Against
For

10

20
10

23

19

16

1st year

3rd year

0
4th year

Figure 6: Opinions on the mother-tongue prohibition (ENG, per year)
Although there were 8 students who were in favour of the prohibition, it could be seen
from their explanation for the sub-question 3a that they would still allow the use of
Slovene in order to facilitate understanding. It is for that reason that their answers were
added to those who were against the prohibition. Their answers suggest that they
differentiate between the use of the mother tongue for facilitating purposes and other
uses.
The chart shows that the first- and fourth-years oppose the prohibition, whereas the
third-years mainly support it. In other terms, the results show that the majority would
not choose the direct method.
This question is interesting to observe in relation to the first one; the relationship
between those who consider English an easy language, yet they oppose the prohibition,
and the relationship between those who consider it difficult, but are in favour of the
prohibition.
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English is not difficult

52%

for mother-tongue use

48%

against mother-tongue use

Figure 7: English is not difficult & mother-tongue prohibition

English is difficult

30%
for mother-tongue use
against mother-tongue use
70%

Figure 8: English is difficult & mother-tongue prohibition
3a. Why are you in favour/against the mother-tongue use?
REASONS FOR THE MOTHER-TONGUE USE:


Fear of not understanding the lesson, being punished for misunderstanding or
being unable to follow the lesson through due to not understanding



The need for the additional explanation in the mother tongue



Slovene as a safe haven, which makes everything easier



The inability to explain or understand certain things in a foreign language
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Acknowledging the fact that not all students are equally good at foreign
languages

REASONS AGAINST THE MOTHER-TONGUE USE:


Greater contact with the foreign language and learning how to use it properly



More learning and more practice



Being forced to use the foreign language speeds up the learning process



Developing comprehension skills, building up vocabulary



Using only the foreign language would be a huge benefit to all of us, despite the
different levels of knowledge

The reasons “for” suggest that the students rely a lot on the comprehension during
lessons. If they cannot understand the language (not just the process), they fear they will
not be able to follow. This can be problematic in those classes with mixed proficiency
levels, where the best and the weakest differ greatly. If the teacher uses mainly the
target language, the weakest students may lose motivation for learning. The students
also mentioned the fear factor: fear of not being able to follow the lesson, fear of now
knowing how to follow the instructions, fear of getting punished for not understanding.
The reasons “against” show that some of the students have not yet understood that they,
too, are responsible for their own progress. In their answers, a hint of reproach could be
sensed, aimed at the teacher for not using enough foreign language in the classroom, so
that the students could learn “real” language at school. They also said that they would
learn better and faster if they had greater contact with the language. It was interesting to
see that some students expressed the wish of being forced into communicating solely in
the foreign language.
4. When do you think the teacher rather uses Slovene than English?


Giving important/difficult/very specific instructions



Talking about technical elements (criteria description, matura technicalities)



When it is obvious that we did not understand what was said or that we did not
get the message



Checking our understanding of what has been said



Disciplining the class
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When the teacher does not know the explanation in English



During test analysis



When she is unable to explain in such a way that the whole class would
understand



Explaining grammar (new items, difficult topics, tense use, differences between
Slovene and English)



Explaining vocabulary by translating

This list that emerged from the answers is consistent with the majority of Atkinson’s
and Kramsch’s items of the positive use of the mother tongue. The teacher using
Slovene to discipline a class is in fact a good thing, because she does not put herself in a
linguistically superior position. Some of the answers are to be taken with caution,
because they display a very subjective perception of the teacher.
The potential danger of misuse could be observed in the first item on the list, where the
students distinguish between something that is “very important” and other.
5. When do you don’t like your teacher to use Slovene during English?


During debates/discussions



When we could easily understand in English



Giving instructions



Vocabulary explanation (some of them explicitly stated that they found it
nonsensical to explain words in Slovene if tests required an English explanation)



During reading-comprehension exercises



When the fellow students do not want to make an effort and use the foreign
language



For disciplining and moral lectures



When it is not “needed”

78 students named the specific parts, 23 out of 42 said they liked the use of Slovene
during class, and 5 students did not provide and answer.
When the students explain when they would rather see English to be used, they offer a
variety of reasons, but the majority in every class put debates and conversations on the
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top of the list. That suggests that they wish having more “every day” language during
lessons.
Some of the items on the list are very subjective (e.g. not needed, it could be understood
without Slovene) and show that the students are not always aware of the complexity of
the learning process.
6. If you learn French as well, please explain if you ever use English to help
yourself with French.

Do you use English when learning French?

