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The aim of this study was to investigate students’ impressions of their German teachers’ language of
instruction. In a nationwide survey by means of a written questionnaire, 2,352 German as a foreign
language (GFL) students were asked to comment on their teachers’ choice of German or Japanese in
class. The data gathered in this survey were analysed according to the variables of the teachers’ L1
(German or Japanese) and the students’ L2 skills (CEFR A0-B2). Results of the qualitative and quantita-
tive findings indicate in which areas the teachers’ language choice meets their students’ needs and in
which areas there is room for improvement.

COFXIE NEBHBCBILZBMDOERTEICOVT. FBEDERZHAETT LD TH S, HEAEELTL. 2E
2352 N DRAVEZFBEEMRIC. HEORENERSBICHTHFHECDONT, EMCOEEERDZ, NESN/=T—
G DDHE BERDOBFEDEN (R VEE/BAE)  TLTEBEDEFELNILDEL (CEFR:A0~B2) [C&oTRAIEN
T3, i - EMAICEDE LT T EOLIMISEICHMODERZRPIZEEDHRFIEHMLTCVDON. ZLTE
DEOTIGEICHEORMDPHHDERLTND,

HERE IS no agreement among researchers and practitioners as to whether or not, or to what

extent, the L1 should be used in L2 instruction. It is generally acknowledged that, in order

to learn a foreign language, the foreign language must be used in the classroom. However,
it also seems clear that in teaching contexts where students (and teachers) share the same mother
tongue, the L1 may be used as a valuable resource to facilitate or enable communication.

Following the ideals of Krashen’s (1985) natural approach, many teachers, in particular those who
are native speakers of their students’ target language, favour using the L2 only, creating a mock
target language environment in their classrooms. They argue that the L2-only classroom offers not
only the chance to practice the L2 within communicative exercises, but also the chance to use it as a
tool for real communication by providing the students with opportunities to negotiate meaning and
solve problems in the L2 (Ford, 2009; Leeming, 2011). However, it is frequently observed that stu-
dents have difficulties following instructions given in the L2 and fall back on their L1 when they are
overwhelmed by L2 exposure. For this reason, many studies have recently emerged that emphasize
the importance of acknowledging the learners’ L1 during L2 instruction (Cummins, 2007; Kim & El-
der, 2008; Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). Some studies that address this matter identify in more
detail for which teaching functions the use of the L1 may be beneficial, including organizing class-
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room activities (Harbord, 1992), giving instructions (Holthouse,
2000), raising consciousness of linguistic structures (lhara, 1993),
explaining grammar (Polio & Duff, 1994), providing information on
the target language or culture (Nakayama, 2002), giving homework
and delivering tests (Dickson, 1996; Franklin, 1990; Macaro, 1995),
motivating and disciplining students (Harbord, 1992; Isigiizel, 2012;
Nakayama, 2002), and building good relations with them (Atkinson,
1987).

In order to provide more context-specific empirical data to this
area of research, 1 conducted an action research study (Harting,
2012, 2013) and a follow-up nationwide survey with German as a
foreign language (GFL) teachers and German language students at
Japanese universities (Harting, 2014). The data presented in this
paper were taken from the student survey, in which 1 investigated
the students’ wishes concerning their teachers’ language choices for
different teaching functions. The aim of the survey was to discover
in more detail which language is preferred by Japanese students of
German for the various teaching functions under investigation and
whether a student’s preference for language of instruction changes
according to his or her L2 skill level and the teacher’s L1. In this
paper, 1 hope to provide an incentive for GFL teachers to reflect on
their language choice and, if necessary, to adapt it to their students’
wishes and needs.

