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BELIEFS AND PRACTICES OF
TEACHING ASSISTANTS TOWARD
TARGET LANGUAGE USE IN
ELEMENTARY FRENCH CLASSES

Michael Morris

Northern Illinois University
G

Introduction

hould foreign language teachers use English in their classroom in-
Sstruction or should they use the target language exclusively? This

issue has long been a source of conflict within the language teaching
profession. The controversy has persisted even as the profession has moved
from teaching for the mastery of grammatical structures to teaching for
the development of the ability to communicate real-life messages in the
target language (Williams and Burden 1997). Some foreign language edu-
cators contend that teachers’ use of English serves an important support
role for students whose proficiency in the target language limits what they
can communicate in that tongue. Others maintain that any use of English
deprives students of exposure to the target language that is essential for
language acquisition.

Several researchers note the lack of research investigating teachers’
actual language use in the classroom and the factors that influence teach-
ers’ choice of language. Stern (1992) notes that this dearth of research may
in itself be a function of the disagreement among members of the profes-
sion about the appropriateness of the use of English in classroom language
instruction. A number of British foreign language educators (E. Chambers
1991; G. Chambers 1990; Harbord 1992) suggest that the language teach-
ing profession will benefit from research examining why teachers employ
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102 B RESEARCH ISSUES AND LANGUAGE PROGRAM DIRECTION

English in their classroom instruction and whether their limited use of
English truly hinders students’ acquisition of the target language. Some
language educators who advocate the exclusive use of the target language
also support this research. Duff and Polio (1990) and Polio and Duff
(1994) maintain that such research is important because of the added un-
derstanding it will provide as to how and why teachers use English in their
classrooms, which they believe will facilitate the development of alterna-
tives to the use of English by foreign language teachers.

The present study is designed to examine qualitatively the beliefs and
classroom practices of university TAs with regard to their language use, the
congruence of these beliefs and practices, and the factors that influence the
formation of these beliefs and practices. Few previous studies have at-
tempted an examination of issues related to teaching assistants’ language
use. Until the profession has more detailed knowledge of the factors that
influence teachers’ language choice and of the contexts in which teachers
use the two languages, it remains very difficult to determine how teachers’
language use affects students’ learning. Improved understanding of these
issues will contribute to the profession’s understanding of how teachers’
language use affects classroom language learning and will enable teachers
to use language to promote their own classroom goals.

The Interaction of
Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices

Savignon (1991) notes that the beliefs and classroom practices of language
teachers have not been closely examined by researchers in foreign language
education. Johnson (1994) notes that researchers have heretofore failed to
analyze the congruence of beliefs and practices of language teachers.
Richards (1996) maintains that teachers must become aware of the “prin-
ciples that inform their approach to teaching” (p. 281) if they are to un-
derstand the relationship between their beliefs and instructional practices.
These principles, Richards suggests, are based on several factors: teachers’
professional education, their professional experience, their belief systems,
and cultural variables. Grossman (1990) adds to this list teachers’ subject
matter knowledge and their beliefs about their students.

Grossman (1990) and Nespor (1987) assert that emotions and memory
may affect the formation of teachers’ beliefs about teaching and teachers’
views about different types of classroom practices. According to Nespor
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“affect . ..can...be [an important regulator] of the amount of energy
teachers will put into (classroom) activities and how they will expend
energy on an activity” (1987, p. 320); Grossman (1990) confirms that
“many of teachers’ ideas of how to teach particular topics can be traced
back to their memories of how their own teachers approached these
topics” (p. 10). Indeed, Pajares (1992) agrees that the formation of teach-
ers’ professional beliefs commences at the time of their initial socialization
into the educational system in early childhood. These ideas may originate
with influential teachers early in a student’s career or with a critical expe-
rience during early schooling, resulting in a deep-seated memory that
serves as a catalyst for the evolution of later teaching practices.

Johnson (1994) proposes that it is essential for researchers to examine
the criteria used by language teachers in choosing to incorporate certain
classroom practices if the profession is to enhance its understanding of the
interaction of teachers’ beliefs and practices. Menges and Rando (1989)
suggest that university TAs constitute an ideal population for research on
teacher beliefs and practices, as well as noting that researchers have not
previously examined this area to any extent. They propose that such re-
search will enable TAs to recognize and rectify contradictions between
their beliefs and instructional practices, to achieve consistency between be-
liefs and practices, and to develop original theories that promote the con-
tinued renewal of their instructional practices. Moreover, Menges and
Kulieke (1984) note that students report greater satisfaction in classes
where they perceive a clear relationship between TAs’ professed beliefs and
classroom behaviors. Thus, an examination of these beliefs and practices
appears to represent a fruitful area for inquiry.

Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Regarding Their Classroom Language Use

The beliefs and practices of university TAs with regard to their use of Eng-
lish and the target language in foreign language courses have been analyzed
by Duff and Polio (1990), Guthrie (1984, 1987), Polio and Duff (1994),
and Zéphir and Chirol (1993). Of these studies, that of Polio and Duff
(1994) deals most extensively with the theme of beliefs and practices.
These researchers argue against the use of English by teachers in the for-
eign language classroom on the basis that classroom use of the target lan-
guage represents the only feasible source of input for second language
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acquisition for most university students. Any use of English, Polio and
Duff maintain, results in a reduction of classroom input in the target lan-
guage, thus delaying language acquisition.

Polio and Duff found that many of the TAs in their study believe that ex-
clusive or near-exclusive use of the target language by classroom teachers is
the best way to help a learner acquire the language. However, all of the TAs
whose classes Polio and Duff observed used English to some extent. The
TAs maintained that they found the use of English in their classrooms im-
portant for several purposes. These purposes included the establishment of
solidarity and empathy with students who felt anxiety when their TAs spoke
exclusively in the target language, the translation into English of target lan-
guage vocabulary unknown to the students, and the remedying of student
incomprehension of the target language. The TAs in the Polio and Duff
study also reported pressure to cover a large amount of course material in
a short period of time, negative reactions of individual classes to the use of
English as a native language by the TAs, the high level of difficulty of the
material, and the limited amount of time available for class preparation as
other factors that influenced their use of English in the classroom.

These findings parallel the contentions of Johnson (1994), who asserts
that “here-and-now” considerations often take precedence over teachers’
attempts to incorporate their professed beliefs into their classroom in-
struction. She argues that issues of classroom management, control, and
discipline overwhelm many language teachers. When teachers must devote
their time and energy toward keeping their classes flowing smoothly, John-
son argues, they direct their teaching behaviors toward this goal, regardless
of the theoretical orientations grounding their instructional behaviors.
The TAs in the present study noted similar concerns.

Design of the Study
Participants

The four TAs participating in this study taught three distinct first-year uni-
versity French courses. The textbook used was the second edition of Voila!:
An Introduction to French (Heilenman, Kaplan, and Tournier 1992). Two of
the TAs, Christophe and Caroline, were natives of France with six and
seven years of teaching experience, respectively, at the time of the study.
(Pseudonyms for the TAs are used throughout this chapter.) These TAs
taught Elementary French Review, an intensive one-semester review of the
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material normally presented in the two-semester Elementary French se-
quence. Students enrolled in the Elementary French Review course have
normally studied French in the past, but have not attained a score on the
placement test sufficient to allow them to qualify for enrollment in second-
year courses. As indicated personally by Heilenman (1997), other students
reportedly enroll in the course in order to complete the graduation re-
quirement in foreign languages more quickly.

