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ABSTRACT 

This paper deals with the linguistic interference the mother tongue (MT) has in the process of                

Foreign Language Acquisition (FLA) in a Basic group (A1 level in the CEFR - Common               

European Framework of Reference) at a language institute in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil which              

adopts the communicative approach. The article analyzes how much interference students           

may have, in which part/s of the lesson, and if/how it may jeopardize their skills, especially                

speaking and reading. Moreover, it will summarize three experiments carried out through            

action research, which aimed to diminish the effects of word-for-word translation. The            

importance of this study is to contribute to the academia by encouraging thought about              

practices related to the teaching and learning process and to question concepts developed,             

with critical thinking. The experiments focused on lexis, speaking skill and reading. The             

results obtained in the project show that it is possible to promote the use of the target language                  

rather than the natal tongue in most cases. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I have been working as an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher at language               

institutes for six years. I started to work for this one where the research has been conducted in                  

my fifth year of experience. After a year working there, I was given a group of A1 learners. I                   

assumed those students would have the amount of basic functional language expected for the              

level in mind since they had enrolled the course six months before. However, I realized they                

lacked  not only  this  but  also  basic  classroom  language,  for instance  fixed expressions  to  

borrow material,  show not having understood the content  or the activity,  ask for Portuguese- 
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to-English translation, etc. They also lacked basic chunks such as excuse me, please, thank              

you, I’m sorry, Can you repeat that, please?. 

As time passed by, I could realize they were quite reluctant to using the foreign               

language (FL). Even after being “called attention” to do so and considering trying, they              

seemed to have difficulties -- and they were not able to. Hence, I realized the cause of the                  

problem was mother tongue interference in the linguistic process. Students were addicted to             

translating every single word or expression both in the receptive skills (reading and listening)              

and in the productive ones (writing and speaking). Sometimes, they were not able to              

communicate successfully at all, but most of the times, their speeches had so many linguistic               

variations made up by them due to translation that they became incomprehensible. The latter              

situation happened because they made use of the grammar of the Portuguese language, for              

example She no is teacher. This sentence shows the word-for-word translation in ‘She (Ela)              

no (não) is (é) teacher (professora)’. We can also notice the lack of the article a before                 

teacher, since Portuguese allows this omission, which does not happen in English. It is worth               

saying that the previous sentence could have been said correctly without resorting to             

translation having in mind the first unit of ‘Basic 1’, in which they study the negative form of                  

the verb be (isn’t): She isn’t a teacher. 

This fact had been becoming a bigger problem each day as they were addicted to               

translating even every single word in the questions and expressions -- sometimes, not being              

possible, for cultural reasons -- either mentally or in the book. Concerning oral production,              

since the problem was not simple lack of willpower to use the FL, but lack of knowledge, it                  

had been being harder to maintain communication. During the fluency exercises, students            

would translate all the questions from the FL to the MT and the other way around                

simultaneously.  

For these reasons, I noticed the need to research about it and analyze the linguistic               

interference in that group’s speeches, which would most of the times prevent communication             

from happening in the FL. Likewise, I intend to evaluate if/how the textbook promotes the use                

of the FL and provides clear models to work as inspirations rather than simply giving               

commands; if the material asks students to talk about their weekends, it must provide them               

with the necessary language (lexis, as vocabulary related to it; structured to talk about the               

past; discourse markers; fixed expressions; essential chunks of language; etc) and show them             

a sample of how to put all this knowledge together and produce a speech sending the message. 

 



 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

“(...) There is no such thing as teaching without research          

and research without teaching. One inhabits the body of         

the other” Paulo Freire (1996) 

By reading the history of English language teaching, we can analyze how the MT is               

seen by each method/approach. It is important to reinforce that even though our research              

focuses on the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), most of these have been used until              

today. 