Participants

The student survey (see Appendix) was carried out by 60 GFL
teachers at 50 universities across Japan. The students were asked

to comment on their teachers’ use of German and Japanese. The
largely quantitative-orientated survey investigated the students’
preferences concerning their teachers’ language choices for certain
teaching functions, such as instructions for exercises and grammar
explanations, and took contextual variables such as the teachers’
L1s and the students’ L2 skill levels into account. Based on my own
experience, as well as exchanges with other GFL teachers, these two

variables were estimated to be crucial for the teachers’ language
choices, because teachers may be inclined to teach in their native
language for reasons of comfort, identity, and eloquence, and the
students’ L2 skills provide a necessary requirement for L2 instruc-
tions to be understood.

The participants in the survey were 2,352 GFL students of varying
L2 skill levels taught by either a German native speaker (GNS) or a
Japanese native speaker (JNS). The 60 teachers (30 GNS and 30 JNS)
distributed the questionnaire in at least two of their classes. In order
to determine the L2 skill level of the students, the teachers had to
assess their students’ L2 skills according to the L2 levels outlined in
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR).
To account for absolute beginners, a level referred to as A0 was
included in the choices. Table 1 provides an overview of the number
of classes and students that participated in the survey based on the
teachers’ assessments of their L2 skill levels.

Table 1. Number of Students and Classes
Subjected to the Survey

L2 GNS teachers JNS teachers Total

Level Classes Students | Classes Students | Classes Students
A0 24 595 27 767 51 1,362
Al 11 190 15 223 26 413
A2 14 179 11 235 25 414
B1 8 101 1 29 9 130
B2 3 27 1 6 4 33
Totals 60 1,092 55 1,260 115 2,352

Note. GNS = German teacher who is a German native speaker; JNS =
German teacher who is a Japanese native speaker.

As can be seen in Table 1, the survey was carried out with 115 groups
of students with a total of 2,352 students. Most of the students sub-
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jected to the survey were elementary; for the higher levels, there were
only a few respondents, which reflects the actual distribution of L2
levels of GFL students in Japan (Ohta et al., 2013).

In order to interpret the results presented in the next section,
some biographical data of the students who participated in the sur-
vey are provided in Table 2, including information on the students’
majors and whether the classes in which the surveys were conduct-
ed were elective or compulsory. The data are listed according to the

CFER level of the students and the native language of their teachers.

Table 2. Students’ Majors in the Classes Under
Investigation

Student major/ A0 Al A2 B1 B2
Kind of class GNS JNS |GNS JNS |GNS JNS |GNS JNS |GNS JNS
German 4 3 3 4 5 3 5 1 1 1
Other 3 41 2/ 1 11 o1 o
languages

Social sciences | 11 13 3 7 4 2 2 0 1 0

Natural s 3/ 2 2/ 1 1,0 ol o0 o0
sciences

Compulsory 22 24 7 8 8 8 4 1 1
Elective 2 3 4 7 6 3 4 0 2 1

Note. A0-B2 = student GFL levels according to CEFR, as estimated
by their teachers; GNS = German teacher who is a German native
speaker; NS = German teacher who is a Japanese native speaker.

As can be seen in Table 2, more than a third of the students who
participated in this survey studied social sciences, among which
the subjects law, economics, and politics were the most frequent.
Students majoring in German made up almost another third. About
a fifth of the classes under investigation were majoring in other

languages and another fifth in natural sciences or technical subjects.

As the data indicate, the higher the German L2 skill level of the stu-
dents, the larger the proportion of students with German majors or
in elective courses. In order to also include advanced learners, many
teachers conducted the survey with German majors; consequently,
the proportion of German majors in this survey is considerably
larger than it is in the Japanese university context, as found in a re-
cent large-scale survey of Japanese GFL learners (Ohta et al., 2013).
The current survey also appears to have a larger proportion of other
language majors, but a smaller proportion of majors in natural sci-
ences than among all university GFL learners in Japan.