A third TA, Grant, a native speaker of American English, was in his first
year of teaching at the time of the study. He taught the first semester of the
two-semester Elementary French sequence. This course was designed for
students who have never studied French prior to the enrollment in the
course. The fourth TA, Sandra, came from a non-Francophone European
country. She had taught Rhetoric (Freshman Composition) for two years
prior to beginning to teach French, but was also in the first year of foreign
language teaching at the time of the study. She taught the second semester
of the two-semester Elementary French sequence.

Instrumentation

This study incorporated data collection strategies from qualitative research
paradigms in order to examine the TAs’ beliefs and practices regarding
their classroom language use. Data came from transcription and analysis
of teachers’ classroom language, questionnaires completed by the TAs, in-
terviews conducted by the researcher in which the TAs discussed their be-
liefs and practices, and stimulated recall sessions in which the TAs viewed,
with the researcher, a videotape of a lesson they had taught previously and
commented upon their teaching and the factors that had influenced their
instruction.

The narratives of the TAs yielded some findings that seemed to be at
odds with the researcher’s understanding of the goals of the Elementary
French program. In order to reconcile these inconsistencies the professor
who served as coordinator for the Elementary French program was inter-
viewed to gain her perspectives on the issues raised by the TAs in the study.
Data from this interview are incorporated at various points in the discus-
sion of the study results.

Transcription and Analysis of the TAs’ Classroom Language

Analysis of the TAs’ classroom language was begun by viewing each of
the videotaped class sessions that comprised part of the data corpus. After
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several viewings, class sessions were transcribed with general patterns of
language use among the TAs being noted.

The notion of the critical event (Whitmore and Crowell 1994, Whit-
more 1997, personal communication) informed the selection of specific
examples of classroom language that illustrated the TAs’ language use in
this study. Whitmore and Crowell (1994) define the critical event as “small
elements that nevertheless exemplify an amount of time, type of activity,
or set of behaviors descriptive of daily life” (p. 6) in a classroom. For the
present study the researcher and each teaching assistant collaborated to
identify factors that shaped the teaching assistant’s language use during the
videotaped class session. Specific excerpts from the transcripts of each
class session elucidate the factors thus identified. These excerpts are taken
verbatim from the transcripts, and are given in the original language,
whether English, French, or a combination of the two. Translations into
English are supplied for those excerpts in French. All translations represent
the work of the researcher.

Questionnaire

Following the completion of the transcription and analysis of classroom
language, the TAs completed questionnaires about their beliefs and prac-
tices regarding their target language use in instruction. Only one previous
study identified (Zéphir and Chirol 1993) used a questionnaire to mea-
sure the attitudes of TAs toward target language use in the classroom. The
questionnaire for the present study incorporated some parts of the in-
strument used by Zéphir and Chirol and in addition included other items
that asked TAs to self-report about their use of the two languages in the
classroom.

The new questionnaire examined several different domains, specifi-
cally, TAs’ beliefs about the effects of their use of English in the classroom
on students’ language learning and TAs’ views about the appropriateness
of using English in classroom instruction of culture, grammar, and vo-
cabulary, as well as its use in issuing administrative announcements about
test dates, office hours, homework assignments, and the like. Other ques-
tionnaire items investigated TAs’ beliefs about the effects of early formal
language learning experiences on their beliefs and practices and examined
the idea that teachers’ linguistic ability may affect classroom practice.
Other areas examined in the questionnaire included the extent to which
student expectations for teachers’ language use influenced classroom
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practices, and whether TAs felt compelled to use French because of their
course coordinator’s insistence.

The questionnaire employed two types of rating scales to assess the var-
ious constructs represented in the instrument, graphic rating scales and
Likert scales. Oppenheim (1966) describes the use of graphic rating scales,
considering them useful for the collection of personal impressions and at-
titudes toward an issue and “where the differences between candidates are
more important than . . . absolute figures” (p. 68), making the use of such
scales ideal for qualitative research. Each scale contained five intervals, and
at the two ends of the scale extreme positions were given to illustrate pos-
sible responses, as exemplified in the following sample item taken from the
questionnaire:

I have difficulty expressing myself in French in my classroom.
| D 2eccecee. kN 4......... 5
Great difficulty No difficulty

Likert scales (Oppenheim 1966) assessed the TAs’ beliefs about their target
language use in their classrooms. The respondents indicated whether they
strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with a statement,
or indicated uncertainty with regard to their attitudes toward the state-
ment. For the purposes of this pilot study, no statistical analyses were per-
formed on the questionnaire items using Likert scales due to the very small
sample size (N = 4). Instead, the TAs’ responses to these items were con-
sidered in conjunction with the findings yielded by the transcriptions of
class sessions, interviews, stimulated recall sessions, and graphic rating
scales in order to assemble a more complete picture of their beliefs and
practices regarding target language use in the classrooms. [See Appendix 1
for the questionnaire.]

Interview Protocols for TAs and First-year Coordinator

Once the TAs had completed the questionnaire, the researcher interviewed
each teaching assistant in order to gain additional perspectives on their in-
structional beliefs and practices. The researcher first constructed an inter-
view guide that centered on issues deemed relevant to the study: TAs’
language learning backgrounds, their perceptions of their strengths and
weaknesses as instructors, factors that influenced their decisions to teach
French, their perceptions of their own classroom practices and the factors
that influenced these practices, and other professional experiences that the
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TAs found relevant and wished to discuss. These factors have been sug-
gested as influencing the professional development of language teachers by
Freeman (1991a, 1991b, 1991c) and Johnson (1992a, 1992b, 1994, 1996).
Interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed, and areas of consistency
and inconsistency between the TAs’ questionnaire responses and interview
data identified. The interviews also helped to establish areas for further
discussion in the stimulated recall sessions discussed below. [See Appendix
2 for the interview guide.] An interview protocol was also constructed for
use in interviewing the first-year course coordinator. [See Appendix 3 for
this protocol.]

Stimulated Recall Sessions

In the second phase of the interview, the researcher viewed each videotaped
class with the teaching assistant who taught the class, using the technique of
stimulated recall (Nunan 1992) in which instructors view a previously
taught lesson and comment upon their teaching and the factors that influ-
enced their instruction at the time of the videotaping. While, in some cases,
as much as two years had passed between the videotaped class observation
and the stimulated recall, the TAs never indicated that this delay presented
any problem in recalling the details of the class sessions. To the contrary,
they indicated through their comments and observations that the class ses-
sions remained very fresh in their minds. Although the TAs had the oppor-
tunity to view the videotape without the researcher’s presence prior to the
simulated recall session, none chose to do so. However, all TAs did review
the transcripts of their classes prior to the sessions. In reviewing the tran-
scripts, the researcher asked the TAs to focus on their language use and to
consider what factors may have influenced their language choice at given
points during the class. In this way, the TAs provided the researcher with
additional data with which he could begin to examine the degree of con-
gruence between their observed practices and their self-reported beliefs and
descriptions of their classroom practices.

The TAs’ Class Sessions

Summaries of the classes of the TAs follow. Christophe, a French national,
is presented first, followed by Sandra, a non-native speaker of French who
comes from a non-Francophone European country. Third comes another
native of France, Caroline. Grant, a native speaker of American English, is
the final teaching assistant whose class is discussed. Excerpts from the class
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transcripts are presented verbatim, then translated into English if neces-
sary. All translations are in bold.

Christophe. Christophe’s Elementary French Review class included three
activities: an activity taken from the textbook that reviewed vocabulary, a
review of a previously assigned reading from the textbook, and a deductive
presentation of French reflexive and pronominal verbs. Slightly more than
52% of his classroom talk took place in French. He generally used English
to give instructions for activities, to make introductory explanations, and
to explain grammar. His use of French served to reinforce points he had
previously made in English, and to illustrate grammatical structures he
had explained in English.