In the Grammar-Translation Method, as the name suggests, the MT is used as a tool               

together with grammar knowledge to develop reading skills; its focus is on providing students              

with reading practice to be able to appreciate foreign literature. On the other hand, the Direct                

Method and the Audiolingual one -- both very similar -- came to claim that it is totally                 

forbidden to convey meaning through translation because “the habits of the students’ native             

language are thought to interfere with the students’ attempts to master the target language”              

(LARSEN-FREEMAN, 2010, p. 47).  

For the Silent Way, the MT can be avoided when making meaning clear: it should be                

done by focusing students’ perception. However, the native language can be used when giving              

instructions and feedback or contrasting both languages (FL and MT). For Desuggestopedia,            

translation can be used to convey meaning; nevertheless, its use should be diminished as the               

proficiency level increases. 

MT is allowed in the Community Language Learning so as to enhance security by              

connecting what students do not know to what they want to know. It also takes advantage of                 

their ability to create sentences based on structures which are similar in both languages. For               

the Total Physical Response, the MT is used in the introduction; afterwards, it is rarely used.                

Movement should be associated with the meaning, not word with translation. 

For the CLT, adopted by the language institute where the research has been conducted,              

Larsen-Freeman affirms that: 
Judicious use of the students’ native language is permitted in CLT           
[Communicative Language Teaching]. However, whenever possible,      
the target language should be used not only during communicative          
activities, but also for explaining the activities to the students or           
assigning homework. The students learn from these classroom        
management exchanges, too, and realize that the target language is a           
vehicle for communication, not just an object to be studied.          
(LARSEN-FREEMAN, 2010, p. 132) 

 

 



 

This technique of using the MT in the CLT classroom is often denied by some               

language institutes, which have preached the English-only policy. According to Harmer           

(1983), this has been inherited from the Direct Method and Audiolingual Method, especially             

at times when many native speakers were very requested to work as teachers. We can also say                 

that the context (English as a Second Language (ESL)) contributed to the fad. Still for               

Harmer: 

It makes no sense to deny the importance of the students’ L1 in their              
L2 [FL] learning. Even where we do not share the students’ language            
or languages, we can show our understanding of the learning process           
and discuss L1 and L2 [FL] issues with the class. Perhaps we can also              
allow the students to relax and have ‘stress-free-own-language’ breaks         
for a minute or two. (KERR, 2014b, p. 19, apud HARMER, 1983, p.             
51) 

It is imperative to state that this use of the MT is to be made carefully. For instance,                  

we are not supposed to translate every single word of a question we make into their native                 

language. This would make them start producing pauses and hesitation in their speeches.             

Likewise, the more advanced they are, the less we should resort to translation. 

An important principle of the CLT is the negotiation of meaning. As already             

mentioned, translation is not to be used all the time. Therefore, speakers should reach a               

consensus on the meaning and go for it. Yule (2006) shows a conversation between a native                

speaker (NS) and a non-native speaker (NNS) in which they need to come to an agreement on                 

the meaning of the word triangle, without translation -- given the context, it would be useless: 

NS: like part of a triangle? 
NNS: what is triangle? 
NS: a triangle is a shape um it has three sides 
NNS: a peak? 
NS: three straight sides 
NNS: a peak? 
NS: yes it does look like a mountain peak, yes 
NNS: only line only line? 
NS: okay two of them, right? one on each side? a line on each side? 
NNS: yes 
NS: little lines on each side? 
NNS: yes 
NS: like a mountain? 
NNS: yes 

The previous passage shows us how the message sender and the message receiver             

convey and understand the meaning of triangle. The same technique could be one of the               

techniques encouraged in the classroom to avoid translation. 

 



 

According to Yule (2006), the term transfer is used to define using features of the L1                

performing the L2 (FL). If it is done and both languages have similar features, it is called                 

positive transfer; nonetheless, when it makes the L2 (FL) expression difficult to understand, it              

is a negative transfer, which may generate interference.  

Brown (2000) shows the difference between previous knowledge transfer (positive),          

perfectly applied, generating acceptable rules and making learning easier, and interference,           

which is an incorrect association that disturbs learning. It can happen in syntax, lexis, spelling               

and pronunciation. 