Procedure

The student questionnaires were in Japanese and mainly contained
closed questions to allow for a quantification of the results and to
investigate the impact of the variables of the teachers’ L1s and the
students’ L2 skill levels, both of which were anticipated to have a
strong effect on the teachers’ language choices. The closed ques-
tions consisted of statements about teachers’ language choices, to
which the students had to indicate their level of agreement on a
S-point scale (-2, -1, 0, 1, 2), positive figures indicating agreement,
negative figures disagreement. A similar 5-point scale was used to
obtain information on the students’ preferred languages for certain
teaching functions. This scale allowed for a distinction between a
slight and a strong preference for either German (negative figures)
or Japanese (positive figures); it also allowed students to express no
preference (0). The questionnaires also contained open questions
aimed at getting the students’ opinions on their teachers’ language
use and their suggestions for improvement.

Analysis and Results

The quantitative results presented in this section will be analysed
by means of the percentages (M) and the standard deviations (SD).
For a better interpretation of the quantitative results, quotes will
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be presented from the written comments of the students. Because
the students’ comments were in Japanese, they have been translated
into English, trying to stay as close to the original Japanese mean-
ing as possible. The codes following the comments indicate the
students’ L2 levels (A0-B2) and whether they were taught by a native
speaker of Japanese (J) or native speaker of German (G).

In order to understand how the students perceived their teachers’
use of German and Japanese as languages of instruction, students
were asked to estimate what percentage of class time these lan-
guages were used. Table 3 shows how the students estimated the
distribution of their teachers’ use of those languages.

As can be seen in Table 3, the most striking difference is that JNS
teachers predominantly use Japanese as the medium of instruction,
regardless of their students’ L2 levels, but GNS teachers make more
use of the target language the more advanced their students are.
Even at the beginners’ level (A0), GNS teachers use more German
than Japanese for instruction. The SDs, which are around and some-
times well above 20%, indicate that the students’ perceptions of
how much German and Japanese is used is based on quite different
individual estimates.

Apart from the perceived Japanese to German ratio, the student
survey also asked whether the amounts of use of the two languages
were desirable or not. Table 4 shows the students’ responses to two

statements (S1 and S2) aimed at eliciting whether the students had
the impression that either their L1 (Japanese) or their L2 (German)
was overrepresented in the teachers’ language of instruction:

S1: The teacher was speaking too much in German, so sometimes
I couldn’t understand.

S2: The teacher was speaking too much in Japanese. 1 would have
liked to hear more German.

As far as the risk of overuse of the German L2 is concerned,
students taught by JNS teachers had no such concerns, as the com-
paratively high negative figures indicate (tending toward disagree-
ment that JNS teachers use too much German). The opinions of the
students taught by GNS teachers, however, are only slightly negative
and, in fact, at level B1 they are positive (tending towards agreement
that GNS teachers use too much German). The relatively high SDs
indicate that students have strong differences of opinion about the
use of German by their teachers. As was revealed in some of the stu-
dents’ comments, an overuse of the L2 might have resulted in dif-
ficulties following the teachers’ instructions, in particular in classes
at the lower levels taught by GNS teachers: “Sometimes when the
teacher speaks to me in German, 1 cannot understand, so 1 wish (s)
he'd use more Japanese” (A0/G) and “Too much German was spoken
in class, so 1 often couldn’t follow the instructions” (A0/G).

Table 3. Students’ Estimations of Percentage of Class Time Teachers Used German and Japanese (N = 2,352)

Student GFL level
Teacher’s L1 | Language used A0 Al A2 B1 B2
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
German Japanese 47.6 24.2 414 20.9 34.7 23.6 15.3 154 8.9 16.8
German 52.3 58.6 65.2 84.6 91.1
Japanese Japanese 71.5 18.8 734 19.0 606.6 19.7 70.3 24.0 74.0 18.2
German 284 26.6 33.4 29.7 26.0

Note. A0-B2 = student GFL levels according to CEFR, as estimated by their teachers.
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Table 4. Student Opinions About Overuse of German or Japanese (N = 2,352)

Statement Teacher’s L1 A0 Al A2 Bl B2
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
S1: Too much German German -0.1 1.5 -0.3 1.3 -0.2 1.2 0.2 1.2 -0.4 1.3
Japanese -1.1 1.2 -1.0 1.3 -0.8 1.2 -0.4 14 -1.7 0.8
$2: Too much Japanese German -1.2 0.9 -1.2 1.0 -1.2 0.9 -14 1.0 -1.8 0.5
Japanese -0.7 1.0 -0.6 1.1 -0.5 1.0 -0.3 1.2 -0.8 1.2

Note. Numbers are average results obtained from ratings on a 5-point scale: -2 = completely disagree; 2 = completely agree; A0-B2 = stu-

dent GFL levels according to CEFR, as estimated by their teachers.

