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The Use of Mother Tongue in Primary School English Teaching

Abstract: It is well known that mother tongue has both a positive role and a negative role in the process of English teaching, thus what the teachers should take into consideration is how to appropriately use mother tongue. This paper will explain the different roles that mother tongue plays in primary school English teaching, in the hope of making good use of mother tongue and achieving the most satisfactory teaching result. 
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摘要: 众所周知，母语在英语教学过程中既有积极作用也有消极作用。因此，教师应思考如何把母语用得恰到好处。本文探讨了母语在小学英语教学中所起的不同作用，以及如何充分发挥母语的积极作用，避免其消极影响。以期更为合理地在教学实践中运用母语，取得更佳教学效果。
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The role of mother tongue in second language teaching and learning has long been a controversial issue. There exist two completely different kinds of views on this issue in the foreign language teaching field: disapproval and approval. Disapproval of the use of mother tongue forms with the emergence of Direct Method and Communicative Approach which both regard mother tongue as a negative factor in English teaching. These teaching ideas have more or less influenced English teaching in our country. However, in the long-term teaching practice together with the research focusing on individual differences in our country, attention has been drawn on the positive role of mother tongue. Hu Chundong states (1996:) that explanation in mother tongue is most acceptable. Krashen (2002) also remarks that teaching and explaining the foreign language by using mother tongue is the easiest and clearest. 
Since mother tongue has both positive role and negative role in English teaching, it is wise to make full use of its positive role and reduce its negative influences. This paper intends to discuss about different roles mother tongue plays in primary school English teaching, with positive role as the main focus. At the same time, this paper will try to offer several strategies to reduce mother tongue’s negative transfer.
2. The positive role of mother tongue
2.1 Pronunciation teaching

 “Pronunciation is the substantial representative of linguistics as well as the base of acquiring linguistic knowledge and language skills” (Scrivener, 2002), thus language learning should begin with pronunciation. The rules of pronunciation are quite necessary in learning another language. Mother tongue can function as a favorable factor here because explanation in mother tongue will make it easier for students to understand the difficult pronunciation rules.
In order to help students master the correct pronunciation, transcriptions should be introduced. As we all know, there are some similarities between English sounds and Chinese pinyin though they belong to different phonological systems. “These phonological similarities can be used as positive transfer” (Ke, 2002). Keping states that the comparison between pinyin and English transcription will help students better master the English pronunciation. 
2.1.1 Mother tongue’s positive role in teaching pronunciation rules   
In order to help students form a correct pronunciation, pronunciation rules should be firstly introduced to the English teaching. According to the articulatory phonetics linguists, when students learn a word, they need to learn the way of articulation and the place of articulation (Ke, 2004). However, articulatory phonetics teaching involves a lot of articulatory organs which are difficult to illustrate clearly in English. If mother tongue is used to explain how to pronounce a sound correctly, difficulties in understanding the rules will be reduced. Here is one example to make this point clearer. When introducing the pronunciation [k], if the teachers use English to describe the way to pronounce the word, students may be at a loss since there are some English expressions which are not familiar to them. But if the teachers use mother tongue to describe the pronunciation, another result may come out. Students, without making efforts to understand the English expressions of speech organs, will easily master the pronunciation rules of the sound. 
2.1.2 Mother tongue’s positive role in distinguishing pronunciations

 Understanding pronunciation rules is just learning the sound in the theoretical level, the sound should be spoken out; in other words, students need to practice the sound. There are similarities between Chinese pinyin and English transcription; as a result, students sometimes use pinyin which has a similar sound to remember the pronunciation of a certain sound. However, the positive role of mother tongue suggested here is not using pinyin to substitute transcription. Although there may be similarities between two sounds, delicate differences can not be neglected. “Chinese pinyin should be used to compare with English transcription so as to help students know the differences” (Ke, 2002). Pinyin, as the element of Chinese pronunciation system, represents the positive use of mother tongue in the comparison. Here we take the sound [k] for example again, this sound is similar to pinyin k, thus students do not have difficulties in remembering the sound, but that does not mean Chinese pinyin k can replace the English sound [k], though the two sounds have the same manner to pronounce but they have different places to pronounce. (As for [k], we use the back tongue, as for pinyin k, we use the central tongue.) If the teachers compare these two sounds, students will notice the difference and try to distinguish them when pronouncing the sounds. In this way, students can better master this sound.