An example of a syntactic interference is the sentence I need of English at work. In                

Portuguese, the verb to need (precisar) is monostransitive too, but it requires the preposition              

of, which can be translated as de, between the verb and the direct object; in English, there is                  

no preposition before the object. Another example is the question inversion: in Portuguese, an              

affirmative statement has exactly word order of a question, only a question mark is added. For                

instance: Ela se cortou. > Ela se cortou? (She’s cut herself. > Has she cut herself?).                

Therefore, Portuguese speaker students tend not to remember the subject-auxiliary inversion. 

An example of lexical interference is the Portuguese word ponto. In English, there             

may be different translations for this word: point, period, dot, stop, stitch, score, earpiece and               

others. Students may not consider this and produce sentences like She cut herself and got two                

points., instead of She cut herself and got two stitches. 

An example of spelling interference, according to Swan and Smith (2001) is due to the               

fact that this is closely related to pronunciation. The authors state that “mistakes will be made                

at all levels of competence. A common error is to pronounce the letters g (before i and e) and j                    

as /dʒ/ in words like general or jury, by analogy with Portuguese gelo, caju etc.” (SWAN;                

SMITH, 2001, p.116). Furthermore, misspellings may occur due to the fact that in English,              

not always will a group of letters represent a specific sound, as not always will a specific                 

sound represent by a group of letters. For example, the sound /t∫/ might be produced by the                 

letters ch, tch or t (followed by ure). 

When it comes to pronunciation, we can start by talking about stress: Portuguese is a               

“heavily-stressed timed language” (SWAN; SMITH, 2001, p.116), so students tend to stress            

every single word; however, English has unstressed words within the sentence. Also,            

learners usually insert a vowel sound before the initial s (eg: school becomes eschool; dog                

 



 

becomes doggy). Moreover, speakers often have difficulties with the following unshaded           

vowel sounds: 

Figure 1 - Phonemes Portuguese speakers may have problems with

 
Source: SWAN; SMITH, 2001, p.116 

Concerning the interference that had been noticed in the group with which the research was               

conducted, we could see all the mentioned kinds. The biggest issue was the structures they               

produced (syntactic interference). Sentences like She no is here., You is happy? and Have              

parades in the Carnival. show us that they had been making use of mirror translation all the                 

time. 

Nonetheless, we can see some positive transfer and positive sides as well. According             

to Jandallah and Hasan: 

[...] building on differences between the L1 and the FL through           
translation helps to avoid negative transfer. [...] [also,] checking         
comprehension, giving instructions, enhancing cooperation among      
learners and improving presentation and reinforcement”.      
(JANDALLAH; HASAN, [20-], p. 6) 

Besides, we can highlight some profits of the positive transfer. Whenever the            

structures are similar or the words are transparent, it is said that the transfer has been                

successfully made and comprehension has been easier. For Durão:  

[...] let’s suppose a professional ballet dancer decides to learn how to            
dance samba. All probabilities considered, it would be way easier for           
this person to use their previous knowledge of dancing to dance samba            
than to a person who knew no kinds of dance, because this new             
learning would be constructed based on their previous knowledge.         
(DURÃO, 2008, p. 72) 

About translation, Durão (2008) also claims that even though it was forbidden to             

translate, it was inevitable to do so mentally. This is a natural cognitive process which may                

even be due to students’ idea that both the MT and the FL work equally. However, many                 

people forget the positive sides of translation since it is easier to find negative ones.  2

2 All the translations made for this article are free translations made by the author of it. 

 



 

Taking a moment to analyze the material used by the students, we need to bear in                

mind some principles for designing speaking techniques. According to Brown, they are: 

1. Use techniques that cover the spectrum of learner needs, from           
language-based focus on accuracy to message-based focus on        
interaction, meaning and fluency; 2. Provide intrinsically motivating        
techniques; 3. Encourage the use of authentic language in meaningful          
contexts; 4. Provide appropriate feedback and correction;       
5. Capitalize on the natural link between speaking and listening; 6.           
Give students opportunities to initiate oral communication; 7.        
Encourage the development of speaking strategies. (BROWN, 2000,        
p. 275-6) 

Evaluating the book, we can try to find the aforementioned principles in the textbook              

adopted by the institute. It is useful to mention that there are extra materials along the classes                 

together with it. The coursebook is Open Mind (2014), comprised of starter version and five               

more books -- the two last ones are called Master Mind. 