As far as the overuse of Japanese is concerned, the opposite trend
was revealed. As the relatively weak disagreement to S2 concern-
ing JNS teachers indicates, some of the students wished for less
Japanese (and more German) to be used in classes taught by JNS
teachers. This was also reflected in the students’ comments: “As
1 am learning German, 1 would like to use this chance to come in
contact with the language” (A1/]) and “It would be good to increase
the amount of German in class” (A1/]). Students taught by GNS
teachers, on the other hand, strongly negated the need for Japanese:
“1 was satisfied with the class, because it was mostly delivered in
German” (B2/G), “1 think it was good that even difficult things were
explained in German” (B2/G), and “I think that the teacher should
not use Japanese, so that the students put more effort into learning
German” (B1/G).

Finally, the survey also asked about the students’ language prefer-
ences for certain teaching functions (F1-FS), such as instructions for
exercises and grammar explanations. For that purpose, the students
were asked to indicate their preferred language on the same 5-point
scale, from -2 (strong preference for German) to 2 (strong prefer-
ence for Japanese). Table 5 shows the students’ language preferences
for the five teaching functions in the survey.

As the largely positive figures in Table 5 indicate, the students’
preferred language for most teaching functions is their L1. For the

students of NS teachers, in particular, Japanese seems to be the
preferred choice for all teaching functions at almost all L2 levels;
only the functions of motivating students and chatting with stu-
dents indicate a slight preference for German at level B2, the highest
level. For the students of GNS teachers, German takes over as the
preferred language as the L2 level of the students increases: Already
at level Al, it is the preferred language for motivating students and
chatting with students. For giving instructions for exercises, Ger-
man is preferred at level B1 and for announcing tests and home-
work at level B2. Only for explaining grammar do students of all L2
levels prefer that the teacher use Japanese. As the relatively high SDs
(particularly at level B2) indicate, however, there seem to be strong
individual differences concerning preferred language choice, even
among students of the same German level.

As far as instructions for exercises (F1) are concerned, learners
at the lower L2 levels, in particular those taught by JNS teachers,
seem to appreciate instructions in their L1: “1 am very satisfied with
the class, because most instructions were given in Japanese” (A0/J).
From GNS teachers, on the other hand, students preferred instruc-
tions given in the L2: “As the opportunities to hear German from
a native speaker are rather limited, I think that the use of Japanese
should be limited as much as possible” (A1/G). Even beginners had
the impression that listening to German a lot would benefit their
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Table 5. Students’ Language Preference According to Teaching Functions (N = 2,352)

Function Teacher’s L1 A Al AL Bl B2
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
F1: Giving instructions for exercises German 0.9 1.1 0.4 1.2 0.0 1.2 -0.7 1.2 -1.4 1.2
Japanese 1.3 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.8 1.1 1.0 1.0 0.5 1.6
F2: Explaining grammar German 1.2 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.6 1.1 -0.1 1.3 -0.8 1.3
Japanese 1.5 0.9 14 0.9 1.3 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.0
F3: Motivating students German 0.3 1.1 -0.2 1.1 -0.5 1.1 -1.0 1.1 -1.7 0.6
Japanese 0.9 1.2 0.8 1.1 0.4 1.1 0.3 1.3 -0.2 1.7
F4: Announcing tests and homework German 14 1.0 1.1 1.1 0.6 1.1 0.0 1.3 -1.2 1.1
Japanese 1.6 0.8 14 0.9 1.2 1.0 1.2 1.1 0.8 1.5
. . German 0.1 1.1 -0.4 1.1 -0.6 1.1 -1.0 1.0 -1.6 0.8
FS: Chatting with students Japanese | 0.7 12 | 07 11 | 02 11 | 05 11 | 03 14

