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Back on target: repositioning the
status of target language in MFL
teaching and learning
Lynne Meiring and Nigel Norman
Universitv of Wales. Swansea

This paper addresses a major issue in language learning, namely
the proport ion of target language used by teachers and learners
in the MFL classroom. l t  is essential to establ ish a pedagogical
ral ionale for i ts use, as well  as to analyse the pol icy that informs
a n d  d e t e r m i n e s  p r a c t i c e .  T h i s  i s s u e  e m e r g e d  a s  a  k e y
preoccupation in a questionnaire and discussions with teachers
in partnership schools involved in rnit ial  teacher training. During
the  academic  year  1997-98 there  were  d iscuss ions  w i th  22
schools in 4 LEAs, and 46 teachers completed the questionnaire.
In the l ight of the foregoing, we propose slrategies for judicious
use o f  the  ta rge t  language,  inc lud ing  pup i l  use ,  as  par t  o f  an
overal l  dr ive towards more effect ive teaching and learning.

INTRODUCTION

T h e  i s s u e  o f  t a r g e t  l a n g u a g e  u s e  e m e r g e d
decis ive ly  on the MFL agenda in schools wi th the
in t roduc t i on  o f  GCSE in  1988 .  The  d i v i s i on  o f
language teaching into four discrete skil ls at that
t i m e  n e c e s s i t a t e d  i t s  u s e  a s  a  c e n t r a l
methodological  feature in  at  least  50% of  these
ski l ls ,  namely l is tening and speaking.  Al though
there had been previous in i t ia t ives such as the
Direct  Method.  wi th i ts  advocacy of  to ta l  target
language use,  and audio- l ingual /v isual ,  wi th an
e m p h a s i s  o n  d r i l l i n g  a n d  r e p e t i t i o n ,  t a r g e t
language use was nevertheless largely rehearsed
a n d  a u t o m a t i s e d .  I n  t h e o r y ,  c o m m u n i c a t i v e
language teaching advocated a more spontaneous,
improvised oral/aural register. Hall iwell and Jones
(  l99 l  :  I  )  refer  to  the seminal  s tatement  in  the
National Curriculum proposals (DES/WO, 1990: 6):

Communicating in a foreign language must
involve both teachers and pupils using the
target  language as the normal  means oJ '
communicat ion.  Indeed th is  is  essent ia l  i f
the object ives. . .are to be achieved.  (para.
3.  I  8) .  (our  i ta l ics)

There was, however, a tension between policy and
practice, for the change ushered in by GCSE and
s u b s e q u e n t l y  e n s h r i n e d  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l
Curriculum represented an enormous challenge for
teachers, many of whom had previously operated
p redominan t l y  i n  t he  mo the r  t ongue  (L l ) .  I n

addition to this, research findings on the benefits
o f  t a r g e t  l a n g u a g e  u s e  h a v e  b e e n  l e s s  t h a n
conclus ive.  Thus,  an analys is  of  the context  and
historical development of this question and of its
impact upon classroom practice is needed, so as
to re- focus at tent ion on the centra l  issues and
teaching strategies implied. The statutory position
provides an appropriate point of departure.

THE STATUTORY POSITION

Although the use of the target language emerged
as a focus for attention in the National Curriculum
(DES/WO. 1990) its roots can be traced back to
the Direct  Method.  This represented a react ion
against the Grammar-Translation Method, together
with its preoccupation with formal accuracy and
analysis and use of the mother tongue. Central to
the Direct Method was the premium placed on the
target  language as the medium of  inst ruct ion,  a
fea tu re  wh i ch  ga ined  renewed  p rom inence  i n
communicat ive language teaching.  In  turn,  th is
i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  m e t h o d o l o g y  o f  t h e  g r a d e d
objectives movement and subsequently GCSE with
i t s  emphas i s  on  the  fou r  sk i l l s  and  p rac t i ca l
commun ica t i on  ( see  HMSO,  1985 :  1 :  2 .1 ) .

From our discussions with teachers. it is clear
that concerns about the target language relate to
both teacher and pupi l  use.  These can again be
traced back to the Nat ional  Curr icu lum and the
requirements of  GCSE. In the sect ion on good
p rac t i ce  (DES/WO,  1990 :  58 ) ,  sub -sec t i on  10 .7
deals with the target language as the normal means
of  communicat ion in  the c lassroom. I t  s tates:  'The

natural use of the target language for virtually all
communicat ion is  a sure s ign of  a good modern
l a n g u a g e  c o u r s e . '  T h i s  " n o r m a l  m e a n s  o f
c o m m u n i c a t i o n "  i s  l i m i t e d  b y  t h e  a r t i f i c i a l
cons t ra in t s  o f  t he  c l ass room,  whe re  p rac t i ca l
communication is in any case largely determined
by  a  c l ea r l y  de f i ned  env i ronmen t .