4

Yes
No
16

Figure 9: Using L2 to help with L3 (N=20)


Vocabulary (similar words, similar writing, guessing the meaning)



Reading comprehension



Grammar (similar tenses)



Use of online translation tools (looking for a French word/expression from
English is more fruitful than using Slovene)

Those who use English as a tool in learning French make use of the language
relatedness and help themselves with similar vocabulary and grammar. This is
especially useful in those cases where Slovene lacks some of the aspects (e.g. tenses,
conditionals). The students also explained that they use the relatedness of English and
French for online translation tools, which give more results than they would if used with
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Slovene.
8.2.2 Questionnaire for the learners of French
1. Do you think French is a difficult language?

Do you think French is difficult?
3

30

Yes
No
Medium
80

Figure 10: The difficulty of French (N=113)
2. Regardless of your previous answer, please write down which part of learning
French you find the most difficult (Oral comprehension, vocabulary, grammar,
etc).
CATEGORY

NUMBER OF STUDENTS

Grammar

27

Oral comprehension

21

Vocabulary

10

Everything

6

Oral production

2

Orthography

2

Table 9: The most difficult parts of French (single category)
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CATEGORIES

NUMBER OF STUDENTS

Grammar and oral comprehension

15

Grammar and vocabulary

7

Grammar and phonetics

5

Oral comprehension and vocabulary

5

Oral comprehension and oral production

2

Table 10: The most difficult parts of French (two categories)
The process was the same as for the English part. The answers that were provided could
be divided into three parts, according to the number of categories that the students
elicited. In order to be able to sort the answers and compare them, we later on provided
hypernyms and created categories (e.g. if a student wrote “tenses”, it became a part of
the grammar category). The data is shown in the representative tables, where a category
is included if it was named by at least two students.
The students also mentioned cultural aspect, written production and orthography. The
most difficult part was again grammar, more precisely tenses and verb conjugations.
The tables are larger in comparison to English, but the first three most difficult
categories overlap.
3. Would it seem okay to you if neither the teachers nor the students were allowed
to use Slovene during French?
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Would you accept the prohibition of the mother tongue?
90

84

80
70
60
No

50

Yes

40
28

30

Undecided

20
10

1

0
No

Yes

Undecided

Figure 11: Opinions on the mother-tongue prohibition (FR)

Views on the mother-tongue prohibition
45

40
35

1

30
25

23
Undecided
36

20

25

15
10

For

17

5
0

Against

6

5
1st year

3rd year

4th year

Figure 12: Opinions on the mother-tongue prohibition (FR, per year)
Although there were 14 students who were in favour of the prohibition, it could be seen
from their explanation for the sub-question 3a that they would still allow the use of
Slovene in order to facilitate understanding. That is why their answers were added to
those who were against the prohibition. Their answers suggest that they differentiate
between the use of the mother tongue for facilitating purposes and other uses.
The number of students against the prohibition is higher, compared to the English
results. Generally speaking, the students of French oppose the direct method. This
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question was also observed in relation to the first one, and unlike the English students,
the French students are always in favour of the mother-tongue use.

French is not difficult

33%
for mother-tongue use
against mother-tongue use
67%

Figure 13: French is not difficult & mother-tongue prohibition

French is difficult

23%
for mother-tongue use
against mother-tongue use
77%

Figure 14: French is difficult & mother-tongue prohibition
3a. Why?
REASONS FOR THE MOTHER-TONGUE USE:


Fear of not understanding the lesson, of confusion and of not being able to
follow



The need for the additional explanation in the mother tongue and the right to use
the mother tongue



Slovene as a safe haven, which makes everything easier
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Very important things should be said/explained in Slovene



Acknowledging the fact that not all students are equally good at foreign
languages and that it would not be fair for everyone



Getting used to the foreign language through the use of the mother tongue, then
gradually eliminating it



Explanations in French are more time-consuming

REASONS AGAINST THE MOTHER-TONGUE USE:


Greater contact with the foreign language and learning how to use it properly



More learning and more practice



Being forced to use the foreign language speeds up the learning process



Being forced to participate during lessons



Developing comprehension skills, building up vocabulary



Using only the foreign language would be a huge benefit to all of us, despite the
different levels of knowledge



Learning the every-day language, despite the mistakes



Learning how to “survive” without Slovene

The reasons “for” are almost identical to those for the English part. The students
expressed the need to understand the language and the lesson fully. The students also
talked about fear of various situations in the classroom, triggered by the lack of
comprehension (fear of now knowing how to follow the instructions, fear of getting
punished for not understanding). They also said that the use of Slovene was their right.
The reasons “against” once again show that some of the students have not yet
understood that they, too, are responsible for their own progress. They said that they
wanted to be forced into using only the foreign language, because it would help them
learn faster and better, plus they would participate more during the lessons.
4. When do you think the teacher rather uses Slovene than French?