Note. Numbers are average results obtained from ratings on a 5-point scale: -2 = strong preference for German to 2 = strong preference for
Japanese; AO-B2 = student GFL levels according to CEFR, as estimated by their teachers.

listening comprehension: “Although at times 1 couldn’t understand
aword, eventually I got used to listening to German instructions, so
I think it is good to use German in class” (A0/G). Some learners, on
the other hand, raised concerns about not being able to understand
L2 instructions to exercises: “l was sometimes in trouble when 1
didn’t understand the German instructions for important tasks”
(A2/G).

For grammar explanations (F2), most of the students expressed
a preference for their L1 regardless of the native languages of their
teachers: “I want Japanese to be used for explanations” (A0/G) and
“As explanations were almost exclusively in Japanese, I could follow
instructions easily” (A1/]). Particularly for beginners, the need for L1
explanations was emphasized: “For beginners, 1 wish that explana-
tions are thoroughly carried out in Japanese” (A0/G). Students at the
higher levels, however, also welcomed additional L2 explanations:
“I'd be happy to receive instructions in both German and Japanese”
(B1/G) and “ want both languages to be used, even if it is difficult,

but for understanding grammatical points we need both languages”
(B1/G). A few students even welcomed L2 explanations: “Students
are spoiled by having too many Japanese explanations; it would be
nice to listen to more German” (B2/]) and “I'm grateful that every-
thing was explained in German and that Japanese was limited to
some supportive comments only” (A2/G).

As far as the function of motivating students (F3) is concerned,
there were no comments directly linked to this point in the data.
However, as the comments above for explanations and instructions
suggest, a rather strong tendency towards either German or Japa-
nese could possibly inspire some but discourage others.

The comments concerning the teachers’ language choices for
the announcement of homework or tests (F4) all revealed a strong
preference for Japanese, as the following comment stated outright:
“Important announcements concerning homework and tests should
be made in Japanese” (A0/G). This expresses the students’ concerns
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about failing to understand crucial points of the class that were
directly (or indirectly) related to their assessment.

As the students’ comments regarding F5 (chats with students)
revealed, those taught by Japanese teachers expressed a wish for
more L2 use in class: “ would like to come in contact with real
German and use it as a means of communication” (A1/]) and “It
would be good to have more opportunities to talk to the teacher in
German” (A0/]). In the comments on their GNS teachers’ language
choices, some students’ expressed a wish for more Japanese: “Ques-
tions by the students should be answered in Japanese” (A0/G). For
other learners, the teachers’ language choices should depend on the
students’ question: “When the students ask a question in Japanese,
the teacher should answer in Japanese, when they ask in German,
the answer should also be in German” (A1/G). Although some
students felt that it was a problem if the use of their mother tongue
was restricted: “l was in trouble when the teacher asked me to speak
German when 1 was asking a question in Japanese” (B1/G), others
welcomed the challenge of being exposed to the target language: “1
thought it was really good that students’ questions asked in Japa-
nese were answered in German by the teacher” (A2/G) and “If only
German is allowed, students also learn how to express themselves
with simple words” (B1/G).