By the time of the revised National Curriculum
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"An

interest ing
shift of
emphasis
emerges . . .
advocat ing
that pupi ls
should
explore the
differences
between the
mother
tongue and
the target
l a n g u a g e . "

(D fE /WO,  1995 )  t he  p roposa l  t ha t  t he  t a rge t
language be the natural means of communication
had been subsumed into the Programme of Study,
Part I "Learning and using the target language"
and Part  I I ,  "Areas of  exper ience" (broad topic
areas that provide contexts for learning and using
the target language at each key stage). As Macaro
points out (Macaro, 1997: 19), opportunities for
pupil use of the target language are a defining
feature of the Programme of Study. This pupil use
of the target language was referred to in the earlier
document of Non-Statutory Guidance (NCC, 1992:
B I ) :  " I T h e  N a t i o n a l  C u r r i c u l u m ]  e x t e n d s
oppo r tun i t i es  and  expe r i ences  fo r  pup i l s  by
promoting maximum use of the target language."

ln the current National Curriculum for England
(DfEE/QCA, 1999) the emphasis on learning and
using the target  language is  fur ther  d imin ished,
s ince there is  no expl ic i t  sub-heading as in  the
1995 version. But the "Note about using the target
language" never theless st rongly advocates i ts
extensive use:  "Pupi ls  are expected to use and
respond to the target language" (DfEE/QCA, 1999:
16 ) .  Th i s  i s  f u r t he r  unde r l i ned  i n  t he  sec t i on
"Breadth of  s tudy"  (DfEE/QCA, 1999:17) :

a. communicating in the target language in
pairs and groups and with their teacher;

f using the target language creatively and
imaginatively;

h .  us ing  the  ta rge t  l anguage  fo r  rea l
purposes. (our italics)

The current National Curriculum for MFL in Wales
(ACCAC, 2000: 6) refers to the target language rn
the  Focus  S ta temen t ,  wh i ch  unde rp ins  t he
Programme of Study: 'they 

[pupils] should take
part in integrated activities inlhe target language,
wh ich  enab le  t hem to  demons t ra te  i nc reas ing
confidence in understanding speech and written
text ,  wi th in a range of  contexts (our  i ta l ics) . '  A
stronger statement appears at the end of the Focus
Statement  (p.7) :  'Pupi ls  should be expected and
encou raged  to  use  and  respond  to  t he  t a rge t
language for most of the time. English or Welsh
may be required, but should only be used when
necessary '  (our  i ta l ics) .  An interest ing shi f t  o f
emphasis emerges in  both vers ions,  advocat ing
that pupils should explore the differences between
the mother tongue and the target language. In the
National Curriculum for England this comparison
is used as an example of when English should be
used. This allows a less slavish adherence to target
language and arguably contr ibutes to l inguist ic
awareness,  which wi l l  be developed through a
comparat ive study of  language.  As Rendal l  (1998:
48) puts it: ' If English pupils are not schooled in
the characteristics of their own language before
they come into their f irst foreign language lesson,
how are they to be expected to deal  wi th such
inconsistencies in  thei r  own language?'  These
inconsistencies become highly  s igni f icant  when
learning a fore ign language,  as Rendal l  notes,
c i t ing Ringbom, 1988:  'The learner 's  knowledge of

L l . . . forms a basic  resource to which the learner ,
in  the in i t ia l  s tages of  learn ing,  can turn in  h is
m a k i n g  u s e  o f  g e n e r a l  l a n g u a g e  p r i n c i p l e s '
(Rendall, 1998: 7). Raising language awareness and
suppo r t  i n  t a rge t  l anguage  l ea rn ing  th rough
c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  t h e  m o t h e r  t o n g u e  a r e
pedagogically sound reasons for recourse to the
mother  tongue,  a long wi th us ing i t  as an a id to
comprehension.

The  s ign i f i cance  o f  t he  p r i nc ip le  o f  t a rge t
l a n g u a g e  u s e  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l
Curriculum is similarly evidenced in GCSE. One of
the aims of the syllabus for WJEC (WJEC, 1998: I)
is: ' to develop the abil ity to understand and use
French  e f f ec t i ve l y  f o r  pu rposes  o f  p rac t i ca l
communicat ion. '  The assessment  object ives for
l is tening and responding and speaking at  both
foundation and higher tier imply extensive use of
t h e  t a r g e t  l a n g u a g e ,  e . g .  3 . 3 . 2  S p e a k i n g :
'Candidates wi l l  be expected to:  -  in i t ia te and
maintain conversations (foundation) and - express
and justify ideas and points of view' (higher). More
signi f icant  perhaps is  the inc lus ion of  target
language rubrics in the revised GCSE examination
syllabus (WJEC,1998:47). The natural use of these
in the classroom will impact directly upon teaching
m e t h o d o l o g y  ( i . e .  t e a c h e r  u s e  o f  t h e  t a r g e t
language) as well as pupils' performance in the
examinat ion.  Norman (1998:  49)  summarises the
interrelationship between the National Curriculum
and GCSE and thei r  in f luence on teachins and
learning:

... one has a situation in England and Wales
in which the examination (GCSE) assumes
the ro le of  methodological  in termediary,
m a k i n g  e x p l i c i t  n a t i o n a l l y  p r e s c r i b e d
p roposa l s  (NC)  i n  t he  deve lopmen t  o f
app rop r i a te  t es t  f o rms ,  wh i ch  i n  t u rn
directly determine classroom method.

The gradual  sh i f t  in  pol icy f rom the posi t ive
endorsement of target language use as "the normal
means of communication" to a measured inclusion
of the mother tongue may simply reflect the reality
of  c lassroom l i fe  and the increasing in terest  in
literacy and more formalised language awareness.
Acco rd ing l y ,  l ess  t a rge t  l anguage  use  wou ld
paradoxically have renewed pedagogical benefit
by virtue of comparison of Ll andL2 - signall ing
not so much a return to "grammar translation" as
a redefinit ion of the communicative approach lsee
Pachler, 2000:22-31).