Giving important/difficult/very specific instructions



Talking about technical elements (criteria description, test technicalities)



When it is obvious that we did not understand what was said or that we did not
get the message
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Checking our understanding of what has been said



Disciplining the class (yelling at us)



When she is unable to explain in such a way that the whole class would
understand



Explaining grammar (new items, difficult topics, tense use, differences between
Slovene and French)



Explaining vocabulary by translating



For very important topics



For answering our additional questions

This list is also consistent with the majority of Atkinson’s and Kramsch’s items of the
positive use of the mother tongue. Again, the teacher using Slovene to discipline a class
is a good thing. The students said that the teacher resorted to the mother tongue when
she “was unable to explain” in such a way that everyone would understand, which could
be interpreted in two different ways: (1) the teacher really does not have the ability that
would allow her to explain and (2) the situation in the classroom makes it impossible for
everyone to understand.
The potential danger of misuse could also be observed in the first item on the list, where
the students distinguish between something that is “very important” and the rest. That
might suggest that the students do not find certain information important if it is not
conveyed in Slovene.
5. When do you don’t like your teacher to use Slovene during French?


During debates/discussions



When we could easily understand in French, when we are familiar with the
vocabulary



When the topic is simple



When the teacher gives in and starts using Slovene



When the fellow students do not make an effort to speak French



When it is not “needed”

37 students named the specific parts, 53 out of 56 said they liked the use of Slovene
during class, and 20 students did not provide and answer.
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Similar to the English part, two solutions emerged from this question; the students
either named the exact moment of the lesson where they do not like the use of Slovene,
or they simply stated that it did not bother them at all.
The number one situation where they disliked the use of Slovene was once again during
debates, which only confirms that many students miss having more opportunities for
every-day communication in the classroom.
3 out of those who said they liked Slovene also voluntarily wrote why: (1) because that
way they were convinced they learned well, (2) because they used it rarely (judiciously)
and when they did there was a specific purpose to it and (3) because they did not feel it
was bad to use it.
6. If you learn French as well, please explain if you ever use English to help
yourself with French.

Do you use English when learning French?

10
Yes
No
102

Figure 15: Using L2 to help with L3 (N=112)


Vocabulary (similar words, similar writing, guessing the meaning, learning new
words)



Reading comprehension (predicting the meaning)



Grammar (similar tenses, irregular verbs, use of conditionals)



Sentence patterns (the structure is more similar to French than Slovene)
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Use of online translation tools (looking for a French word/expression from
English is more fruitful than using Slovene, expressions that do not exist in
Slovene, but do so in English)

This list is somewhat longer than its English counterpart. The students use English in
such a way that they make use of the language relatedness (e.g. vocabulary, grammar,
syntax). They also tend to employ English for the use of online translation tools.

8.3 Observation sheets for the English lessons
To see the examples of the observation sheets, please see APPENDIX.
The variety of topics reflects in the amount of the teacher-speaking time (TST) and the
learner-speaking time (LST), and in the ratio of the languages used throughout the
lesson.
The TST is higher in lessons 2, 4 and 5 because the topics were either introductory or
there was a test correction. Lessons 1 and 3 are examples of an equal distribution of
TST and LST.
In all of the lessons, a very high level of the foreign language use was observed (≥ 90 %
of the time). The teachers used both languages consistently and judiciously. The
observations showed that they tried to provide the maximum use of English. That could
be seen in situations, where they responded in English, even if the students asked a
question in Slovene.
The observations showed that the teachers used English most of the time. They resorted
to Slovene for (1) additional explanations, (2) for vocabulary explanation or (3) for
questions. When disciplining, they used Slovene or a combination of both languages.
The students seemed to be at ease in communicating in the foreign language, especially
the 4th-year students, whereas the 1st-year used Slovene slightly more often. When the
students used Slovene it was mainly for questions.
Given that there was no group or pair work in any of the lessons we observed, we could
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not observe their language of interaction.