2.1.3 Mother tongue’s positive role in distinguishing the phonetic symbols

2.2 Vocabulary teaching

Vocabulary is one of the three essential linguistic factors in learning English. S. Krashen (2002) claims that we can not express a lot of things without pronunciation and grammar, but we can express nothing without vocabulary. Vocabulary is quite important, but, as a matter of fact, it is also a main obstacle for learners in English learning. Mother tongue can also be used in vocabulary teaching, the following part intends to explain mother tongue’s positive role in two situations: first, the word has a simple counterpart in mother tongue; second, the word is abstract in meaning.
2.2.1 The positive role of mother tongue in remembering words
There are some English words which have simple expressions in our mother tongue. With the use of these simple counterparts, we can find or create images matching the words quickly. Jim Scrivener (2002) states that image helps people remember things. In this way, mother tongue helps us remember words. Taking the word hand for example, according to the English definition, hand is one of the parts of your body that are at the ends of your arms and that you use for picking things up. This definition is a bit long and hard for students to remember the entire meaning. While in Chinese, we have a simple counterpart shou, which will help us match an image with this word quickly because we are familiar with mother tongue, and this familiarity makes it simple for us to remember the word hand.

2.2.2 The positive role of mother tongue in teaching abstract words
“It will be more fruitful to teach abstract words or concepts with appropriate use of mother tongue in second language classroom” (Tan, 2002). This is true with English teaching. There are a lot of words with abstract meanings in English, for instance, memory, time, culture, etc. Teaching will be time-consuming and ineffective if English is used exclusively to explain the meanings of these words. Teachers will make every effort to help students understand these meanings, but students will still feel confused though they may have listened to the teachers attentively. As a matter of fact, when learning English, “students have already formed the ability to accept new knowledge which is expressed in their mother tongue” (Scrivener, 2002). Therefore, when introducing these abstract words, the teachers can make an appropriate use of mother tongue, for instance, using jiyi to explain memory, shijian to illustrate time and wenhua to explain culture, respectively. With the background knowledge they have mastered, the students will be clear about the meanings of such words; moreover, a lot of time can be conserved for other teaching activities. 
2.3 Grammar teaching
As it is known to all, grammar plays a very important role in learning English. Without grammar, language will be disorderly and incomprehensible. If students do not have any knowledge of grammar, they will encounter a lot of difficulties in reading, listening and writing. Therefore, it is quite necessary for students to have a basic knowledge of grammar in English learning.

Though some scholars point out that both modern English and modern Chinese are quite “analytic” in structure, yet modern English is apparently much less analytic since many of its grammatical meanings or functions are realized through inflections. There are a lot of grammatical points that exist in English but do not have the same equivalence in Chinese such as the concept of number and tense; there are a lot of grammatical rules which are too abstract for the students to accept. Abstract grammar will make the learning difficult. Michael McCarthy (2002) mentions that the distance between languages can foster students’ negative emotion toward learning. In order to make grammar teaching more effective, mother tongue should be used. This paper will divide mother tongue’s positive role in grammar teaching into two levels: cognitive level and psychological level.

2.3.1 Mother tongue’s positive role at the cognitive level 
As mentioned above, English realizes its grammatical meanings through inflections. Aspect, which is determined by the interaction of the main verb and subject of a sentence, is one of the most obvious inflections. So here we take the explanation of aspect for example. There is a common phenomenon that learners always prefer to say “He is sleep” and “He sleeping” rather than “He is sleeping”. Since we do not have progressive aspect in Chinese, this concept is abstract for students. Using English to explain this point will make it more difficult for students to understand this concept for they are not familiar enough with English description of aspect. “Mother tongue can be used to explain the abstract concept” (Zhang and Wen, 2007). Because of familiarity with mother tongue, using mother tongue will make it easier for students to accept this concept. 
2.3.2 Mother tongue’s positive role at the psychological level 

“Mother tongue can be used as a communicative instrument when the teachers introduce new knowledge” (Zhang and Wen, 2007). Here we take the introduction of aspect as an example again. Students can not find similar meaning in mother tongue to help them understand the points, they need to accept the concept of aspect as a totally new thing. Jim Scrivener (2002) claims that the differences between first language and second language will result in the psychological distance. Because of this distance, Students may not have much interest in learning the unfamiliar and abstract grammatical points, or even have a negative attitude towards grammar learning. Mother tongue will play a positive role here from the psychological perspective, as Michael McCarthy (2002) states that mother tongue’s influence on the second language learning are displayed not only at the cognitive level but also at the psychological level. Because familiarity with mother tongue will shorten the psychological distance, using mother tongue can ease students’ tension caused by difficulties in learning grammatical rules. Moreover, students can use mother tongue to raise questions when they encounter problems, and teachers can use mother tongue to explain language points which students do not understand. 