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Whi ls t  the statutory posi t ion promoted target
l anguage  use  as  a  na tu ra l  componen t  o f
communicative language teaching, the messages
from research were less conclusive. In his summary
(2000: l 74) ofthe research into teacher use oftarget
l anguage  Maca ro  i den t i f i es  t h ree  pos i t i ons .
A l t hough  none  o f  t hem advoca te  a  re tu rn  t o
e x t e n s i v e  u s e  o f  m o t h e r  t o n g u e  t h e y  d o
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nevertheless represent  a range of  emphases.  He
ident i f ies three d is t inct  categor ies:

.  T o t a l  E x c l u s i o n  o r ' V i r t u a l ' .  w h i c h
advocates exclusive use of target language
(Chambers,  F.  (1991);  Krashen and Terre l l
( 1988 ) ;  F rey  (1988 ) ) ;

.  M a x i m a l i s t  -  e x t e n s i v e  u s e  o f  t a r g e t
language,  but  over looking any negat ive
impact  of  mother  tongue (Sel iger  (1983);
Macdona ld  (1993 ) ;  Ha l l iwe l l  and  Jones
( l ee l ) ) ;

.  Opt imal  Use appropr iate use of  target
language with acknowledgement of pitfalls
(Pat t ison (  1987);  Cook (  1991 ) ;  E l l is  (  1984);
D i ckson  (1992 ) ,  Maca ro  (1991 ) ;  Cohen
(1998 ) ;  Hagen  (1992 ) ;  Ha rbo rd  (1992 ) ;
Phil l ipson (1992)).

An additional consideration that impacts upon the
s e c o n d  a n d  t h i r d  o f  t h e s e  p o s i t i o n s  i s  t h e
signi f icant  ro le of  L1 both as the language of
thought  (Cohen,  1988) and for  code-swi tch ing
(Hagen,  1992).  This  g ives r ise to the s igni f icance
of LllL2 connections or associations, whereby L1
becomes  a  key  "p rocess ing  mechan i sm"  f o r
making sense of the foreign language. Research
by Kern (1994), although it is restricted to reading
a  F r e n c h  t e x t ,  d o e s  h i g h l i g h t  s o m e  o f  t h e
advantages of  such a procedure.  Amongst  the
advantages he cites, as quoted by Macaro (2000:
176), are:

l. The Ll helps with semantic processing, and
permits consolidation of meaning.

2. The L I helps with chunking L2 lexical items
into semantic clusters, a way of attempting
to reduce memory constra ints .

3. The input is converted into more familiar
terms,  enhancing the reader 's  conf idence
and lowering affective barriers.

4.  Menta l  t ranslat ion may help in  c lar i fy ing
the syntactic roles played by lexical items,
ve r i f y i ng  a  ve rb ,  t ense  o r  check ing
comprehension.

The posi t ion adopted on th is  depends upon the
pe rcep t i on  o f  t he  re la t i ve  con t r i bu t i on  o f  L l
intervention into the L2 environment and the extent
to which i t  ass is ts  or  detracts f rom the learn ing
p rocess .  I n  t h i s  con tex t  Maca ro  (2000 :  177  )
summarises the potential benefit to learners of L 1:

l .  Beginners use the L l  to  help them decode
text.

2. Beginners and more advanced learners use
the  L l  t o  he lp  t hem r . r r i t e  t ex r .

3.  L l  tends to be the language of  thought ,
unless the learner is very advanced or is in
the target country.

Turning to a very different approach, we should
not  over look the contr ibut ion that  Krashen (1988)
has  made  to  t a rge t  l anguage  resea rch  i n  h i s
a d v o c a c y  o f  " c o m p r e h e n s i b l e  i n p u t "  a n d  a
" n a t u r a l  a p p r o a c h "  ( a c q u i s i t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n

learning). However, his account is very one-sided
and furthermore "learners are capable of learning
and using metalingual knowledge to a far greater
extent  than Krashen a l lows for"  (El l is ,  1990:  60) .
El l is  emphasises (  1990:  59) :

The 'Natural approach' rejects any attempt
to shape the main process of  acquis i t ion
through the systemat ic  presentat ion and
practice of the l inguistic code.

G i v e n  t h e  d i v e r s i t y  o f  t h e s e  p o s i t i o n s ,  i t  i s
important to establish a balance in the matter of
communication and its role in language teaching,
which has become unduly polar ised.  Acquis i t ion,
the natural approach and maximum exposure to
the  ta rge t  l anguage  mus t  a l l ow  fo r  l ea rn ing
strategies, which may also embrace form-focused
ins t ruc t i on ,  consc ious ,  app rop r i a te  use  o f  t he
m o t h e r  t o n g u e  ( L l )  a n d  t h e  c o n s e q u e n t
connections and associations to be made between
L1 and L2.  Whi ls t  accept ing the s igni f icance of
the role of the mother tongue it should not negate
the  bene f i t  o f  wha t  Maca ro  re fe rs  t o  as  t he
"opt imal  use posi t ion" ,  nor  as an open inv i tat ion
to indiscr iminate use of  L l .

In  th is  context  i t  is  in terest ing that  OFSTED
(1993;  c i ted in  Macaro,  1997:  16)  ment ioned that
' t he  i nc reased  use  o f  t a rge t  l anguage  by  t he
teachers led to improved standards.' At the time
o f  O F S T E D ' s  c o m m e n t s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  t a r g e t
language use by teachers was a central feature of
methodological  debate,  turn ing on the Nat ional
Curriculum proposal that: 'The natural use of the
target language for virtually all communication rs
a sure sign of a good modern language course.'
This  prompted a ser ies of  ar t ic les on the topic
throughout the early 1990s (Peck. 1990; Franklin,
1990 ;  Chambers ,  F . ,  1991 ;  Chambers ,  G . ,  1992 ;
A t k i n s o n ,  1 9 9 3 ;  P a g e ,  1 9 9 3 ;  H a m i l t o n ,  1 9 9 4 ;
Woods  and  Nea the r .  19941 '  Maca ro ,  1995 ;  and
Powell, 1996). The teacher use of target language
subsequently became less of an issue in the latter
part of the decade and was replaced by a shift to
consideration of pupil use of target language (see
James et  a | . ,1999).  Empir ica l  ev idence referred to
by Macaro (2000:  184)  supports  the benef i ts  of
pupi l  use of  target  language:  'Only through the
lea rne r  us ing  L2  can  s /he  ach ieve  s t ra teg i c
communicative competence', and he reaffirms 'a

basic beliefthat learners' use ofthe L2 is conducive
to successfu l  learn ing '  (2000:  183) .