8.4 Observation sheets for the French lessons
To see the examples of the observation sheets, please see the Appendix section.
The variety of topics reflects in the distribution of the teacher-speaking time (TST) and
the learner-speaking time (LST), and in the ratio of the languages used throughout the
lesson.
The TST was in general lower in comparison to the English lessons, and the reason for
that is that almost all topics were already known to the students. The highest amount of
the TST was in lesson 11. Lesson 8 was second highest, whereas in lessons 6, 7, 9, and
10 teachers did not speak more than 60 % of the time.
As far as the level of the foreign language use is concerned, it was lower compared to
the English lessons. This can be attributed to the fact that some of the students have
only started to learn French in the 1st year of secondary education. The teachers were
consistent in using French. When they felt that the topic was challenging, they added a
Slovene translation. Here, too, we could see that the teachers insisted that the French be
used as much as possible, so they responded in French even if the students asked in
Slovene.
When the teachers resorted to Slovene it was for (1) additional explanations, (2) for
drawing attention to correct pronunciation, (3) to encourage them to speak, and (4) to
reassure them. With the French students, the teachers needed to pay more attention to
providing a safe environment, in which the students would be comfortable enough to
express themselves. When disciplining, all three possibilities occurred.
The beginners were using mainly Slovene to communicate with the teacher or a
combination of both languages. A lot of students were also asked or encouraged to
rephrase their sentence/question in French if they started off in Slovene.
We could only observe a short amount of pair work in lesson 7, which was done in
Slovene.
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CONCLUSION

