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Abstract

This article examines the ongoing debate on language use in target language instruction, addressing its impact
on language acquisition and teaching effectiveness. It explores three key areas: research findings on the benefits
and limitations of using the target language as the primary medium of instruction, challenges teachers face in
maintaining consistent target language use, and practical strategies for maximizing exposure while accommodating
diverse classroom needs. While immersive language learning is widely supported, real-world teaching conditions
often demand a more flexible approach. Student proficiency levels, cognitive load, and institutional policies influence
decisions about when and how to incorporate the first language. This article synthesizes current research, pedagogical
perspectives, and classroom practices to provide a balanced discussion on effective language use in instruction.
By integrating theoretical insights with practical recommendations, the article equips educators with strategies to
optimize target language use while fostering comprehension, engagement, and meaningful communication in the
classroom.

Key words: target language instruction, language immersion, classroom strategies, immersive and engaging
teaching.

Introduction

The use of the target language as the primary medium of instruction in language teaching has
been widely debated among educators and researchers. While immersion in the target language is
considered essential for developing proficiency, determining which language(s) to use for teaching a
target language, how much and when to use it remains a persistent challenge in classrooms. At first
glance, the answer to this question seems straightforward—use the target language to teach the target
language. However, both observational and anecdotal evidence suggests that teachers frequently rely
on students’ first languages to support instruction.

Crawford [3] illustrates this issue:

“We learned vocabulary in terms of our first language from lists in which teachers paired words
in the foreign language with their English counterparts. We studied the grammar of the new language
again in terms of our own. Our first language was the window through which we viewed and contrasted
our new second language. We rarely became capable of communicating in that language because of
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the classes we took. At best, we scored well on tests of grammar, read with halting comprehension,
and translated with difficulty.” [3, p. 154]

This reflection highlights a common dilemma in language classrooms: while reliance on the first
language can aid comprehension, it may also limit students’ ability to develop true communicative
competence. As a result, teachers are expected to navigate the balance between research-based best
practices and the practical realities of diverse learning environments, student needs, and institutional
expectations.

This article explores three key aspects of using the target language for instruction: key research
findings on the effectiveness of teaching in the target language, the challenges teachers face in
implementing this approach, and practical strategies for increasing target language use in classroom
teaching and learning. By examining these factors, the article aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how to maximize language exposure while ensuring meaningful and effective
instruction.

Materials and methods

In discussion, the following key terms and their definitions are used: a) target language is the
language to be acquired through instruction; b) observational and anecdotal evidence refers to personal
experiences attending lessons of other colleagues as well as listening to stories about language
teaching told by other colleagues and c) ‘other languages’ refers to students’ native or mother tongue
languages. The term target language reflects a language, which is the focus of instruction, and which
students are expected to acquire. However, the notion of ‘target language’ as a result or objective still
does not communicate what details are desired so that ‘a language’ should result. What does a target
language result actually mean? Learning a target language, for example, could refer to learning that is
proceeding at a rate that is enough to achieve a desired result. In this case, the phrase target refers to
the journey toward a result rather than the result itself.

Results and discussion

These distinctions can refer to language learning for the purpose of comprehensive understanding
of a target language, learning a set of specialized vocabulary or uses (e.g., academic purposes) for a
target language, encountering some bits of language while in the company of peers or traveling for
example and simply building some recognition of a script or sound pattern connected with a target
language [1].

In any case, what is the language result that is desired by the learner? Results for target language
acquisition and learning can be organized around four kinds of language competencies or knowledge
about the language and how to use the language. First, language learning is a process of picking up
particularly registers, styles and genres and linguistic varieties while shedding or altering previously
existing ones” [1, p. 9]. The notion of learning a target language from this perspective is actually
never completely realized because “there is no point in life in which anyone can claim to know all
the resources of a language” [1, p. 9]. Therefore, a set of four distinct competencies can be described
around the idea of building experience with the resources of a target language.