Based on the research ev idence an ongoing
priority must be to establish the benefit of pupil
use of target language and ways of maximising it.
Strategies for achieving this wil l begin to address
the key issue identif ied by OFSTED (Dobson, 1998:
2 ) :  ' t he  deve lopmen t  o f  t he  use  o f  t he  t a rge t
language by pupi ls , '  but  i t  is  a lso the case that
'many pupils in both key stages are reluctant to
use  i t  [ t a rge t  l anguage ] ' (Dobson , l 998 :  1 ) .

On the one hand,  i t  would appear that  the
p r i n c i p l e  o f  e x c l u s i v e  t a r g e t  l a n g u a g e  u s e
o v e r l o o k s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  m o t h e r  t o n s u e  l n

"an  ongo ing
prior i ty must

be to
establ ish the

benef i t  of
pup i l  use  o f

target
language and

ways of
max imis ing

i t .  "
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"a need for
strategies to
encourage
pup i l  use  o f
the target
language"

developing language awareness and in helping to
make sense ofthe learning process. Learners need
to have recourse to a range of strategies which
inc lude compar ison of  L l  and L2.  On the other
hand. research is inconclusive on the benefits of
teacher use of  target  language.  Clear ly  current
methodology is shift ing to embrace both Ll and
L2 use, and it is necessary to develop appropriate
strategies to respond to this shift ing emphasis.

DEVELOPING STRATEGIES FOR
PUPIL USE OF TARGET
LANGUAGE

I n  sp i t e  o f  t eache rs '  bes t  e f f o r t s  t o  pu rsue  a
practice of maximum use of target language, the
f indings of  the OHMCI survey (James et  a l . ,1999:
1)  on pupi ls '  speaking sk i l ls  must  sure ly  make
d i scou rag ing  read ing .  The  repo r t  i den t i f i ed
speaking as the weakest ofthe four language skil ls:

Pupils' abil ity to speak the target language
(TL) was unsat is factory in  just  over  hal f
the lessons seen, and good only in a small
minority of schools. Few are able to use it
spontaneously and f luent ly .

Whilst acknowledging this, however, it must be
a p p r e c i a t e d  t h a t  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  p u p i l s '
speaking sk i l ls  wi l l  never  be commensurate wi th
the output from the teacher. As Chambers, F. ( 1991 :
30)  points out :

The asymmetry in  teacher and pupi l  FL
( fore ign language) output  must  be fu l ly
a c k n o w l e d g e d  a n d  a c c e p t e d  b y  t h e
teache r . . .

. . .There is  ev idence that  pupi ls  do not
spon taneous l y  respond  i n  t he  f o re ign
language, even if the teacher manages the
lesson in the foreign language.

In addition to teacher-pupil interchanges, however,
there is pupil-teacher and pupil-pupil interactron.
A s  P a c h l e r  a n d  F i e l d  ( 2 0 0 1 :  9 9 )  e x p l a i n ,  t h e
s t ruc tu red  p rog ress ion  adop ted  by  mos t
depa r tmen ts  t o  t a rge t  l anguage  deve lopmen t
con t r i bu tes  s i gn i f i can t l y  t o  t eache r  use  and
passive understanding of the target language by
the pupils. It does not have the same impact on
pupil-teacher and pupil-pupil interaction, despite
the advice of the Non-Statutory Guidance (NCC,
1992: Cl, 1.7) that departmental policy should have
equal regard to pupil use of target language. In
o rde r  t o  ach ieve  th i s  i t  i s  necessa ry  t o  f ocus
systematically on the developmental needs of the
pupils, moving them from automatic and pre-learnt
phrases such as "Excuse me, I don't understand"
a n d  " I ' v e  f o r g o t t e n  m y  e x e r c i s e - b o o k "  t o
spontaneous and indiv idual  use of  language.  As
t h e  N o n - S t a t u t o r y  G u i d a n c e  ( N C C ,  1 9 9 2 )
highl ights,  the chal lenge to teachers is  to  f ind
"ways to encourage pupils to keep using the target
l anguage  when  work ing  i ndependen t l y  o f  t he

teacher"  (NCC, 1992:  C6,4.5) .  A l though th is  may
appear ideal is t ic  i t  is  a lso a goal  towards which
teachers should work.

Macdonald (1993:29)  prov ides a usefu l  pupi l

record sheet for use of the target language, which
shows significant progression to the point where
pupi ls  are able to:  'use a lo t  of  phrases wi thout

[ . . . . . ]  having to th ink about  i t ;  work out  how to
say what  I  want  to ' .