The research, conducted in three parts, shows that Slovene is present during lessons of
English and French in grammar schools of Ljubljana. Four hypotheses out of five were
confirmed. Hypothesis 5 was confirmed only partially.
The teachers’ answers confirmed that teachers were in favour of using the mother
tongue, but they made it clear that it was used mainly for lower/beginner levels and that
they tended to reduce it over the years. This awareness is in line with Atkinson’s and
Kramsch’s lists, where they listed the positive effects and the drawbacks of the mothertongue use. Some of the teachers said that they had outlined the use of Slovene during
lessons in the didactic contract. Given that English and French do not have the same
status in Slovenia (i.e. the French language and francophone culture is far less present),
and that the students do not have the same amount of contact with both languages, it
was expected to learn that there were differences in how they dealt with teaching
English or French.
The majority of students’ answers also confirmed that they were in favour of the
mother-tongue use in the classroom. The majority did not perceive English as a difficult
language, whereas French was seen as difficult. This can be explained by the contact the
students have with each language, both inside and outside the classroom. In both
languages the most difficult part was grammar, followed by vocabulary and oral
comprehension. The most interesting thing that emerged from the results was to see
how many students expressed the wish to be “forced” into learning French/English by
banning the mother tongue. The Council of Europe’s The Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages points out that students should also assume
responsibilities for their learning (CEFR 2001: 149), but it seems that some students
have yet to apprehend that notion. This is seen not only in the previously–mentioned
desire to be forced into learning, but also in their complaints that there was not enough
of “every-day language” during the lessons, which suggests that they expect to be
taught everything in school. On the other side, there are students who showed that they
were able to exploit the language relatedness of English and French and were able to
use that knowledge for autonomous work at home (online search tools). According to
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the CEFR they are thus developing skills that range from intercultural awareness (2001:
103) to heuristic skills (ibid.: 108).
The third part, the observations, showed that there were differences in teaching English
and French, which could be seen in the mother-tongue vs. foreign-language ratio.
During French, the mother tongue was used more than during English, by the students
and by the teachers. Within each language there were differences related to the
proficiency level: the amount of the mother tongue was decreasing with the increase of
the proficiency. All of the lessons were examples of a reasonable use of the mother
tongue by the teachers, who themselves were good models for the students.
This research topic is very extensive, but we needed to limit to only a part of it for the
purpose of this thesis. Despite being very interesting for research, conducting the
research itself was not an easy task. The most difficult part was to get teachers involved
in it, which reflects in the number of replies for the online teachers’ questionnaire. We
were hoping that an online version, which is more visually appealing and less timeconsuming, would result in a relatively high number of answers. If that had been the
case, we would have been able to draw more conclusions from it.
We were happy to have found the teachers who decided to cooperate with us for the
students’ questionnaire and observations, as we know that having an outsider in the
classroom is not pleasant per default. With a large number of student participants, we
were able to produce several visual representations and lists that will hopefully offer an
insight into the classrooms of English/French and the use of Slovene. A default, which
showed only after the research was concluded, was the second question. The students
were asked to tell what the most difficult part of English/French was. There were four
examples provided in the brackets in order to help them, but later on, it was not clear
whether the majority listed the categories that were in those brackets, or whether they
were providing categories of their own. Since they named more categories than merely
those three, we cannot claim with complete certainty that the students were influenced
by our examples.
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With this master thesis we aspire to contribute to the research of the mother-tongue use
in the classroom, more specifically to its use in Slovene grammar schools. We hope that
the thesis successfully portrays functions and the use of the mother tongue in our
foreign-language classrooms and encourages others, who deal with this topic, to explore
some more. According to the English proficiency index from 2015, Slovenia occupies
sixth place in English skills in the world, which only confirms that we have a good
programme of foreign-language learning. Hopefully, that achievement can motivate
other researchers to explore the mother tongue’s role is in accomplishing that success.
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10 SOMMAIRE