The first aspect has been referred to as “maximum competence”, which indicates, “oral as well
as literacy skills distributed over a variety of genres, registers and styles, both productively (speaking
and writing skills) and receptively (understanding oral and written messages), and in formal as well
as informal social arenas” [1, p. 16]. The second aspect known as “partial competence” refers for
example to “reading relatively complex texts, but not [writing] similar texts; [understanding] most of
the spoken varieties but not make [oneself] understood in speaking them” [1, p. 16]. The third aspect
known as “minimal competence” refers to the production and understanding of “a limited number of
messages from certain languages, confined to a very restricted range of genres and social domains:
shopping routines, basic conversational routines and stock expressions” [1, p. 17]. The fourth aspect
of language acquisition, which is known as “recognizing competence”, refers to “recognizing sounds
or scripts” [1, p. 17]. These four areas make up the ‘language biography’ of a person who may have
several target languages in view across various life experiences. To speak of a single target language
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therefore, requires a more complex evaluation of what knowledge is desired and what purposes a
person has in mind for the target language in relation to day-to-day life experiences.

Key research findings related to using a target language for teaching.

Recent discussions recommend that instructors and their students use target language at least
90% of the time including lectures, tasks and classroom management [2]. The main rationale for this
recommendation is that “if learners do not receive exposure to the target language, they cannot acquire
it” [6]. Self-reports by teachers indicate that most desire to use the target language at least 70% of the
time [2]. An even greater use is connected with the Natural Approach to target language acquisition,
which recommends that teachers use the target language exclusively. An exclusive focus on the target
language reflects the “ACTFL’s recommendation that communication in the target language comprises
at least 90% of instructional time, in line with an emphasis on Standards-based learning that places
proficiency above grammatical precision” [4].

However, observations of teachers indicate that teachers resort to code switching, pop-up
grammar (instances when instructors explain grammar using the students’ native language rather than
the target language) and ‘periodic native language interventions’ to build rapport with students. These
findings were supported by Ceo-DiFrancesco, who found that “many of the respondents her study
reported goals of target language use aligning with the ACTFL 2010 position statement: 40.9% of the
instructors indicated that their goal was to use the target language during 90-100% of any given class
session [2]. 23.2% reported a goal of 80-90%, 18.6% reported a goal of 70—-80% and 10.5% indicated
a goal of 60-70%" [2, p. 3-4]. As an example, a teacher self-reported that the target language for
instruction was used 90% of the time in class.

However, recordings of the teacher in the classroom indicated that the target language was
used “less than one minute, interspersed during a 50-minute class period. Although some degree of
discrepancy between the teacher’s perception and actual measures can be attributed to classroom code
switching, these findings call into question the reliability of self-reports about classroom practices” [8,
p. 312]. In this section, we have identified a gap between what the time teachers estimate they use the
target language and the actual time they use it. In the following section we consider some challenges
that hinder teachers’ uses of target languages in the classroom.

Challenges for teachers’ uses of target languages in the classroom.

Teachers use students’ native languages in the classroom in order to use time in particular ways,
remind students of who is in charge or in authority in the classroom and reduce uncertainty for students
about target language meanings [8]. Concerning time, “instructors use [native language] to control
the speed of classroom interactions activities, eliminate waiting or lag time and limit turn taking
by students” [8, p. 316]. Concerning the need to assert authority in the classroom, teachers use the
native language to maintain control of student behavior and limit time needed to complete sequences
of interaction. Concerning the need to reduce uncertainty, teachers use the students’ L1 to make sure
that students understand what is being communicated. Interestingly, teachers’ uses of L1 to control
interactions, reduce waiting time, and maintain control of students’ behaviors can have the unintended
consequence of limiting students’ opportunities to communicate in the target language.

A range of factors have been reported that hinder teachers’ uses of their target languages during
lessons and activities. Some of the overall situational factors are: larger class sizes, concerns about job
security, too little administrative backing, older technology, class period interruptions, concerns about
parental or community involvement and class schedules [2]. In addition to the overall factors, students
also can frustrate instructors’ attempts to include more target language in lessons and activities. “One
instructor stated, ‘The biggest obstacle is initial student resistance.” Another instructor describes
students who literally ‘shut down’ or ‘tune out’ any target language provided by the teacher. Teachers
feel forced to speak in English, since their students refuse to even try to understand cognates [2, p. 5].
A third set of factors relate to teacher preparation and education for teaching the target language. These
factors include: time for completing the target language curriculum, target language proficiencies,
classroom management and varied student abilities with the target language in addition to other factors.

These sets of factors inform another challenge for teachers in the classroom — the tendency
to underestimate how much of the target language is actually being used in classroom lessons and
activities. Teachers often develop idealized cultural models or theories about their teaching practices
including the use of target languages during instruction. A cultural model serves as set of ideas about
what can be known and how knowledge can be applied and expressed [7]. The model is then used
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as a resource for understanding and guiding behaviors. Estimates by teachers about their uses of
target language in the classroom serve as resources, which teachers use to express values about the
importance of target language teaching even though measures of their actual target language teaching
show relatively low use of target languages during instruction [8].