He explained his use of English to issue directives by saying that he had
to use English in order to ensure that the students understood how to pro-
ceed with a given activity and that doing this eliminated the need for stu-
dent questions that would have consumed valuable class time. In the
following exchange from the textbook vocabulary activity, he repeated
each French lexical item in the series and asked the students to repeat. At
the end of the series he then used English to make sure that the student
would understand how to respond [T = teacher; Ss = students].

T: saimer
Ss: s‘aimer
T: se séparer
Ss: se séparer
T: se disputer
Ss: se disputer
T: divorcer
Ss: divorcer

T: OK, which word does not fit here? Julie?

S: Saimer

T: To love one another
Ss: To love one another
T: To separate

Ss: To separate
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T: Toargue

Ss: To argue

T: To divorce

Ss: To divorce

T: OK, which word does not fit here? Julie?

S: To love one another

Christophe frequently spoke in English when presenting information
about grammar. In an explanatory presentation of reflexive verbs, he used
English to present the material and French to illustrate the explanations:

T: Which auxiliary are you always going to use with reflexive verbs in the
passé composé?

1%

Etre. [ Etre is the auxiliary verb meaning to be.]

T: Etre. Clest ca. OK, that’s the first rule, use étre. OK, this one, hier, je me
suis lavé. (Yesterday I washed myself.)
You have a number of elements you must not forget: the subject, the
reflexive object, the auxiliary, the past participle.

He explained that he used English in the context above in order to make
sure that the students grasped the concept he was explaining. He placed
great importance on the idea that students must have a firm command of
grammar rules before they begin to speak. The best way to help students
to do so was to present the rules in English, the language they know best.

Sandra. Sandra, who comes from a non-Francophone European country,
acknowledged that her language teachers from her native country greatly
influenced her teaching practices. Her teachers reportedly used a great deal
of her native language in their teaching and emphasized the mastery of
grammar rather than development of the ability to communicate. She
stated that she recognized the importance of her students’ learning to de-
velop this ability because of her own language learning background, which
did not prioritize learning to communicate in the target language. As a
result, she tried to emphasize communication in her classes, although she
admitted she found it difficult to do so. In many cases, she chose to teach
about, rather than with, the target language because it apparently came
more naturally to her.
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Sandra’s second-semester Elementary French class can be divided into
two parts. During the first half of the class, she endeavored to lead the class
in a series of discussions whose themes were suggested in the textbook:
politics, racism, morality, and students’ dreams and fears. Afterward, she led
the class in a deductive presentation of the subjunctive mood in French and
a review of the imperative mood and future and conditional tenses. She fol-
lowed with various textbook activities designed to allow students to prac-
tice the use of these grammatical structures.

The following question was typical of those Sandra used to stimulate
class discussion:

T: Est-ce que vous vous intéressez a la politique? Oui ou non, et pourquoi?
Pensez-y et dites-moi si vous vous intéressez a la politique.

Are you interested in politics? Yes or no, and why? Think about it
and tell me whether you are interested in politics.

Sandra’s students responded to such questions with brief answers in
French, and Sandra then tried to encourage the other students to expand
upon the initial response. When the students demonstrated reluctance to
do so, she took it upon herself to further the discussion by volunteering
her own views on the issue, still in French. The students usually remained
silent. Sandra then asked a student to translate her question into English
to verify that the class had understood it. The student then summarized
Sandra’s points accurately in English. Sandra usually elected not to pursue
the question and moved to her next query, thus re-initiating the series of
questions and responses. The exchange below exemplifies this type of ex-
change. At this point, the class was still discussing politics.

Oui je t'intéresse a la politique? [sic].
Oui je m’intéresse a la politique—pourquoi?

Parce que je suis idéaliste.

Parce que tu es idéaliste. Bon, bon. La classe? est-ce que vous croyez que
Phil est idéaliste? Est-ce qu’il dit la vérité? Est-ce que vous croyez qu’il est
idéaliste? Vous ne le connaissez pas trés bien, mais est-ce que vous croyez
qu’il est idéaliste?

2

Oui parce qu’il dit qu’il est idéaliste.

T: Oui puisqu’il dit qu’il est idéaliste, il faut le croire. Bon. Mais si les actions?
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de Phil sont les actions d’un idéaliste, est-ce qu’il est vraiment idéaliste?
Ce qu’il fait, ce que Phil fait n’est pas ce qu’on fait quand on est idéaliste,
est-ce qu’il est vraiment idéaliste? '

(Silence)

Est-ce que quelqu’un peut me traduire en anglais?

If his actions are not idealistic then is he an idealist?

(non sequitur)

Yes I am interested in politics—why?

Because I am idealistic.

Because you are idealistic, good, good. Class, do you believe that Phil
is idealistic? Is he telling the truth? Do you believe that he is idealis-
tic? You don’t know him very well, but do you believe that he is
idealistic?

w

Yes, because he says that he is idealistic.

T: Yes, since he says that he is idealistic, we must believe him, but if
Phil’s actions, the actions of an idealistic person, is he really idealis-
tic? What he does, what Phil does, is not what an idealistic person
does when a person is idealistic. Is he really idealistic?

Ss: (silence)
T: Can someone translate into English for me?

S: If his actions are not idealistic, then is he an idealist?

Sandra later admitted that “I don’t think the students were ready for
this lesson, and the class was generally unresponsive. They were not en-
gaged in the lesson at all.” She said she attempted to establish situations
where students would want to talk. However, she encountered difficulty
doing so because she found communicative language teaching “a very
tricky situation.”

For the second half of her class, she acknowledged that she deviated
from her original plan because she perceived she was having little success
with the discussion and because she felt more secure teaching grammar.
She used English consistently to talk about the structures under consider-
ation. Often she used the lecture mode to transmit information.

T: The basic use of the subjunctive in French is, there’s no other way to
say in French: I want him to do that, I would like him to study more.
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Exactly, the literal meaning of “what I want you” to is the subjunctive
mood in French. So and also, what’s implied here is he doesn’t want
me to do that. What’s implied here is that he has a certain idea about
what I'm doing. He doesn’t want me to do this, some sort of a judg-
ment if . . . it’s the intricacies of French tense and mood, you know all
these little things that happen within the tense.

Sandra reserved the use of French to produce verb forms and other
linguistic structures in isolation. She frequently called upon students to
produce these forms to illustrate formation of verb paradigms, as in the
following demonstration of the imperfect tense in French:

T: OK, you take the first person plural of the indicatif présent (present in-
dicative) you chop off this and you stick the ending on OK, what’s the
other ending: nous parl-

1%

nous parlions (we used to speak)
T: vous

S: vous parliez (you used to speak)

Sandra asserted that she would like to be able to use French more ex-
tensively in her classroom, but that she found it difficult for several rea-
sons. As a result, English had evolved as her normal language use by
“default—when all the other alternatives fail, when we’re running out of
time, when a test is coming, and I need to present English in order to save
time for other activities.”

Caroline. Among the four classes videotaped for the present study, Caro-
line’s students in her Elementary French Review class arguably had the
greatest overt influence on the activities their teaching assistant incorpo-
rated into the class and on her language use in general. While she agreed
that “in a perfect situation, exclusive use of the target language at a level ac-
cessible to the students” represented the ideal way to teach, she asserted
that she found such language use rarely feasible in actual classroom con-
texts. She reported feeling troubled by her students’ attitudes toward
French and toward her use of the French in class. Students reportedly com-
plained that they could not understand her French at all, although to an
observer her language use seemed clear, direct, and easily comprehensible.
She admitted that she had difficulty asserting authority in her classroom,
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even with students whose behavior was aberrant, because she considered
such actions on her part to be at odds with the establishment of a relaxed
classroom environment. “The teacher’s attitude is important to motivate
students for language study,” she maintained.