Introduction
La place qu’occupe la langue maternelle dans l’enseignement des langues étrangères a
changée au fil des années, ce qui confirme l’existence d’une variété des méthodes de
l’enseignement. Dans la méthode directe, la langue maternelle était interdite, alors
qu’aujourd’hui, les enseignants et les apprenants peuvent profiter de l’enseignement
communicatif, qui met en valeur la langue maternelle et les connaissances linguistiques
acquises pendant son acquisition.
Malgré le fait que certains experts dans ce domaine faisaient croire que la langue
maternelle représentait un obstacle pour l’apprentissage d’une langue étrangère, il
n’existe pas de recherches qui pourraient le confirmer. Pourtant il existe des chercheurs
qui ont réussi à montrer qu’un usage judicieux de la langue maternelle peut être très
utile dans la classe. C’est en s’appuyant sur ces études-là que ce travail présente
comment et pourquoi la langue maternelle peut être utilisée afin d’améliorer la qualité
de l’enseignement et de l’apprentissage.
La partie empirique du travail étudie la relation entre le slovène tant que la langue
maternelle et l’anglais/le français, exprimée par les enseignants et les apprenants. Cette
partie a été effectuée à l’aide de trois manières et a été fondée sur cinq hypothèses.
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Méthodologie
Avec la section empirique nous avons souhaité donner un aperçu de l’usage de la langue
maternelle dans les classes d’anglais et de français. Le but principal était de voir quand
et comment les enseignants et les apprenants se sont servis de la langue maternelle et,
par conséquent, voir aussi s’il y avait des différences entre l’enseignement des deux
langues étrangères.
Les hypothèses étaient suivantes :
1. Les enseignants sont en général en faveur de la langue maternelle.
2. Il y a des différences dans l’enseignement de l’anglais et du français.
3. Les apprenants ne considèrent pas l’anglais comme une langue difficile.
4. Les apprenants considèrent le français comme une langue difficile.
5. La majorité des apprenants sont en faveur de l’usage de la langue maternelle.
Les données ont été obtenues de trois manières :
1. Un questionnaire en ligne a été créé et envoyé à tous les lycées de Ljubljana où
des enseignants donnent des cours d’anglais et de français et dont nous avons pu
trouver les contacts sur internet (en total : environ 65 enseignants).
2. Un questionnaire a été donné aux étudiants au début de chaque leçon, parce que
nous voulions obtenir des réponses honnêtes sans que les étudiants se sentent
guidés par les questions.
3. Nous avons observé les cours d’anglais et de français afin de voir quand et
comment la langue maternelle est utilisée par les enseignants ainsi que par les
apprenants dans des situations différentes. Les feuilles d’observations sont
fondées sur celles de Mulec (2001 : 22).
Toutes les réponses ont été recueillies manuellement, à l’exception du questionnaire en
ligne, ce qui veut dire que nous avons muni les étudiants avec des questions et du papier
pour les réponses. Après, nous avons rassemblé toutes les réponses et nous les avons
classées dans un tableau Excel (pour le tableau complet voir chapitre APPENDIX). Les
données ont été insérées dans des colonnes intitulées, ce qui a facilité l’emploi des
fonctions et des filtres pour l’analyse. La création des diagrammes et tableaux ne posait
pas de problèmes après le processus décrit ci-dessus. Nous avons délibérément choisi le
slovène pour les questionnaires, parce que notre souhait était de créer un environnement
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confortable pour les étudiants, afin qu’ils puissent répondre sans inhibitions.
Partie théorique
La partie théorique est composée de cinq chapitres principaux, qui donnent une vue
d’ensemble de la littérature recherchée pour ce travail (le début : chapitre 2 MOTHER
TONGUE).
Langue maternelle
La langue maternelle est un phénomène complexe qui est difficile à définir, alors nous
nous appuyons sur les auteurs qui ont tenu compte de cette complexité et en ont fourni
une définition détaillée. Les auteurs Cuq et Gruca (2003: 92-98) et Castellotti (2001:
21-23) énumèrent plusieurs critères auxquels on devrait faire attention.
Pour Casttelotti, le critère étymologique, le temps d’acquisition et la fonction de la
langue en relation avec l’identité personnelle sont importants. Cuq et Gruca soulignent
plus particulièrement l’importance du temps d’acquisition, mais aussi de la manière
dont l’apprentissage/l’acquisition de la langue s’est déroulé/e.
Suite à ces critères, il existe plusieurs expressions pour parler de la langue maternelle :
langue source, langue native, langue de référence et langue première, dont les
différences sont expliquées par Castellotti (ibid. : 22-24).
Vu que tout au long de l’histoire de l’enseignement des langues étrangères, on cherchait
à trouver la place de la langue maternelle, ce travail inclut la représentation des deux cas
extrêmes de son usage pour montrer comment cela se passait dans les vraies classes.
Stern (1992 : 179) donne le tableau de ces deux dimensions, qu’il appelle the
intralingual et crosslingual dimensions. Il propose aussi une liste des techniques dont
on peut se servir pour chaque dimension, soulignant surtout que the crosslingual
dimension (connue aussi comme la méthode directe) ne consiste pas que de la
traduction.