Teachers often report that they tend to switch to L1 when teaching the target language for beginners
and increase the amount of the target language when teaching advanced learners. They justify this switch
to L1 as necessary to help students understand complex grammatical topics or linguistic concepts and
raise their awareness of similarities and differences between the native language and target language.
Students at elementary level demonstrate poor grammatical knowledge and lack vocabulary [5]. As
the result they resist speaking in the target language until they are ready to.

Ways to include more of the target language in classroom teaching and learning.

Previously, we discussed that teachers use students’ L1 in order to reduce uncertainty, assert
authority and speed up class activities. Wilkerson (2008) explains that some teachers actually damage
their authority by using L1 too often with students during out of class tutorials or help sessions. On the
other hand, other teachers use L1 specifically at the beginning and end of the lesson in order to give an
overview of what will occur as well as to summarize and reflect upon what occurred.

Despite all challenges that language teachers face when teaching the target language there are
ways to assist students to acquire language by providing more input, planning lessons, designing
class activities where they can pair “the target language with visual support and gestures; slow down,
simplify, and repeat key terms; using cognates when possible; checking often for understanding;
and engaging students with real world-like situations that allow them to function at their particular
proficiency level” (Crouse, 2012, p. 24). In addition, teachers are encouraged to manage classroom so
it facilitates classroom interaction among students more.

Conclusion

The question of which language(s) to use when teaching a target language remains a complex
yet essential consideration for language educators. This article has explored key research findings
supporting the effectiveness of using the target language as the primary medium of instruction, while
also acknowledging the challenges teachers face in maintaining high levels of target language use
in diverse classroom settings. Additionally, practical strategies have been outlined to help educators
increase students’ exposure to and engagement with the target language. Ultimately, while full
immersion in the target language is widely regarded as beneficial for language acquisition, a flexible
and context-sensitive approach is necessary. Teachers must balance research-based best practices with
the realities of student needs, instructional goals, and institutional constraints. By adopting evidence-
based strategies and fostering an interactive and meaningful learning environment, educators can
optimize language learning outcomes and support students in developing greater linguistic proficiency
and confidence.
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_BACKA TULIEPAI MEHTEPY YJEPICIHAEI'T AHA TLII:
OHTAWMJIBI MAHJAJTAHYABIH MEJATOTUKAJIBIK CTPATET USIJIAPBI

Angarna

By mMakananma meT TUTIH OKBITYyAa TUIII TaHIAY JKOHE OHBIH OKY MEH OKBITYABIH THIMAUIITIHE ocepi Typajbl
JKaJIFaChIN JKaTKaH MiKipTajzacTap KapacThIPhUIAAbL. YT HETI3Tl acmeKTi TajJaHaJbl: OKBITYIBIH HETi3Ti Kypaibl
peTiHAe OKy TiNiH MalJaNaHyIbIH apTHIKIIBUIBIKTAPEl MEH MIEKTEYIIEPiH PACTAWTHIH 3ePTTEYIep; MyFaliMIep OHBI
cabaKTa KOJNIaHyAbl KOJIaayaa Ke3IeCceTiH KUBIHABIKTap; COHBIMEH KaTap OKYIIBUIAPIBIH OPTYPIl KaKeTTiITIKTepiH
KaHaFaTTaHIBIPa OTHIPHII, TULAI OapbIHIIA TEPEH MEHIepyre apHaJFaH MPaKTHKAJBIK cTpaTerusuiap. bateipy omici
KEHIHeH KOJIJay TalKaHBIMEH, HAKTHl QJIEMIETi OKBITY JKaFJaifiapbl MKeMi TOCcUImi KakeT etemi. Timmi MeHrepy,
TaHBIMJBIK KYKTEME JKOHE HHCTUTYIIHOHAJABIK TaIanTap OKy MPOIIeCiHe aHa TUTiH KalllaH jKoHe Katail KoCy KepeKTiri
Typasbl IemimMaepre acep eremi. bynm mMakamama TUTAepAl OKBITyAa THIMII HaiganaHy MOCeNeNepiH TeHrepiMIi
TaJKbIIAYIbl YCHIHY YIIiH Ka3ipri 3epTTeynep, MeIarornKaiblK TICIIIEp MEH MPAKTHKAIBIK TOKIpHOe )KHHAKTAIFaH.
TeopHsiIIbIK USsIIAPbl TPAKTUKAIBIK YCBIHBICTAPMEH YIJIeCTIPEe OTBIPBII, MaKajia MyFalliM/Iepre OKY TLIiH OHTAMIIbI
maiiagaHy CTpaTeTHUsUIaphlH o3ipJeyre KOMEKTecei, )KaKChl TYCiHyre, OelCeHAUTIKKe koHe cabakra Ma3MyHJbI
KapbIM-KaThIHAC JAF/(bUIAPBIH JAMBITYFa BIKITAJT ETE/Ii.