The re  i s  c l ea r l y  a  need  fo r  s t ra teg ies  t o
encourage pupil use of the target language. Within
the context of language practice in the classroom
this is relatively unproblematic, and can range from
bas i c  repe t i t i on  d r i l l s  t o  more  soph i s t i ca ted
information-gap activit ies. Textbooks and course
m a t e r i a l s  a b o u n d  i n  e x a m p l e s  o f  s u c h  p r e -

communicat ive tasks.  The chal lenge is  moving
pupi ls  on to re-apply language for  the general

communication needs of the classroom. Ensuring
that the language is available could be achieved
by monitoring consistently the different language
needs of pupils within the classroom context and
providing appropriate target language equivalents.
This might  a lso inc lude the d isplay ing of  target
language phrases on suitably i l lustrated classroom
wal ls .  Guest  and Pachler  (2001:  100)  suggest  a
" r e q u e s t  b o x " ,  w h e r e b y  p u p i l s  i n d i c a t e  t h e
phrases they need, posting them into a box, and
then these are taught  per iodical ly  to  the whole

class. A system of incentives, particularly at key
stage 3, may help to motivate pupils to make more
extensive use of target language.

At key stage 3 some of the sentences needed
may be too long and complex to be practicable, for
example, " I 've left my book at home. Can I do it on
paper and stick it in my book?" In this instance
pupils should be encouraged to communicate with

a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  b o d y  l a n g u a g e  a n d  s u c h
individual items of vocabulary as are familiar at
that stage. The overwhelming advantage of this
"coping" strategy is that it sets in train the process

of natural communication in the target language.
Thus in the example given in Year 7 pupils might
say,  us ing body language as wel l :  "L ivre -  a la
maison je - 6crivez - ici - dans le l ivre - aprds".
Purists wil l crit icise this approach on the grounds
o f  i ncohe rence  and  i naccu racy ,  bu t  i t  cou ld
s ign i f i can t l y  improve  the  quan t i t y  o f  t a rge t
language attempted by pupils, particularly in the
ea r l y  s tages  o f  l anguage  l ea rn ing .  I t  w i l l  a l so
develop a cruc ia l  process of  exper imentat ion in
t h e  l e a r n e r ,  w h i c h  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  l a n g u a g e
progression. It represents, after all, a drawing upon
several discrete topic areas and a reapplying of
the lex is  in  new s i tuat ions,  which is  sure ly  what
we  a re  t r y i ng  t o  encou rage  i n  l ea rne rs .  The
Nat ional  Curr icu lum (DfE/WO, 1995) recogntses
t h i s  a n d  e n c o u r a g e s  p u p i l s  t o :  " u s e  t h e i r
knowledge to exper iment  wi th language" (DfE/
WO, 1995:  3,3g) .  In  the 199912000 vers ions of  the
National Curriculum this is expressed as: "[use]

language creat ive ly  and imaginat ive ly . "  (DfEE/

3 0 Longuoge Leorning Journol



QCA, 1999:  17;  ACCAC, 2000:  7)  The example
above wil l also develop what James, et at. (1999:
2) refer to as "the skil l  of working out what to say,
e i t he r  i n  response  to  t he  unp red i c tab le  o r  i n
situations requiring autonomy".

Although teachers can provide situations and
opportunities such as the above, the real impetus
will l ie with the motivation of the pupils themselves
to speak.

This is more problematic than it might seem, as
is  ev idenced by f ind ings of  the OHMCI/CILT
project  (James et  a l . ,1999l .2) ,  which amongst  i ts
main findings noted that:

even the most enthusiastic pupils rarely use
the  ta rge t  l anguage  spon taneous l y
amongst  themselves.

The  rea l  r eason  fo r  i t s  p rob lema t i c  na tu re ,
h o w e v e r .  c e n t r e s  u p o n  e n c o u r a g i n g  i n t r i n s i c
motivation in pupils, and Pachler and Field (2001:
195), suggest that "the more imminent the reasons
for wanting to learn, and the more they can be
determined by the learner, the more influential they
a re . "  By  th i s  c r i t e r i on  t he  examp les  g i ven  by
Pachler  and Fie ld (1997:  195)  of  pupi ls  wishing to
tell a penfriend about themselves, and a desire to
complete a challenging task, or win in a competit ive
s i tuat ion would be appropr iate.  However,  the
importance of the classroom environment cannot
be over-estimated. James et al. (1999: 2\ state that
"a stimulating classroom environment and a real
aud ience  can  have  a  marked  impac t  on  the
motivation to speak." Teachers should therefore
be encouraged to create the sor t  of  "cu l tura l

island" that this implies, because of its significant
influence on the motivation of the learner and also
on the use of the target language.

The issue of examination rubrics in the revised
GCSE (WJEC, 1998) has ra ised many concerns.
R e s e a r c h  b y  B u c k b y  (  1 9 9 9 )  i n d i c a t e s  s o m e
con fus ion  amongs t  pup i l s  i n  i n te rp re t i ng  t he
p rec i se  na tu re  o f  t he  ques t i ons  se t .  Teache rs
should be reassured,  however,  by the support
given by examination boards in the form of l ists of
rubrics (see WJEC, 1998: 47). Methodologically
teachers wil l, of course, need to introduce such
phrases in the rubrics gradually, beginning at an
ear ly  s tage and using them progressively  and
consistently in the classroom in order to accustom
learners fully to their use. This should not present
too demanding a task, since most can be readily
i l l us t ra ted  and  i nco rpo ra ted  i n to  eve ryday
c lass room rou t i ne .  More  cha l l eng ing  a re  t he
un fo reseen  rub r i cs ,  wh i ch  requ i re  j ud i c i ous
practice of dictionary use, and this of course has
implications for developing dictionary skil ls. Even
though  these  a re  no  l onge r  requ i red  i n  t he
examina t i on ,  t hey  rema in  a  va l i d  add i t i ona l
language learning skil l .