Caroline described her class as “a terrible class; the worst.” She found the
students generally “immature, with motivation zero,” and she asserted that
the students customarily showed no inclination to cooperate with her. She
said of them, “I wouldn’t wish this group on anyone, especially if it was their
first class; I told [the course supervisor] that if this had been my first class I
would have quit right then and there.” The videotape captured the uncoop-
erative attitudes of the students, who were heard to make comments such
as “We only have to do two, right?” “Do we have to do this on paper?” “Do
we have to write the whole sentence?” “Is this all that’s going to be on the
test?” and so forth. At other points, the students admitted that they could
not participate in activities because they had not prepared for class.

One type of activity used by Caroline to maintain use of the target lan-
guage required students to contribute one-word responses to her state-
ments, whereby students stated the object pronoun they would use to
replace the phrase under consideration in the sentence. Caroline enjoyed
the greatest success in maintaining use of the target language during these
exercises.

T: Les étudiants détestent les examens.

S: Les.

T: OK, les parents couchent les enfants a 6h.

S: Se?

T: Se OK. Ces personnes jouent avec ma sceur et moi.
S:  Nous.

T: Nous OK.

T: Students hate the tests.

S:  Les.

T: OK, parents put their children to bed at 6:00.
S: Se?

T: Se OK. Those people play with my sister and me.
S:  Nous.

T: Nous OK.
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One advantage to this type of activity, as noted by Caroline, was that it
was easier to keep the students on task because students easily grasped her
expectations for the activity, and possible student responses were quite re-
stricted, meaning that they did not ask many questions. When Caroline
asked the students to explain their responses, however, they switched to
English. She followed their lead.

On téléphone a nos amis?

Leur?

OK, leur, voila. On leur téléphone. Pourquoi?
Indirect, because of the a.

Oui, because of the 4, indirect.

So a makes it an indirect object.

Hmmhmm, indirect.

We call our friends on the telephone?
Leur?

OK, leur, there it is. We call them. Why?
Indirect, because of the a.

Yes, because of the 4, indirect.

So a makes it an indirect object.

Hmmhmm, indirect.

Caroline asserted that it was important for her to use English in order to
make French grammar clear to her students. She said she would have pre-
ferred not to include so many grammatical activities in her class; indeed,
she termed her videotaped class “boring” because of the perceived prepon-
derance of activities related to the structure of French. However, she main-
tained that students had to understand grammatical concepts because the.
course exams assessed grammatical knowledge to a large extent, and that it
was easier for the students to comprehend when she explained in English.

As the class progressed, the students showed an increasing tendency to
use English and to demonstrate uncooperative attitudes toward Caroline.
This was true even when the activities were not grammatically based, as in
the following reading activity:

T: OK. De quelle nationalité est Harlem Désir?
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North American.

Non, en frangais.

Nord quoi?

Américain du nord. Non, il n’est pas américain.
Martiniquais.

Non uh presque...
Frangais.

Frangais. 1l est frangais.
Is this guy famous?
Oui.

Is he an actor?

C’est dans le texte!

I didn’t read the text.

What nationality is Harlem Désir?
North American.

No, in French.

North what?

North American. No, he’s not American.
From Martinique.

No, uh, almost...

French.

He’s French.

Is this guy famous?

Yes.

Is he an actor?

It’s in the text!

I didn’t read the text.

The students’ reactions influenced Caroline to use a number of activi-
ties such as the following, in which they repeated words from a vocabulary
list contained in the textbook as Caroline read them aloud. She perceived
the value of these activities as keeping the students on-task while main-
taining their use of French:
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T: OK, OK, alors.a la page 366. Oui 366, 366, qu’est-ce qui se passe? Allez
un mot par personne. Le premier mot 366? Le vocabulaire, un mot par
personne.

OK, le cours.

Le cours.

Paul?

Le divorce.

Le divorce.

Greg?

La fin.

La fin.

OK, OK, then to page 366. Yes 366, 366, what’s going on? Let’s go—

one word per person. The first word 366? Vocabulary one word per
person.

OK, the course.
The course.
Paul?

The divorce.

The divorce.

174

Greg?
The end.
The end.

While Caroline asserted that the role of English in her classroom should
be limited, she found it difficult to put this idea into practice during this
particular class. It was easier for her to maintain the use of French when
the students did not use English themselves, as in drills and exercises in
which their options for responding to Caroline’s linguistic. cues were lim-
ited. In activities that required students to have prepared for class or that
called upon them to create with the language, they were often unable or
unwilling to do so, thus hampering Caroline’s attempts to use French in
her classroom.

Grant. Grant was the only teaching assistant who was teaching a section of
the first-semester Elementary French course at the time of the videotaping,.
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He did not rely on grammar for most of his class content and he also used
more French than any of his colleagues participating in this study. Indeed,
when Grant or the students introduced grammar as a topic, they used
more English than at other times. Grant acknowledged that he found it
easier to use French in his classroom when he avoided discussions about
grammar. The course coordinator added during her interview that the
first-semester course emphasized development of communicative ability
rather than grammatical knowledge. Moreover, she noted that the gram-
matical structures presented in that course tended to be less complex than
in the second-semester course.

Grant employed several techniques in order to maintain the use of
French. His language was simple, with short sentences and careful, al-
though not unnatural, enunciation. He relied on vocabulary and concrete
topics already known to the students and made frequent use of display
questions. He used English for limited, specific purposes, such as respond-
ing to a question after several unsuccessful attempts to do so in French. He
then returned to French.

Questions used to stimulate discussion in French were simply phrased
and featured similar structures from one query to the next: De quelle
couleur est ta chemise? (What color is your shirt?), De quelle couleur sont tes
chaussettes? (What color are your socks?), and the like. After student re-
sponses, Grant reiterated the students’ correct responses and used indirect
correction to remedy problems, maintaining use of the target language.

At another point he asked students to form groups of three to describe
photos that he distributed. Grant stated that he often asked students to
work in groups, “where students depend on and pay attention to one
another” In this way, he maintained that students were more likely to use
French in order to complete a task or obtain information on some question.
During the activity, he provided students with basic questions in French to
facilitate description of the photos: quel dge a-t-elle? (how old is she?),
quest-ce qu'il fait? (what is he doing?), quest-ce qu’il porte? (what is he wear-
ing?), and so forth. While students worked, he circulated and continued to
prompt with questions. Upon forming a group of the whole once again,
students shared their descriptions. Grant followed up the descriptions with
other questions that motivated further student participation:

S: Elle est la maison blanche (sic].

T: Elle a la maison blanche.
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Ouu.
Elle a une maison blanche, elle a une maison blanche, elle est dans la
maison blanche avec Bill Clinton?

=3

Oui, elle est avec Bill Clinton.

Ah, ¢a va. Elle s’appelle Hillary? Elle s’'appelle Hillary?

Non elle s’appelle what’s Hillary’s daughter (laughter from the class)?
Elle sappelle Chelsea. Ah, ¢a va.

She is the White House [sic].
She has a white house.
Yes.

She has a white house, she has a white house, she is in the White
House with Bill Clinton?

Yes, she is with Bill Clinton.
Ah good, is her name Hillary? Is her name Hillary?

No, her name is, what’s Hillary’s daughter? (Laughter from the class)

Her name’s Chelsea, ah good.

Discussions about French syntax in the class encouraged student ques-
tions in English. Grant normally tried to respond in French to the ques-
tions. However, when the students persisted with further questions, he
sometimes reverted to English to bring closure to the discussions.