Tipek ce3aep: MakcarThl T OKBITY, TUITE €HY, CHIHBIITAFBl CTPATETHsIap, HMMEPCHUBTI JKOHE TapTBIMIBI
OKBITY, cabaKTap.
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POJIHOM SA3BIK B IPOIIECCE OBYUYEHUSA APYT'UM SI3BIKAM:
HEJATOTUYECKUE CTPATEI'HH OITUMAJIBHOT'O UCITOJIB3OBAHU A

AHHOTALUA

B crarbe paccmaTpuBaeTCs NPOAOIDKAIOIIASICS JUCKYCCHS O BBIOOPE sI3bIKa IIPH 00YYEHHH HHOCTPAHHOMY SI3bl-
Ky M €ro BIMSHUE Ha YCBOCHUE MaTepHaa i 3Q(QeKTHBHOCTD IIPEIoaBaHus. AHAIN3UPYIOTCS TPH KIIFOYEBBIE aCIICK-
TBI: UCCIICIOBAHUS, IOATBEPIKAAIONINE IPEHUMYILECTBA ¥ OIPAHMYCHHS HCIIOJIb30BaHHS N3Y4aeMOro si3blka B Kade-
CTBE OCHOBHOTO CPeJICTBA O0YYEHHS; TPYIHOCTH, C KOTOPBIMH CTAJIKHBAIOTCS IPETIOAABATENHN IPH MOJICPKAaHUH €TI0
UCIIONB30BaHUS B KJIACCE; & TAKKE MPAKTUYECKHE CTPATErnH MAKCUMAJILHOTO YBEJIIMUCHUS SI36IKOBOTO MTOIPYKEHUS
€ y4eTOM Pa3HOOOpa3HbIX MOTPeOHOCTEH yyaluxces. XOTs METO HOTPYKEHHUS LINPOKO ITOANCPIKUBACTCS, peajlbHbIC
YCJIOBHS TIperiofiaBaHusl TPeOyroT Oosee THOKOTO MOAX0/a. YPOBEHb BIAJCHUS S3bIKOM, KOTHUTHBHAS Harpyska u
MHCTHTYLMOHAJIbHBIC TPEOOBAHMS BIMSIOT Ha PEIICHUS O TOM, KOTJla M KaK BKJIIOYAaTh POIHOM SI3BIK B IPOLIECC 00-
yudeHust. B naHHOI cTaThe MPOBOIUTCS CHHTE3 COBPEMEHHBIX HCCIIEI0BAHMI, IEAarOrnYeCKUX MMOAXO0A0B U IIPAKTH-
YECKOTO OTBITa, YTOOBI PEIIIOKHUTE COATaHCHPOBAHHOE 00CYXKIeHHE I(P(PEKTHBHOTO HCITOIH30BAHUS SI3BIKOB B 00-
yueHuH. OObeHHSIS TEOPETUYSCKHE HICH C NPAKTHYSCKUMHU PEKOMEHIAIMAMH, CTaThs IOMOTAET IPETOAaBATEISIM
pa3pabaTblBaTh CTPATErHH ONTUMAIBEHOTO MCHOJIB30BAHMS U3Y4aeMOro s3bIKa, CII0COOCTBYS JIydIleMy OHUMAaHHIO,
BOBJICYCHHOCTHU U (POPMUPOBAHUIO HABBIKOB OCMBICIICHHOTO OOLICHHS Ha 3aHSTHSIX.

KioueBble ciioBa: o0yueHHE LIEIEBOMY SI3BIKY, SI3BIKOBOE IOIPYXKEHHE, CTpaTernu paboThl, UMMEPCUBHOE
oOyueHue, 3aHATHSL.
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