3. The negative role of mother tongue
There are two kinds of views on the use of mother tongue in English teaching, each has its supporting points. To be objective, this paper will discuss the positive role of mother tongue as well as the negative role. According to Liu Shaozhong (2002), the typical interference of mother tongue is its negative transfer which is caused by the differences between two languages. As English and Chinese are two different language systems, surely there are a lot of differences between them, which makes the negative transfer of mother tongue an inevitable factor in English teaching. For Chinese students, they are greatly influenced by Chinese mode of thinking and Chinese culture in English learning.
3.1 Thinking in mother tongue
Language is the carrier of thinking. For Chinese students, English learning is accompanied by the influence of Chinese mode of thinking, just as Xiao Guifang (2005) declares that the establishment of the connection between foreign language and thinking involves the participation of thinking in mother tongue. However, Chinese and English have different modes of thinking, therefore, if students stick to thinking in Chinese, they may use some words or expressions which native speakers may not use. Here are some examples:
(1) Let’s go and eat our meals. 
(2) He is going to sing songs at the concert. 
The verbs in the above sentences contain the meanings of the objects; therefore, the objects can be omitted. So these sentences should be put right as follows: 
 (3) Let’s go and eat.
 (4) He is going to sing at the concert.
Because of Chinese way of thinking, the students may arrange the words in the order which is proper in their mother tongue but improper in English.

In order to make an effective communication, the students should form the habit of thinking in English. What is favorable is that “many experiments have proved that the negative transfer is in general temporary, and can be prevented by training and learning” (McCarthy, 2002). Thus one task of teaching is to prevent such kind of interference through constant training so that influences of thinking in mother tongue will be reduced.
3.2 Cultural interference of mother tongue
As we know, different nations have different cultures including value concepts, thinking patterns, customs, social manners and so forth. The students do not fully understand the culture of English; therefore, they regard the culture of their mother tongue as a communicative criterion. They judge their response according to the mother tongue’s culture. The following example shows the mother tongue’s culture influence:
(5) A: Your wife is very beautiful.
B: Where, where(哪里，哪里).
In the above situation, B considers that his response shows his modesty which is valued in Chinese culture. As a matter of fact, the English speaker may be confused, in this situation, B’s response may not be a proper one. The idiomatic way of expression for B is:

   B: Oh, thank you.

This response displays B’s confidence and shows his gratitude for A’s compliment. This way of response is more proper in this situation.

 The final objective to learn a foreign language is to “apply the language well, truly and decently” (Li, 2005). From the above, we see that mother tongue’s culture influence sometimes may be an obstacle in effective communication. What the teachers should do is help students “establish a system of English culture” (Zheng, 2004) which is distinguished from Chinese culture.
3.3 Ways to avoid the negative transfer of mother tongue

Since we can not resist the influence of mother tongue, we should form a better and more scientific recognition of mother tongue’s use. For the positive role, we should make proper use of our mother tongue to facilitate the teaching; for the negative role, we should avoid it to reduce its negative effects. “Through the common efforts of teachers and students, the negative transfer can be reduced” (Xiao, 2005).  As for teachers, they should first of all take a proper attitude toward the negative role of mother tongue. The teachers should accept the existence of the influence of thinking in mother tongue, encourage students to speak and help them correct improper expressions. Secondly, English teachers should try very hard to familiarize themselves with culture, society, history, and politics of some major English-speaking countries, such as the USA, the UK, Canada and Australia. That is to say, teachers of English should improve themselves first. Finally, the teachers should “increase the learners’ intercultural awareness” (Krashen, 1982). In order to make students communicate with native speakers properly and successfully, the teachers should not only help them improve linguistic skills but also introduce to them the culture of the target language. For students, they should first seek out all opportunities to use the target language. Second, they should be prepared to experiment by taking risks, even if this may sometimes make the learners appear foolish. Just as an old saying goes, “practice makes perfect”. Through constant training, the students will gradually form the habit of thinking in English.
As discussed above, mother tongue has both positive role and negative role. According to the present situation and requirements of primary school, using mother tongue is necessary in English teaching. Though mother tongue has negative transfer which is inevitable, we can try to reduce or avoid its negative influences through continued learning and constant training. 
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