T: La derniére question: On invite les cousines a avoir un verre ce soir? Shall
we invite the cousins to have a drink this evening? Oui, non, comme tu
veux. When they’re using on they know what they mean, it could be we
or you or a person, it’s sort of like a catchall.

S: So how do you know?

T: Le contexte.

S: So if it’s we, why wouldn’t it be invitons or whatever?

T: Parce qu'on, c’est singulier: il vend, elle vend, on vend, C’est toujours
troisieme singulier.

S: So what all does 0on mean then?

T: We, one, people, a person, you: beaucoup de choses, plusieurs choses.
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T: The last question: On invite les cousines a avoir un verre ce soir? Shall
we invite the cousins to have a drink this evening? Yes, no, as you wish.
When they’re using on they know what they mean, it could be we or
you or a person, it’s sort of like a catchall.

S: So how do you know?

T: The context.

S: So if it’s we, why wouldn’t it be invitons or whatever?

T: Because on is singular: he sells, she sells, one sells, it’s always third
(person) singular.

S:  So what all does on mean then?

T: We one people a person you, a lot of things, several things.

Positive student motivation and the establishment of situations in the
classroom where students would need to use French to complete a task
were important considerations for Grant. Grant cited his ability “to pro-
mote a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom and to establish good atti-
tudes among students about [French]” as one of his strengths as a teacher.
His ultimate goal was “the creation of an immersion setting in the class-
room, even if . . . informal, and helping students to learn to cope with dif-
ferent kinds of situations in French.”

Discussion

Certain patterns and themes related to the TAs’ beliefs and practices regard-
ing their classroom language use emerged during the review and analysis of
the data yielded by the transcriptions of classroom language, questionnaires,
interviews, and stimulated recall sessions. The TAs generally agreed that, ide-
ally, they should use French exclusively in their classrooms. However, they
identified several factors that, in their view, made the exclusive use of the
target language problematic. These factors fall into three categories: those
that relate to the TAs’ language learning experiences, those that relate to their '
professional development experiences, and those that relate to the curricu-
lum and the nature of the students enrolled in the program.

The Effects of the TAs’ Language Learning Experiences

The TAs reported that their own language teachers engaged in many in-
structional behaviors that they regarded as problematic. Grossman (1990)
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suggests that teachers’ instructional practices are often strongly influenced
by their remembrances of the way in which their own teachers taught.
Among the behaviors the TAs in this study identified was the extensive use
by their teachers of the students’ native language in classroom instruction.
Only Grant, the American teaching assistant, recounted that most of his
language teachers used the target language for communication in the class-
room. Christophe, one of the native-speaking TAs, reported recalling “no
real conversation between students and teachers” in the target language in
his language classes. He remembered his classes as featuring large amounts
of grammatical analysis of sentences written on the chalkboard and “lots of
vocabulary and discrete elements [of English].” Caroline confirmed that her
own teachers used French extensively in the classroom, and emphasized
memorization of English vocabulary and grammar rules. She related that in
nine years of language study she never found herself in a classroom situa-
tion in which she had to speak English communicatively. According to
Sandra, the teaching assistant from a non-Francophone European country,
her teachers used her native language almost exclusively in the classroom
and relied on grammatical analysis and explication de texte for their
instructional content.

The TAs expressed varying opinions about the effect of their teachers’
instructional practices on their own teaching. The foreign language
teachers in Grant’s case reportedly served as positive models for him to
emulate, although he singled out for censure those who “reacted with
severe discipline when students made mistakes” in classes. Christophe
stated that he did not believe that his teachers had made a great impact on
the formation of his beliefs and practices but conceded that generally “my
teachers have not been the best role models for my own teaching.” Simi-
larly, Caroline acknowledged that, for her, a generally negative impression
of her own teachers has persisted although she denied having thought
that “oh, this is what they did in junior high and I don’t want to do that.”
She reported that her recollection that her own language study “[was] not
fun” troubled her deeply, and she asserted that “the teacher’s attitude is
important to motivate students for language study.”

But the most consistent—and most negative—impressions of former
language teachers were expressed by Sandra. She described her instructors
as “authoritarian, spiteful, intimidating, degrading, and dismal teachers
with absolutely no idea of how to teach the language,” criticizing in partic-
ular one teacher “who used to grab our jaws and manipulate them to
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produce French sounds whenever we mispronounced them...[The
classes featured] no relationship at all among the teachers and the students
or even among the students. There was no sense of group, and the classes
were very alien.” At the same time, Sandra admitted that she sometimes
found herself reproducing the behaviors of her own teachers, which em-
phasized the use of the students’ native language to teach about the struc-
tural features of French, simply because “my [language] teachers
established patterns that I have found very hard to break.”

Indeed, the TAs who harbored negative memories of their own lan-
guage learning nevertheless indicated that they often struggled against the
same tendencies they attributed to their teachers. While Sandra lamented
what she considered the undue emphasis her own teachers reportedly
placed on the mastery of French grammar, she acknowledged that she
often fell back on the teaching of linguistic structures in her own instruc-
tion because she felt more comfortable doing so. “I don’t want to brag,” she
said, “but my knowledge of [French] grammar is excellent.” Moreover,
when Sandra presented grammatical structures during her videotaped
class, she did so almost entirely in the students’ native language, just as she
said her own teachers had.

Christophe recounted that many of his teachers had placed what he
considered undue emphasis on students’ producing language that was per-
fectly accurate and remembered one teacher who “embarrassed students
by reading aloud to the class . . . [their] assignments he considered unsat-
isfactory.” For this reason he said that he tried hard to show an encourag-
ing attitude toward students and not to emphasize linguistic accuracy
unduly in his teaching, but he acknowledged that it often required a very
conscious effort on his own part to do so because of his own language
learning background. He described himself as sometimes “too pushy” in
the classroom and said that he often found himself “wanting everything to
be perfect.” He also reported that his teachers generally operated under the
idea that it was important for students to understand grammatical rules
before beginning to speak and so presented rules in the students’ native
language in order to ensure that they understood them. This notion is one
that Christophe acknowledged has persisted in his own teaching. He ex-
plained that he himself presented grammar in English for this reason—to
ensure that his students understood grammatical rules before asking them
to speak.
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The TAs’ Views of Their Methodological Preparation

The TAs stated that they felt restricted by limitations in their pre-profes-
sional methodological preparation. They asserted that they would have
benefited from more extensive work in language teaching methodology
that would have prepared them for the realities of the classroom. While all
the TAs had very positive words for the course coordinator and her ap-
proach to supervision of the Elementary French program, their views of
the actual course work they had completed prior to teaching were some-
what less pesitive. It should also be noted that in the interview with the
course coordinator, she did not support several of the TAs’ observations
about their course work in methodology.

Sandra, Caroline, and Grant all completed the same course in method-
ology at the institution where they were teaching, albeit with different in-
structors. The TAs contended that the quality of instruction in the course
varied because, from year to year, different professors with disparate atti-
tudes about the importance of target language use in the classroom al-
ternated teaching the course. They asserted that these attitudes did not
always correspond to the philosophy of target language use espoused by
the Elementary French course coordinator. In particular, Grant main-
tained that his methodology instructor “strongly emphasized the impor-
tance of exclusive target language use” without ever detailing how TAs
might go about doing this, thus making it problematic for them to avoid
using English in their instruction. Caroline went so far as to cast doubt on
the overall value of the course she completed because “you are taught one
method in class and then each teaching assistant goes and teaches the way
they feel most comfortable anyway.”