Choisir la bonne méthode n’est pas simple car, d’après Skela (1992 : 1970) il faut tenir
compte de plusieurs facteurs (e.g. âge, motivation, but, etc.). Dodson (1967 : 59)
propose ainsi l’éclectisme ; de prendre le mieux de chaque méthode (quelques-unes sont
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décrites dans le chapitre 5 - LANGUAGE TEACHING).
Ce travail décrit aussi, en exemple, l’enseignement linguistique à L’École française de
Middlebury, où l’emploi de la langue maternelle de l’apprenant n’est pas permis. Cette
école, fondée en 1916 dans le Vermont (aux EU), offre sept semaines de cours intensif
en langue française, en totale immersion.
La méthode bilingue de Dodson (1967) qui constitue une autre approche
d’apprentissage de la langue, est aussi ici présentée, en exemple de la dimension qui
permet l’emploi de la langue maternelle afin d’atteindre ce que Dodson appelle « le vrai
bilinguisme » (1967 : 90). Pour y arriver, il souligne que l’apprenant de la langue
première se distingue de l’apprenant de la langue seconde (voir Table 2) et propose sa
méthode bilingue, qui comprend sept étapes.
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Langue étrangère
Quant à la langue étrangère, il faut préciser que les termes langue étrangère et langue
seconde sont ici employés de la manière interchangeable, car la situation en Slovénie est
telle que l’anglais est la première langue étrangère que les enfants apprennent (le
français est ainsi considéré comme L3). Néanmoins, les termes sont très clairs dans la
pédagogie où la langue étrangère est la langue utilisée que dans les classes seulement
(Čok et al. : 1998 : 42).
L’apprentissage de la L3 (dans notre cas le français), qui vient après L2, peut
progressivement devenir plus lié à la L2 qu’à la langue maternelle d’après Hofer (2015 :
61).
Pendant l’apprentissage de la langue étrangère, apparaît aussi un autre phénomène
connu sous le nom d’interlangue. Comme le définit Vogel (1995, dans Castellotti 2001 :
70), c’est la langue étrangère avec des éléments de la langue maternelle. L’interlangue
nous permet de voir comment la langue maternelle influence la langue étrangère
(CARLA).
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Langue maternelle dans la classe de la langue étrangère
Cook (2008 : 181) offre une explication au fait que la langue maternelle a été longtemps
considérée comme un obstacle, sans que cela soit étayé.
Akinson (1987 : 242-246) et Kramsch (1984 : 72-74) ont dressé des listes qui montrent
les avantages de l’emploi de la langue maternelle dans la classe.
Atkinson explique que la langue maternelle est utile pour:
1. stimuler la langue
2. vérifier la compréhension
3. donner des consignes
4. faire coopérer les apprenants
5. discuter la méthodologie de la classe
6. présenter et renforcer la langue
7. vérifier le sens
8. tester
9. développer les stratégies utiles pour l’apprentissage des langues
Pour Kramsch, la langue maternelle a trois fonctions principales dans la classe :
1. communicative
2. régulatrice
3. métalinguistique
Les deux auteurs discutent aussi de l’importance de limiter l’emploi de la langue
maternelle afin d’éviter les inconvénients, qui pourraient conduire les apprenants à ne
plus traiter la classe comme un environnement où ils devraient employer la langue
étrangère.
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Enseignement des langues
L’existence de différentes méthodes et approches est un signe de l’évolution dans
l’enseignement des langues. Une bonne connaissance de cette évolution peut avoir un
effet bénéfique sur le processus de l’enseignement.
Pour cette raison, ce travail offre la description de cinq méthodes :
1. méthode traditionnelle
2. méthode directe
3. méthode audio-orale
4. méthode SGAV
5. l’enseignement communicatif
Chaque description comprend six catégories :
1. buts principaux
2. relation entre l’enseignant et l’apprenant
3. compétences orales et écrites
4. enseignement de la grammaire
5. enseignement du vocabulaire
6. rôle de la langue maternelle
Les descriptions sont fondées sur les textes de Larsen-Freeman (2000 : 17-47, 128-132),
Cuq et Gruca (2003 : 233-240) et Johnson (2001 : 163-168).
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Cadre européen commun de référence pour les langues (CECRL)
Ce chapitre est le dernier chapitre théorique et nous abordons ici l’influence du
document intitulée Cadre européen commun de référence pour les langues (CECRL) sur
l’enseignement des langues en Europe et particulièrement en Slovénie.
La Slovénie est un pays jeune, qui a gagné son indépendance en 1991 et en 2004, la
Slovénie est entrée l’Union Européenne (UE). L’une des caractéristiques de l’UE est
l’attention qu’elle consacre aux langues, notamment aux concepts de plurilinguisme et
multilinguisme. Pour promouvoir les langues et leur apprentissage, le Conseil de
l’Europe a créé le CECRL, qui offre aussi six niveaux de références pour les langues
(du A1 au C2).
Le CECRL privilégie la perspective actionnelle car :
[…] elle considère avant tout l’usager et l’apprenant d’une langue comme des acteurs sociaux
ayant à accomplir des tâches (qui ne sont pas seulement langagières) dans des circonstances et
un environnement donnés, à l’intérieur d’un domaine d’action particulier. Si les actes de parole
se réalisent dans des activités langagières, celles-ci s’inscrivent elles-mêmes à l’intérieur
d’actions en contexte social qui seules leur donnent leur pleine signification.
(CECRL 2001 : 15)