Although the pupils' use of the target language
should remain a primary goal, one should not lose
sight  of  the s igni f icance of  teacher use of  the
target language. As Macaro clearly indicates, on
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the basis of empirical research we do not yet know
the effects on learning of teaching in the target
language (Macaro,  2000:  184) .

T E A C H E R  U S E  O F  T A R G E T
LANGUAGE: SOME ISSUES

Any discussion of language teaching and learning
will include as defining features the two distinctive
elements of  grammar and communicat ion.  The
Grammar-Translation Method by definit ion implies
ex tens i ve  use  o f  t he  mo the r  t ongue  and  an
ana l y t i ca l  g rasp  o f  s t ruc tu re .  By  con t ras t ,
communicative language teaching's prime purpose
i s  t o  convey  and  unde rs tand  messages  i n  t he
target  language wi th less emphasis on apply ing
sys tems  and  unde rs tand ing  and  t rans fe r r i ng
concep ts .  These  two  appa ren t l y  oppos ing
approaches are reflected to a certain extent in the
distinction between the processes of learning and
acquisit ion that Krashen and Terrell drew in their
theory of the "Natural Approach" (1988).

Although the crit ics would contend (see, for
example,  El l is ,  1994) that  th is  is  unduly s impl is t ic
and  po la r i sed ,  K rashen  and  Te r re l  l ' s
categor isat ion can never theless provide usefu l
provisional working definit ions.

Accordingly ,  learn ing impl ies a conscious,
sc ient i f ic  organis ing pr inc ip le,  which in  turn
p r e s u p p o s e s  h i g h e r  c o g n i t i v e  a b i l i t i e s  t h a t
correspond to appropriate levels of development
and  ma tu r i t y .  Acqu i s i t i on  on  the  o the r  hand
implies exclusive exposure to and use of the target
language without formal instruction.

The  theo ry  o f  acqu i s i t i on  pu t  f o rwa rd
commands a certain measure of init ial appeal. As
they point  out  (Krashen and Terre l l ,  1988:  2 l ) ,
acquisit ion depends upon relevant and interesting
top i cs ,  exp ress ion  o f  emo t i ons ,  f ee l i ngs ,  1ow
anxiety levels, a good rapport with teacher, friendly
relations with other students. The danger of the
formal process of learning l ies in the tendency for
it to beome a subject of study and analysis, rather
than an instrument of communication, and a tool
of  pract ica l  use.  Af fect ive levels  can be ra ised
because  o f  anx ie t y  ove r  accu racy ,  access  to
language can be restricted to pupils who are able
to operate at a higher cognitive level.

F e w  w o u l d  d i s p u t e  t h a t  m o t h e r  t o n g u e
acquis i t ion is  an ef fect ive method of  language
learning,  but  the debate h inges more upon the
extent to which this can be replicated in the rather
l ess  t han  "na tu ra l "  cond i t i ons  o f  t he  f o re rgn
l a n g u a g e  c l a s s r o o m  i n  s c h o o l s .  D o  t h e s e
conditions necessitate some compensation in the
provision of mother tongue use?

A character is t ic  of  language is  af ter  a l l  i ts
cul tura l  uniqueness,  such that  there are many
instances of  words,  phrases,  id ioms that  do not
benefit understanding from direct translation, and
indeed may positively detract from meaning. For
example,  the French cro issant ,  when t ranslated
directly, becomes "crescent", and the term "French

" the real
impetus  w i l l
l ie with the

motivat ion of
the  pup i ls

themselves to
speak."
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"teachers feel
that grammar
teach ing  and
use of target
language are
inex t r i cab ly
l inked to
ab i l i t y  leve l . "

breakfast rol1" remains a mere circumlocution. and
does not do justice to the original. Similarly, culturally
specific idioms such as "Je vous en prie" or "Qa ne
fait rien" do not benefit from the mother tongue
intervention. This should surely lead to a more
cautious approach to the role of the mother tongue
in language teaching and a recognition that the ability
to use the mother tongue is not necessarily beneficial,
and can, on occasion, be misleading.

On the other  hand,  one cannot  deny the
comforting effect of selective use of mother tongue
support in certain circumstances in the interests of
economy of t ime and psychological reassurance.
Macaro (2000: 177) suggests three distinct reasons
for judic ious use ofL l :

Beginners use the L1 to help them decode
text. Beginners and more advanced leamers
use the L I to help them to write text. Ll tends
to be the language of thought, unless the
learner is very advanced.

He therefore concludes that "lt would be unwise to
recommend the total exclusion of the Ll from the
foreign language classroom."

Allford (1999:231) perceives the advantage of
the role of the mother tongue in supporting language
learning:

Translat ion act iv i t ies which requi re c lose
sc ru t i ny  o f  vocabu la ry ,  s t ruc tu res  and
d i s c o u r s e  c a n  s e n s i t i s e  l e a r n e r s  t o
differences between the two languages that
may be less apparent  i f  a l l  the work rs
conducted in the target language.

He  a rgues  fo r  t he  comp lemen ta ry  and
interdependent nature of Ll and L2:

Employing the mother tongue...is entirely
compat ib le wi th extensive use of  the TL,
which is being complemented, rather than
undermined by cross-lingual comparisons.
( ib id.  )

In the l ight of these issues to what extent is target
language in fact being used and is there an implicit
model of practice'/

Table I

T E A C H E R  U S E  O F  T A R G E T
LANGUAGE: THE PRACTICE

From our research questionnaire with teachers we
at tempted to establ ish the proport ion of  target
l a n g u a g e  u s e d  i n  t h e i r  t e a c h i n g .  T a b l e  1
summarises the percentage of lesson time spent
using the target language at both key stages and
at three abil ity levels.