The course coordinator acknowledged that the content of the method-
ology course varies from year to year depending on the instructor. Ac-
cording to the coordinator, the course serves TAs from a variety of
departments: Chinese, English as a Second Language, French, German,
Japanese, Linguistics, and Russian. Not all the methodology instructors
come from the same department, and each instructor reportedly brings
the focus of his or her department to the course. While the French de-
partment espouses what the course coordinator terms a “student-cen-
tered” approach to teaching, her counterparts in other departments may
espouse a more “teacher-centered” approach that affects their philosophy
of target language use. For this reason TAs who enroll in the same course
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in different years may not be exposed to the same material, nor is it cer-
tain that they will receive the same perspective.

Several of the TAs lamented the lack of practical knowledge included in
the methodology courses they completed. Tedick and Walker (1994, 1995)
note the historical tendency of such courses to emphasize the acquisition
of theoretical knowledge about teaching as opposed to preparing teachers
to present instruction in the target language in the classroom. While these
researchers’ focus is the secondary classroom, their observation holds true
for the university classroom as well.

Christophe, who completed a single course in methodology at the in-
stitution where he began his doctoral studies, reported that his course
emphasized “theory over practice” and did not prepare him adequately
for the classroom. Sandra reported that she completed a course in
methodology at a university in her home country, as well as courses in
phonetics, morphology, and other related fields. While she took these
courses in preparation for a teaching career in language, she asserted that
she has not found this course work particularly helpful at all. She stated
furthermore that she wished that her methodology course at her present
university had emphasized practical aspects of teaching such as use of the
textbook. Such knowledge, she maintained, would have helped her to use
the target language more effectively in her teaching.

‘The Influence of the Elementary

French Curriculum on the TAs’ Language Use

The TAs named a number of factors related to the first-year Elementary
French curriculum that they believed impacted on their classroom lan-
guage use. Their perception was that they had to cover a great deal of ma-
terial in a limited amount of time. The limited amount of time at their
disposal for planning their classes also reportedly influenced their lan-
guage use. Furthermore, for several reasons they believed that the stu-
dents found much of this material quite complex. Their perceptions of
the quantity and complexity of material to be covered influenced them to
use English in their classes. This finding parallels the findings of Duff and
Polio (1990) and Polio and Duff (1994) who note that the TAs. in their
studies cite similar concerns to justify their own use of English in class-
room instruction.
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Covering the Material

All four TAs lamented the amount of material they felt must be presented.
They were concerned with presenting the material as efficiently as possible
in order to cover it completely. The use of English was necessary, in their
view, in order for them to achieve such a presentation. According to Grant,
this situation was largely the function of the need to “complete the stated
department goals: cover X material during the semester, cover these struc-
tures, show these videos, get the students ready for the tests.” For Grant, the
issue of time meant that he was not always able to use French as much as
he would have liked. He said he felt compelled to use English because of
the need to cover material as economically as possible.

Christophe and Caroline, who both taught the Elementary French
Review course in which they must present in one semester all of the ma-
terial otherwise presented in the two-semester Elementary French se-
quence, were especially vehement about the limitations imposed on them
by the lack of time available. Caroline said that she tried to limit the
amount of English she used in the classroom. But she suggested as well
that her use of English was valid when “it helps students understand the
material so they can go home and do the homework, even if there’s lots of
vocabulary they don’t know.” Christophe described the primary student
population for the review course as students who have studied French in
high school but who have not scored well enough on the language place-
ment test to qualify for enrollment in second-year courses. He attributed
student performance to inadequacies in their previous preparation in
French and to negative attitudes toward language study generally. These
factors reportedly made it difficult for him to use French more extensively
in his teaching. Christophe stated that “even though [the first-year review
course] is supposed to be review, the material after [Chapter] 12 is [usu-
ally] actually new to the students.” He thus found his work as a teacher
doubly difficult: to students who had demonstrated low motivation for
and a record of low achievement in language study, he had to present un-
familiar material at a pace faster than that of the regular two-semester
Elementary French sequence. He maintained that he had to use English to
present this material to compensate for the students’ limitations.

Time
Furthermore, the TAs asserted that the amount of time at their
disposal for planning their classes was very limited, due to the need to
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devote time to their graduate studies. A review of the literature revealed
no previous studies related to this theme. Sandra reported that “the need
to keep up with course work limits the time for planning. The {French]
department is adamant about getting people out in the minimum
amount of time, even as the need for financial aid obliges us to teach in
order to survive.” Furthermore, she contended that the twenty hours per
week which TAs are contractually obligated to devote to their teaching is
“inadequate when you spend ten hours per week in class [the load for a
teaching assistant who teaches two courses per semester], plus the re-
sponsibilities of planning, grading, correcting exams, office hours, at-
tending meetings, and all the rest.” The lack of planning time for the TAs
meant that they felt compelled to use many activities that called upon
them to use English, such as grammatical explanations and already de-
signed textbook activities, because the use of such activities obviated the
need for extensive pre-planning. The TAs acknowledged that they some-
times used such activities despite understanding that they may not have
been the best for their students’ language learning. In particular, Sandra
reported being plagued by “a nagging fear with each activity that this is
going to bore my students out of their wits.”

Grammar

The TAs reported that their students often found the material presented in
the Elementary French program quite complex. They attributed some of
the difficulties they faced in integrating more use of French to the report-
edly low academic achievement of their students. In addition, the TAs as-
serted that the perceived level of complexity of the material made more
extensive use of French problematic in classroom instruction. This was es-
pecially true for grammar instruction and the teaching of cultural mater-
ial, which represented two areas in which the TAs found it most
challenging to use French. They also often used English to remedy their
students’ incomprehension of the TAs’ French, and to issue directions, in-
structions, and administrative announcements.

Grammar represented one area in which the TAs frequently used Eng-
lish. Grant maintained that the amount of English he used is a direct func-
tion of the extent to which he discusses grammar in his classroom.
Moreover, he contended that “talk in English about grammar encourages
students to talk in English,” which in turn stimulated more use of English
on his part. Grammatical discussions in Sandra’s class took place almost
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entirely in English. She and Christophe proposed that students’ lack of
knowledge about grammar in general contributes to the almost insur-
mountable difficulty they face when trying to present grammar in French,
and, for this reason, they chose to present it in English. The TAs expressed
some ambivalence about having to teach grammar. They all reported that
the course coordinator encouraged them not to present grammar in class,
but rather to direct the students to read the grammatical explanations in
the textbook, which are given in English. The TAs did not find this alter-
native satisfactory, generally because they found that the course exams
(written by the course coordinator) largely assessed students’ understand-
ing of French grammar.

The course coordinator presented other perspectives on the issue of her
TAs’ grammar teaching. She doubted that students’ inability to compre-
hend grammar was related to the TAs’ use of the target language. She sug-
gested instead that the difficulty experienced by students in trying to
comprehend their TAs” explanations of grammar lay in the fact that the
TAs had not yet learned to present grammar in such a way that the expla-
nations were transparent to the students. “Students would have difficulty
understanding—in English or French—many presentations of grammar
(that I have seen],” reported the coordinator. Rather, she believed that the
ability to explain grammar transparently comes with experience, which
the TAs were still in the process of acquiring.

Moreover, she asserted that the tendency shown by the TAs to empha-
size the teaching of grammar had its roots in the fact that the TAs felt more
comfortable teaching about the structure of the language because they
knew it best, and because, as students of the language themselves, gram-
mar interested them. The course coordinator denied that the exams privi-
leged knowledge of grammar more than other facets of language. The
exams contained “a cloze passage, true/false questions based on a cultural
reading, a picture or drawing that the students had to describe in writing,
and a short translation section that focused on memorization of idiomatic
expressions.” Nowhere were there “fill-in-the-blank sections,” nor did the
exams contain sections that evaluated students’ knowledge of “verb forms
in isolation.”