C’est la raison pour laquelle Roulet soutient l’enseignement communicatif, car c’est
l’approche qui, d’après lui, « munit l’apprenant d’instruments heuristiques » (1980 :
83).
Ce chapitre inclut aussi ces paragraphes du document qui touchent l’emploi de la langue
maternelle. En général, le CECRL est en faveur de l’emploi raisonnable de la langue
maternelle et il souligne aussi son importance pour chaque individu (2001: 82).
L’influence du CECRL en Slovénie se voit dans les deux programmes nationaux pour
l’enseignement de l’anglais et du français au lycée. Les programmes définissent le rôle
des deux langues étrangères dans le système scolaire et dans l’environnement et ils
prescrivent la bonne méthode d’enseignement afin d’atteindre les buts du CECRL, qui
sert comme un document de base pour l’enseignement secondaire des langues
étrangères en Slovénie.
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Résultats
La partie théorique est suivie par les résultats de la section empirique pour l’anglais et le
français, effectuée en trois parties.
Questionnaire pour les enseignants :
1. Quelle est votre opinion sur l'emploi de la langue maternelle pendant le cours
des langues ?
2. Si vous enseignez les deux langues : est-ce qu'il y a une différence dans la
manière dont vous employez la langue maternelle pour chaque langue ?
3. Rappelez-vous de vos enseignants des langues étrangères au lycée. Utilisaientils la langue maternelle ? Si oui, dites comment. Vous l'avez trouvé justifiée ?
4. Est-ce que vous avez établi un contrat didactique avec vos élèves où vous
prescrivez l'emploi du slovène pendant le cours ? Si oui, décrivez-la un peu.
5. Quelle partie de l'enseignement d'anglais/du français trouvez-vous si difficile
qu'il serait plus simple pour les apprenants si vous utilisiez la langue
maternelle ?
6. Depuis combien de temps enseignez-vous ?
7. Quelle langue enseignez-vous ?
Questionnaire pour les lycéens :
1. Est-ce que tu trouves l'anglais/le français difficile ?
2. Malgré ta réponse précédente, écris quelle partie de l'apprentissage de
l’anglais/du français tu trouves le plus difficile. (Compréhension orale,
compréhension écrite, vocabulaire, grammaire, etc.).
3. Penses-tu qu’il serait bien que la langue maternelle soit interdite pendant le
cours (valable pour les enseignants et pour les apprenants) ?
3a. Pourquoi ?
4. Quand est-ce que, d'après toi, l'enseignante préfère utiliser le slovène plutôt que
l'anglais/le français ?
5. Quand est-ce que l'emploi de la langue maternelle ne te plaît-elle pas ?
6. Si tu apprends les deux langues, dis-moi si tu utilises l'anglais pour t'aider avec
le français. Explique comment.
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Pour les feuilles d'observation, remplies pour chaque classe, voir APPENDIX.
À l’exception de l’hypothèse 5, elles ont été toutes confirmées. Les enseignants sont en
général en faveur de l’emploi de la langue maternelle, avec certaines limites, c’est-àdire qu’ils l’utilisent plus avec les débutants afin de rendre l’apprentissage et
l’enseignement plus faciles. Son emploi diminue progressivement. Il existe les
différences entre l’enseignement de l’anglais et du français, qui sont liées à un contact
plus faible avec le français, ce qui se reflète aussi dans les différences de la
connaissance de l’anglais et du français dans la classe. Le fait que les apprenants sont
plus exposés à l’anglais à l’extérieur de la classe et que la durée de l’apprentissage se
prononce en faveur d’anglais, qui est la première langue étrangère en Slovénie, peut
expliquer pourquoi il n’a pas été considérée difficile par les étudiants. La majorité de
ceux qui apprennent le français ont dit qu’il était difficile.
L’hypothèse 5 n’a été confirmée que partiellement, parce que les résultats ont montré
que parmi ceux qui pensaient que l’anglais était facile, la majorité était contre l’emploi
de la langue maternelle.
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Conclusion
L’étude, qui est composée de trois parties, montre que le slovène est présent dans les
classes d’anglais et de français des lycées de Ljubljana. Grace à cette étude, nous avons
pu confirmer quatre hypothèses sur cinq.
Les enseignants ont confirmé qu’ils étaient en faveur de l’emploi de la langue
maternelle, mais en soulignant que cet usage de la langue maternelle devrait diminuer
avec le progrès des étudiants. Le rôle de la langue maternelle dans leurs classes est
plutôt perçu comme un facilitateur. Si nous considérons les deux listes concernant
l’usage, proposées par Atkinson et Kramsch, nous pouvons constater que les
enseignants sont au courant de ce qu’est un usage raisonnable.
Vu que le français est beaucoup moins présent en Slovénie que l’anglais, il est logique
que les enseignants adaptent, selon cette considération, la fréquence de l’anglais ou du
français pendant le cours.
En ce qui concerne le contrat didactique, la majorité des enseignants ne l’utilise pas,
mais il n’est pas possible de constater si cela est dû à leur propre décision ou au fait
qu’ils ne connaissent pas ce concept.
Les étudiants, eux aussi, se sont déclarés pour l’usage de la langue maternelle en classe.
Lié au contact avec les deux langues étrangères, ils ont confirmé les thèses que le
français est perçu comme une langue difficile, alors que l’anglais ne l’est pas. Les
étudiants des deux langues ont dit que la grammaire, suivie de peu par le vocabulaire et
la compréhension orale, sont les parties les plus difficiles de l’apprentissage.
La chose la plus surprenante qui est apparue pendant l’étude est le nombre de ceux qui
ont dit qu’ils voulaient être forcés d’apprendre la langue étrangère par la prohibition
absolue de la langue maternelle.
Les observations des cours ont montré que la langue maternelle était employée, mais
que les cas d’emploi étaient très spécifiques. L’usage de la langue maternelle dépendait
du sujet, du niveau de la classe et des activités. Dans toutes les classes, les enseignantes
ont essayé, la plupart du temps, d’utiliser la langue étrangère.
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Le sujet de ce travail est intéressant et vaste, mais il reste bien sûr encore de nombreuses
observations et études à mener afin de constater le rôle de la langue maternelle dans les
classes de langues étrangères. Avec ce travail, nous espérons avoir contribué à éclairer
ce sujet, et nous souhaitons que d’autres chercheurs puissent examiner quel est le rôle
du slovène dans notre pays, classé 6ème dans la plus grande étude mondiale sur les
compétences en anglais (EF 2015).
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APPENDIX
Appendix 1: Observations Sheets

Figure 1: Observation sheet (ENG); year 1
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Figure 2: Observation sheet (ENG); year 1
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Figure 3: Observation sheet (ENG); year 3
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Figure 4: Observation sheet (ENG); year 4
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Figure 5: Observation sheet (ENG); year 4

77

Figure 6: Observation sheet (FR); year 1
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Figure 7: Observation sheet (FR); year 1
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Figure 8: Observation sheet (FR); year 3
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Figure 9: Observation sheet (FR); year 3
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Figure 10: Observation sheet (FR); year 4
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Figure 11: Observation sheet (FR); year 4
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Appendix 2: Excel Tables
Excel tables for English and French, containing the students’ answers are available in
the online format.

Delovni list programa
Microsoft Excel

Delovni list programa
Microsoft Excel

Table for the English part

Table for the French part
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Appendix 3: Examples of students' answers
ENGLISH (1st, 3rd and 4th year)
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FRENCH (1st, 3rd and 4th year)
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