Our research indicated that at key stage 3 the
proportion of target language use increases for
the middle and upper abil ity levels. At key stage 4
the  same pa t te rn  f o l l ows ,  a l t hough  ove ra l l
proportionately less target language is being used
at  a s tage when knowledge and understanding
should in  fact  generate increased use.  Macaro
(1995:  53)  suggests teachers '  reasons for  th is :

when  a  pup i l  began  to  l ea rn  a  f o re ign
language  they  were  en thus ias t i c  and
regarded it as a means of communication.
Later  on i t  became 'work '  and the pupi l ,
especially the one who was not a high-fl ier,
should not be allowed to become frustrated
because of overuse of target language.

The modest proportion of target language use at
both KS3 and KS4 lower abil ity is a significant
feature and could indicate that teachers feel that
grammar teaching and use of target language are
inex t r i cab l y  l i nked  to  ab i l i t y  l eve l .  F rank l i n ' s
research (1990:  21)  supports  th is .  She found that
79o/n of teachers did not use the target language
because of "the presence of many low abil ity pupils
in the class". Also significant were the 59oh whose
practice was determined by the age of the year
group.

R E A S O N S  F O R  U S I N G  T A R G E T
LANGUAGE

ln setting out a rationale ofthe benefits ofteaching
learners in the language they are learning Hall iwell
and Jones (1991:  l )  g ive three reasons:

. they need to experience the target language
as a real means of communication;

n= 46 o/o of
lcsson t imc

Lower Ability
o/^ nf taanhorc

Middle Abi l i ty
o/^ nf toachcrq

Upper Abi l i ty
o/^ of teachers

Key Stage 3 nla
0-1  0
10-25
25-50
50-75
7E-4nn

1 3
9
1 7
26
22
1 2

1 3
n
o

20
24
?6

1 5
2
2

4 a
I I

22
a'1

Key Stage 4 nla
0-1  0
10-25
25-50
50-75
76-1  nn

J C

2
20
1 3
20
1 1

20
7
4
22
30
1 7

1 5
0
0
o
4 1
?5
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. i f we teach them in the language they are
learning we give them a chance to develop
t h e i r  o w n  i n - b u i l t  l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g
sys tem;

. by teaching through the target language we
are  b r i dg ing  tha t  o the rw ise  w ide  gap
b e t w e e n  c a r e f u l l y  c o n t r o l l e d  s e c u r e
classroom practice and the unpredictabil ity
of real language encounters.

Thus one has arguments that are both instrumental
(language as a means of getting things done) and
linguistic (developing language awareness, skil ls
and knowledge). This dual purpose is referred to
in the National Curriculum final report proposals
(DES/WO, 1990:58/59) :

Lea rne rs  a re  enab led  to  see  tha t  t he
language is  not  only  the object  of  s tudy
but also an effective medium for conductins
the normal business of the classroom.

There must also be advantages to the learner in
being in a position to exclude the interference of
another  layer  ofcogni t ive processing ( i .e .  L l ) .  This
was  the  gu id ing  p r i nc ip le  beh ind  the  D i rec t
Method. where a direct l ink was made between
o b j e c t  o r  a c t i o n  a n d  l a n g u a g e ,  w i t h o u t  t h e
extraneous need to interrupt and translate, which
has not always proved to be appropriate.

Simi lar ly ,  i t  is  necessary to g ive status to target
language use in the classroom, since it manifestly
diminishes L2 if the most significant utterances
are spoken in L1. Learning is demonstrably more
ef fect ive when learners are exposed to a pure
model, that is, one that does not instantly translate
language into L1 but  requi res learners to solve
the problem of meaning for themselves. It is this
very process that  is  cruc ia l  i f  the learner  is  to
p rog ress .  I n  some  i ns tances  i ndeed  l anguage
becomes secondary to the task being carried out.
This l ies at the heart of cross-curricular init iatrves
in recent  years,  referred to as "content-based

instruction", which have aimed at teaching other
sub jec t s  t h rough  the  med ium o f  t he  f o re ign
language.

The advantages h ighl ighted above have in
themselves intrinsic worth. Teachers wil l need to
v i e w  t h e m  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  r e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s ,
es tab l i sh  t he i r  own  p r i nc ip led  app roach  and
develop a range of strategies to promote their use
of the target language.

T E A C H E R  U S E  O F  T A R G E T
LANGUAGE: THE STRATEGIES

F r a n k l i n  (  1 9 9 0 :  2 1 )  h i g h l i g h t s  t w o  f u r t h e r
considerations in teachers' use oftarget language,
namely the behaviour of pupils in the classroom
( 9 5 %  m e n t i o n e d  t h i s )  a n d  t e a c h e r s ' o w n
conf idence in the use of  the TL (83%).  Macaro
corroborates this with reference to the perceptions
o f  I t a l i an  t eache rs  (Maca ro ,  1995 :  53 ) .  W i th

reference to the matter of behaviour there is much
to commend Macdonald 's  asser t ion (1993:7)  that :

.  mos t  en fo rcemen ts  o f  d i sc ip l i ne  can  be
ca r r i ed  ou t  e f f ec t i ve l y  i n  t he  t a rge t
language;

. it can be an advantage, as it can defuse the
s i t ua t i on  and  tu rn  i t  i n to  a  l ea rn ins
s i tuat ion:

. it wil l ensure that pupils f ind it more diff icult
to argue;

. the tone of voice wil l make it clear that you
are angry.