Culture

Teaching the target culture in the target language represented another
area of difficulty for TAs. They maintained that students’ lack of prior
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knowledge of, and misconceptions about, this material compounded
these difficulties. In addition, the abstract nature of many concepts re-
lated to culture made it problematic for them to use the target language
in instruction. Christophe proposed that the difficulties he encountered
in teaching about French culture are magnified by students’ lack of any
previously established knowledge base about the culture and by miscon-
ceptions and stereotypes that the students harbored. Sandra cited this
view, citing “the lack of cross-cultural awareness” from which American
students generally suffer. The TAs felt compelled to use English to address
erroneous notions about Francophone cultures.

Establishing Comprehension

When students expressed incomprehension of the TAs’ French, the TAs
often used English to remedy the misunderstandings. Caroline employed
English at several points to repeat information she had previously given in
French, particularly with regard to grammar. When Sandra failed to elicit
student participation during class discussions, she asked the students to
translate the discussion topics (supplied in the textbook) into English in
order to ensure that they had understood. She also asked students to trans-
late into English model sentences she had presented to illustrate various
points of grammar. Grant used English on several occasions when his at-
tempts to communicate in French failed, and admitted that “when students
do not have the language to comprehend I will use English.” Nevertheless,
the course coordinator contended that there were ways to remedy incom-
prehension that did not involve the use of English. Once again, she main-
tained that this was an issue that would resolve itself as the TAs gained
additional classroom experience.

In the TAs’ classrooms, English was also commonly the language used
for issuing directions and instructions and making administrative an-
nouncements about test dates, office hours, explication of test content and
procedures for evaluation of student work, and the like. The course coor-
dinator believed that these situations represented ideal contexts for the use
of French because students have great motivation to try to comprehend in
order to comply with class requirements. However, the TAs often used
English in these situations. Caroline reported that her students would
insist on the use of English when making such announcements, going so
far as to ask for the repetition of the information in English if first pre-
sented in French. Christophe attributed English use in this context to the
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need for students to comprehend directions for activities in order to com-
plete them successfully, and to the premium on time in the classroom that
made it important for students to understand instructions without having
to clarify them or to answer questions about them. Sandra proposed that
the use of English was helpful for lowering levels of student anxiety in the
classroom, which she considered integral to “helping [the students] com-
prehend French more easily in reading comprehension, grammar, and vo-
cabulary activities.” Generally, Grant maintained that it was “beyond
expectations that students would understand everything said to them by
teachers in native-like French.”

Student Characteristics

Indeed, the TAs’ perceptions of their students exerted great influence on
their language use in the classroom. Generally the TAs felt that students
were not academically prepared for college-level work. Students’ reported
past records of (low) achievement in language study also disturbed the
TAs. It was difficult to use the target language extensively in the class-
room, maintained the TAs, because the students were simply not capable
of comprehending it.

Sandra said that she found her students generally “unbelievably unpre-
pared in terms of academic skills necessary for college success,” and she
noted on their part “a lack of initiative, a lack of engagement.” She often
felt constrained pedagogically by what “[her] students could not or would
not do in class.” Grant acknowledged that “the presence of students of low
caliber” in his classroom often compelled him to use English simply to
ensure that students could understand, and that he frequently did not
teach in the way he wished he could because of students’ inability to cope
linguistically. Caroline made several references to students who were
unable to participate in class activities because of their limited ability in
French. A primary goal for her teaching during the videotaped class, she
admitted, was to maintain order and to keep her students occupied.

The course coordinator proposed an alternate explanation for many of
the problems attributed by TAs to students’ lack of motivation, poor prepa-
ration, and performance. TAs, she stated, “have a tendency to blame stu-
dents and a lack of student motivation when things are not going well in
their classes.” They struggle with these issues because they “have not gener-
ally mastered the techniques [needed to] restructure classes in order to deal
with these issues.” The coordinator does not believe that TAs generally
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found their classes problematic. While she acknowledged that there are cer-
tain classes that she described as “black holes” that “take all your energy and
give nothing back,” a category to which Caroline’s class may belong, she also
believed that most students made an effort to cooperate in the classroom
and that their TAs did not find it difficult to work with them.

Conclusions and Implications

The TAs’ struggles to use the target language in their classrooms were
marked by conflict—conflict with the goals of the first-year French cur-
riculum, with their students, with their methodology instructors, and with
the persons who served as their original models for language teaching.
Moreover, the TAs also experienced internal conflict. They acknowledged
that they found their language use inadequate, but felt constrained by fac-
tors beyond their control in their efforts to increase the amount of French
they used. It is possible to interpret their use of English in the classroom as
one way of mediating these conflicts.

The TAs questioned how realistic it was to expect them to cover the
amount of material included in the first-year French curriculum. For them
it was troublesome to use French to introduce thoroughly and clearly all
the linguistic and cultural information expected in their courses, especially
when their students were not able to cope with such language use. More-
over, they were troubled by the difficulty they faced in presenting new ma-
terial to students who may have lacked any background schema to help
them comprehend it. They viewed their use of English in this context as fa-
cilitating the presentation of material that would otherwise be unfeasible
with the use of the target language.

Their use of English also enabled them to mediate conflicts with their
students. Students reportedly viewed their performance on course exams
as a chief measure of evaluating the instruction of their TAs, who, in turn,
claimed to feel pressure and resentment from students when they per-
ceived that class presentations had not adequately prepared them for
course exams. The TAs noted that students attempted to influence them
to use English in order to clarify problematic areas as they prepared for
exams.

Students also used the issue of classroom language use to influence their
TAs’ behavior in other ways. The TAs reported that they felt compelled to
use English in order to manage their classrooms, in effect coercing some
students to remain on task or to not disturb the class. These students were
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often reluctant to devote much time or effort to their language learning
and the TAs viewed the use of English with these students as the path of
least resistance. "

The TAs’ ideas about effective teaching practices existed in conflict at
times with the notions proposed by their methodology instructors. The
TAs criticized these instructors’ failure to model effective target language
use during their pre-professional preparation, which handicapped the TAs’
attempts to use more French. Their use of English may be seen in this con-
text as one way of compensating for the difficulties they experienced in
using more French in their instruction.

Finally, the TAs had to struggle to resolve conflicts resulting from their
own teachers’ use of the target language in classroom instruction and their
own desire to teach using the target language. To a greater or lesser extent,
in general their teaching represented a continuing attempt to overcome
their teachers’ practices. These attempts were made more difficult by their
lack of exposure to models that incorporated the use of the target language
in instruction.

The language teaching profession can benefit from additional research
about the topic of teachers’ target language use in the classroom. Data about
teachers of other languages and at other levels, from elementary through
advanced university study, will contribute to an overall understanding of
the factors that influence classroom language use. Other considerations also
affect the TAs’ practices in the present study, considerations that have not
been extensively examined in previous studies. The TAs reported that
planning and the efficient use of classroom time were troublesome aspects
of their work that made it difficult for them to use as much French as they
would have liked, yet the review of literature for the present study revealed
no previous examinations of this question. And finally, little research exists
that might establish that either English or the target language is more effec-
tive for the teaching of specific material such as grammar or culture, despite
claims and counterclaims in the professional literature. Studies are needed
that might validate or refute claims regarding the value of the use of the two
languages in classroom instruction.
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Appendix 1

Questionnaire
The following questionnaire has been designed for the following purposes:
1. To investigate beliefs of elementary French instructors about the use
of French and English in their classroom instruction.