Summary and Discussion

In studying the language preferences of GFL students concern-
ing the language of instruction of their GNS and NS teachers, the
major findings are that, according to student perceptions, their
JNS teachers only use the target language around 30% of the time
regardless of the L2 skill levels of the students. On the other hand,
GNS teachers predominantly use the L2, even for beginners, and
the amount that they use the L2 gradually increases with each
skill level to more than 90% at level B2. As the quantitative results

indicate, the students taught by JNS teachers expressed a desire to
have more exposure to the target language, but students of GNS
teachers wished for more instruction in their L1. As far as the
language choices for certain teaching functions are concerned, the
data gathered in this survey provided more detailed insights into
the findings of previous studies that advocate the benefits of using
the learners’ L1. For grammar explanations and announcing tests
and homework, Japanese is the preferred language choice of the stu-
dents regardless of their L2 level or their teachers’ L1. For the other
functions under investigation in this study, however, namely giving
instructions, chatting with students, and motivating students,
German takes over as the preferred language choice as the students’
L2 level increases, at least as far as students of GNS teachers are
concerned.

In summary, as the data derived from this survey revealed, the na-
tive language of the teacher, as well as the L2 level of the students, is
indeed a decisive factor for the students’ expectations of which lan-
guage should be used in the L2 classroom. However, high standard
deviations emerging from the quantitative data as well as the very
diverse—at times even contradictory—student comments concern-
ing language preferences call for a flexible approach concerning the
teachers’ language choices. It is certainly not possible for teachers to
meet the needs and expectations of all learners in a class at the same
time, but there should be enough variation in the teachers’ language
of instruction to allow for motivated students to receive sufficient
L2 input and to ensure, at the same time, that students who rely
more on L1 instructions are not left behind.
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Appendix Japanese (Original)

Student Questionnaire 1RO, i, FEABERALT RS

English (Translation) oEEn T

2B THEN 3, AAREE RAYEE ERS BVOFETHML TS LB L LT
HAHE. % + FA i % =100%

1. Please fill in your gender, age, and major:

Gender: O male O female age: major: 3 HMOZEE (FA VL AAE) OFNSFIZONTE IR UE L0
2. Fill in the percentages of your teacher’s use of German and Japanese in class: a) FA VEBTHTHENETEC, KNS 722 LB CTEARVERS 72,
Japanese % + German % = 100% 2 - 0 1 2

HTRELAND HEVHTRELAND YHoTLAND RXHTEESD HTEESD
b) #HfiD A AGETHTEIEN LT &/, Fhindbo Lk FA VLM E o7z,
2 -1 0 1 2
HTRELRND HEVHTEELHALNO EHELTHANDO L TEHEL0 HTHEEH0
4. FEOSFEOMNGT (RAVEEE AAE) L THRELTWETN?

3. How do you feel about the teacher’s use of German and Japanese in class?

a) The teacher was speaking too much in German, so that sometimes | couldn’t understand.
-2 -1 0 1 2
disagree O slightly disagree O undecided O  slightly agree O agree O
b) The teacher was speaking too much in Japanese. | would have wanted to hear more German.
-2 -1 0 1 2
disagree O slightly disagree O undecided O  slightly agree O agree O

5. BOFFEOMENT (FAYEEL BAGH) 23 0ICEETHICELE) LI nEBunEdhe

4. Are you satisfied with the teacher’s use of German and Japanese?
6. ZETIE, LOLIBREAICLDFHEM > TR L7 TT M ?
0=bnbRN/ ELLTHRN

5. Do you see room for improvement concerning the teacher’s use of German or Japanese?

-2 -1 0 1 2
a) HECHBOR Y I ofir F4YiE O O 0O 0O O HAGE
6. Which language should be used for each of the following functions in class? . . - -
b) SCEOHH] F4viE 0O =] [u] o o AAGE
=1 'tk . Either | is OK. " - g N . . -
0= don’t know. Either language is O O ARG LEVBISHEY TS K4V O O O O 0O HA®
2 4012 o) TEORE A &2 i K4y D O O O O AAE
a) Giving instructions for exercises German 0O [m] m] o O Japanese 6) S b DMER kswiE oo o o o o nAE
b) Explaining grammar German 0O =] [m] a O Japanese
c) Motivating students German 0O o [m] o O Japanese
d) Announcing tests and homework German 0O o [m] a O Japanese
e) Chatting with students German 0O o o o O Japanese

ﬁ; o )
"f;a CIR0123
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Conversations Across Borders
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