As far as the content of reprimands is concerned
most expressions are short and recur frequently,
a re  o f t en  cogna tes  and  can  i n  any  case  be
suppo r ted  by  ges tu re  and  body  l anguage .  I n
French,  for  example,  Macdonald g ives 19 core
p h r a s e s  o f  r e p r i m a n d  a n d  c r i t i c i s m
(Macdonald, 1993: 30-3 I ). Hall iwell and Jones ( 1 99 1 :
I 9-20) suggest that teachers "build up a repertoire
of words and phrases" and using such headings
as " lnst ruct ions for  c lassroom act iv i t ies"  (e.g.
Cochez votre gri l le), "Instructions for classroom
organisation" (e.g. Travail lez ayec un partenaire),
"Change of activity markers" (.e.9. Pour terminer),
"Nature of activity markers" (e.g. Riponses), "Mild

discipline exhortations" (e.g. Tu as un probldme?)
a n d  " E x p r e s s i n g  e m o t i o n a l  r e a c t i o n s "  ( e . g .
Parfait!). ln addition they propose an "experiment

with distinct blocks of target language talk in a
lesson, rather than constantly switching between
languages" (Hal l iwel l  and Jones,  199 l :  20) .  This
strategy is particularly useful when starting to use
the target language, but the goal should of course
be that the blocks of target language increase and
become a normal feature of the lesson.

T h e  l a c k  o f  t e a c h e r s '  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  t h e
linguistic resources needed to manage classroom
situations rests upon the need to apply previously
unencoun te red  l anguage .  Th i s  co rpus  o f
vocabulary and phrases should not  in t imidate
teachers, who, l ike other professionals, must be
prepared to research and acquire the necessary
" tools  of  the t rade".  Such texts as Macdonald
(1993) and teachers '  handbooks accompanying
cou rse -book  ma te r i a l s  p rov ide  a  t r oub le - f ree
sou rce  o f  r e fe rence .  and  i n  t he  even  more
specialised area of ICT there are customised lists
o n  w e b s i t e s  s u c h  a s  h t t p : / / v t c . n g f l  . g o v . u k /
resource/cits/mfl / index.html.

A  fu r the r  aspec t  o f  pe rce i ved  con f i dence
relates to continued professional development, the
updating of language skil ls. Teachers often have
nei ther  the t ime nor  the opportuni ty  to susta in
and develop their target language skil ls, and their
everyday use of language is furthermore l imited
to basic  t ransact ions wi th pupi ls ,  which do not
extend or challenge. Opportunities offered by ICT
prov ide  amp le  scope  fo r  i nd i v i dua l  l anguage
enrichment (email, internet, CD-ROMs etc.), but
the individual has to find the time to use them.

" the goal
shou ld  o f

course be that
the blocks of

target
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" there is clear
evidence that
pupi l  use of
TL positively
affects
learn ing . "

CONCLUSION

The debate continues about the amount of target
language use that  is  desi rable in  the language-
learning classroom. In devoting a whole chapter to
a crit ical appraisal ofteaching in the target language
Guest and Pachler (200 1 : 84- l 0 l ) point out that "the

use of the target language (TL) for instruction and
interaction is a key methodological question for
modern foreign languages (MFL) teachers." The
importance of  learners '  TL use is  s t ressed by
Macaro (2000:  184) :

Only through the learner using L2 can s/he
a c h r e v e  s t r a t e g i c  c o m m u n i c a t i v e
competence. The over-arching pedagogical
tool should, therefore, be learners' use of
the target language, not teacher use of the
target language.

However,  whatever  posi t ion one adopts on the
proportion of target language use, as Macaro points
out "it would be unwise to recommend the total
exc lus ion of  the L l  f rom the fore ign language
c lass room"  (2000 :  177 ) .  A l t hough  the re  i s  no
conclusive evidence to l ink widespread teacher use
of TL with effective language learning, there is clear
evidence that pupil use of TL positively affects
learning. From his own observations Macaro points
out that there were high levels ofpupil use oftarget
language when routines and instructions, reactions
and simple requests were conducted in the target
l anguage ,  t hus  c rea t i ng  a  " t a rge t  l anguage
atmosphere" ,  which in  turn mani fest ly  af fects
pupi ls '  progress (Macaro,  2000:  185) .

It is crucial that teachers pursue appropriate
strategies for the development of principled target
l anguage  use  by  t eache rs  and  l ea rne rs .  Tha t
research into TL use is inconclusive should not
detract from its importance as a central focus of
current methodology. In support of this we would
therefore offer the followine recommendations as
useful guidelines:

. systematic use of the TL for simple classroom
instructions, commands and routines;

.  measured use of  L l  for  c lar i f icat ion and
compar ison wi th L2 to develop language
awareness  ( see  NC (2000 )  key  s tage  3
Programme of Study Focus Statement, p.6
and NC (England 1999), key stages 3 and 4,
P o S , p . 1 6 ) ;

.  maximum use of  teacher TL to improve
learners' pronunciation, develop problem-
solving and enable learners to deal with the
unpredictable;

. visual support to accompany use of the TL
to  mo t i va te  l ea rne rs .  i nc rease  cu l t u ra l
awareness and define meaning where direct
translation is unclear or ambiguous;

. optimal use of TL to convey to learners that
the foreign language is a genuine vehicle of
communication, rather than merely a tool for
in te l  lectual  act iv i tv ;

.  i nc rease  exposu re  t o  TL  to  p romo te
con f i dence  and  fac i l i t y  w i t h  l i s t en ing
(widely perceived by learners as the most
diff icult language skil l);

.  greater  contact  wi th the TL to fac i l i ta te
expe r imen ta t i on  w i th  l anguage ,  and
attendant learner autonomy.
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