2. To investigate how elementary French instructors report using French
and English in their own classrooms.

Please respond to each of the following statements about your beliefs
and practices regarding your classroom language use. On the scale pro-
vided after each item, circle the numerical value which best illustrates
how you feel about the statement in question. Your responses will be
held in the strictest confidence.

[Note: Anchor points for respondents were constructed individually for each question.
These are given for the first three items but are not included for all items in the inter-
ests of space. The complete questionnaire is available from the author.]

1. I have difficulty expressing myself in French in my classroom.

| SO 2. K J 4........ 5
Great difficulty No difficulty

2. Ttry to avoid the use of English whenever possible in my classes.

| S 2eceeenees S T 4........ 5
Never try to avoid English Always try to avoid English

3. T use English in my classes when I consider it appropriate.

l.......... e K TR 4....... )
Regularly use English Never use English

4. 1 am afraid of making mistakes when I speak in French.

5. In my formal language learning, my teachers avoided using my native
language in their instruction.

6. My own language teachers have served as positive role models for my
teaching.

7. My course supervisor encourages me to use French exclusively in my
teaching.
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8.

10.
11.

12.
13.

14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

I know French grammatical terminology well enough to teach gram-
mar without using English.

. I believe French teachers should avoid the use of English in their class-

rooms whenever possible.
Instructors should present new vocabulary exclusively in French.

In my professional development, avoiding the use of English in class-
room instruction has been encouraged.

I converse informally with my students in class in French.

In my classes I present material about French and Francophone cul-
tures in English.

I am satisfied with the quality of my accent in French.
My students expect me to use English in my instruction.
I introduce new grammatical concepts in my classes first in French.

New French vocabulary should be presented using English transla-
tions.

Instructors should respond in French to student questions about
course material.

I believe instruction in English has a definite place in the French class-
room.

In my professional development, the teaching of language for com-
munication was emphasized over the teaching of grammar.

My own language teachers never used my native language in their in-
struction.

My students seem to have little difficulty understanding my French.

My students receive instructions for activities which focus on gram-
mar in English.

It is better for instructors to present difficult French grammatical con-
cepts first in English.

Students can understand difficult grammar presented in French with-
out undue difficulty.

I often lack confidence in my ability to teach in French when neces-
sary.

I believe my native language has a pronounced influence on my
French pronunciation (for non-native speakers only).
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28.

29.

30.

31.
32.

33.

34.

35.
36.
37.
38.

39.
40.

41.

42.

43.
44.

45.

46.

47.
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My course supervisor encourages me to use whatever language in
which [ am best able to communicate in my classroom.

It is difficult for beginning students to understand grammar presented
in French.

I strive to emulate the practice of my own language teachers in my
classroom instruction.

My students frequently ask me to speak in English in class.

In my professional development, the teaching of grammar was em-
phasized over the teaching of language for communication.

My own language teachers frequently used my native language in their
classrooms.

Instructor announcements about administrative matters (office
hours, test dates, syllabus changes) are best handled in French.

Instruction in English does not have a place in French classroom.
I present new vocabulary to the students in French.
I converse informally with my students in English in class.

I present material about French and Francophone cultures to the stu-
dents in French.

I give instructions in French for grammatical activities.

My French is sufficiently fluent that I can conduct my class without re-
sorting to English.

Instructors should answer student questions about administrative
issues in English.

Material about French and Francophone cultures should be presented
in French.

Instructors should present new grammar in French.

In my professional development, I have been encouraged to use both
French and English in my teaching.

My students often indicate that they do not understand me when 1
speak French in my class.

Instructors should respond in French to student questions about ad-
ministrative matters.

I am unsure of my ability to communicate in French.
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48.

49.

50.

51.

52.
53.
54.

55.

56.
57.

I use English translation in presenting new French vocabulary to my
students.

Instructors should respond in English to student questions about
course material.

It is appropriate for French teachers to use English in their classroom
if the instructor considers it important.

[ am not fluent enough in French to teach my classes without using
English.

I respond in English to student questions about administrative issues.
My students prefer that I use French in my classroom instruction.

Material about French and Francophone cultures should be taught in
English.

I make announcements about administrative matters in my classes
using French.

My students seem to have little difficulty understanding my French.

My students are accepting of my use of French in the classroom.

For each of the following statements, indicate whether you strongly
agree with the statement (SA); agree with the statement (A); are unde-
cided or have no opinion about the statement (U); disagree with the
statement (D); or strongly disagree with the statement (SD).

If the instructor uses French exclusively in class,

58.
59.
60.

61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

Students will have improved speaking ability in French.
Students will be more interested in learning French.

Students will be more likely to maintain their fluency in French than
they otherwise would.

Students will be more motivated to learn French.
Students will acquire French with less effort.

Students will have better pronunciation in French.
Students will have more positive attitudes toward French.
Students will read more easily in French.

Students will make fewer errors in speaking French.

Students’ writing in French will be more grammatically accurate.
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69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
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Students will better appreciate French culture.

Students will have more desire to continue studying French.
Students will have broader vocabularies in French.

Students’ reading comprehension in French will be improved.
Students will write more fluently in French.

Students will have an increased understanding of French grammar.
Students will speak French more fluently.

Students’ spoken language will be more grammatical.

Students will express themselves more easily in French.

Students will make fewer errors in pronouncing French.

Students will have better oral comprehension in French.
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Appendix 2
Interview guide for TAs

First I’ll be talking to you as someone who knows about French, and then
we’ll talk about your background in French.

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Can you tell me about your background in French? undergraduate /
graduate / favorite / least favorite courses / informal language learning
experiences / study of other languages

In your study of French, what areas did you concentrate on? What
were your areas of specialization?

What do you feel are your strengths in French?

. Are there are any areas in which you feel weaker than others?

What aspects of your own language learning were easy for you? What
areas were more difficult?

What made you decide to teach French?

Tell me what you see as the reasons for studying French in college.
What are your goals for your students?

What do you think makes French difficult for students? What areas do
you think they might have problems with? What aspects of French do
you think are easier for French students? What could make the study
of French easier for students?

Tell me about the class(es) you taught in the most recent semester /
you are currently teaching. Have you taught these courses before? Tell
me about the students in your classes. What do you think they get out
of your classes?

Tell me about the kinds of assignments and activities you tend to use
in your classes. Tell me about contexts in which you might use French
or English in your own classroom.

Tell me about any experiences you may have had which have affected
how you think about teaching French.

Tell me about the best and worst foreign language teachers you have
had. What made them good or bad? Can you describe the methods
your teachers used in your own formal language learning? What ef-
fects did these methods have on your language learning? On your
thinking about language learning? On your teaching and thinking
about teaching?

How might you change your teaching for a group of students you per-
ceived as weaker than usual? As being stronger than usual?
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Appendix 3

Guide for interview with Elementary French course coordinator

1.

10.

Could you please give your name, title, and describe your responsibil-
ities for the Basic Language Program in French?

. Could you please elaborate on the program’s policy regarding the use

of English and French by TAs in their classrooms? What about before
class, and during office hours?

By what means would you know whether TAs follow this policy you
have just elaborated?

How would you react, or how have you reacted, in a situation where a
teaching assistant did not follow the policy you have just outlined?

In your experience what are some of the significant difficulties en-
countered by TAs who teach in your program?

What efforts are made in your program for the training and develop-
ment of the TAs in your program, both initial and ongoing?

Can you describe the content of the methodology course for TAs that
you teach? When do they take the course?

Can you make any generalizations about the undergraduate students
in Elementary French, in terms of their motivation for and attitudes
about language study?

Would you comment about the content of the courses in the Elemen-
tary French program? About the content of the exams?

Do you think that English is more appropriately used in some con-
texts than in others in the French classroom?
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