The first principle to be discussed is meeting students’ needs concerning accuracy,            

interaction and fluency. Three activities have been selected to prove this book provides             

students with it (see appendix). Figure 2 shows us a box in each students are able to check                  

how to read what is written because it is different from what they can see. Figure 3 proves                  

there is interaction practice by providing learners with guidelines and ideas on how to lead the                

conversation. Figure 4 contains a fluency activity, which lets students be more independent             

yet showing them the necessary language. 

The second principle is providing intrinsically motivating techniques. For Dornyei: 
The intrinsic value of L2 learning is associated with the learners'           
interest in and anticipated enjoyment of the language learning activity.          
The key issue in generating interest is to `whet the students' appetite',            
that is, to arouse the students' curiosity and attention and to create an             
attractive image for the course. (DORNYEI, 2001, p. 53) 

The activity in Figure 5 promotes this kind of motivation because people are often willing to                

talk about themselves and to know more about each other. There is much personalization in               

the task and it is a community-building activity. 

The third principle demands that students use real-life language in useful contexts. The             

task in Figure 6 has students think critically before speaking -- it is a problem-solving task --                 

and the book also provides them with some functional language so as to communicate              

properly. 

The fourth principle aims to encourage learners to help each other -- promoting             

student-student interdependence  and  also taking the focus off the teacher.  Figure 7 shows an 

 



 

activity which demands that students be critical and give each other proper feedback so as to                

learn and teach at the same time. According to Frey et al: 

When established successfully, positive interdependence results in       
students' recognizing that their individual success is inextricably        
linked to the success of every other member of the group. (FREY, et             
al., 2009, [s/p]) 

The fifth principle tells readers to capitalize on the link between listening and             

speaking. The task in Figure 8 requires students to listen to each other to be able to respond to                   

stimuli with phrases such as Me too, Me either, I don’t and I do. 

The activity in Figure 9 is another problem-solving task which promotes a great             

opportunity to start a conversation since students need to convince each other and negotiate              

meaning and content. 

The seventh principle concerns the development of speaking strategies. Figure 10           

shows one of the many strategies this book provides students with. There are many of them                

along the material. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

“The hope that we [teachers & pupils] can learn together,          

teach together, be curiously impatient together, produce       

something together, and resist together the obstacles that        

prevent the flowering of our joy.” Paulo Freire (1996) 

Doing teacher research is one of the most fascinating yet challenging experiences a             

teacher may have. If we do not pay attention to our learners and do not cater to their needs, no                    

one else will. We are responsible for guiding them in their learning process, and research can                

make the whole process easier. Veillard (1998) associates teaching to researching by drawing             

an analogy:  

As a child, I used to look at the carousel and wonder how it was               
possible for the horses to move up and down and move around,            
without getting out of the predetermined places in the circle. [...] My            
biggest mistake [had] been trying to make my research operate like a            
carousel. I see now that is impossible; the parts are interconnected like            
the carousel horses. On the other hand, [...] the discipline of research            
does require structure and regularity, like the spacing of the horses in            
the carousel [but] how do you separate a part of your teaching from             
the whole of your work life in order to study it? (VEILLARD, 1998,             
p. 50) 

 



 

The research was carried out with an A1 level group at a language institute in Rio de                 

Janeiro, Brazil. There were eight students in the group: five women and three men. The               

average age of the students was thirty-five years old. 

I decided to do an action research because I reckon it is the most effective of all kinds                  

of research method in language learning. As I strongly believe in the power of praxis, study,                

observation, practice and reflection never stop; and according to Nunan (1992, p. 18), “[...]              

the cycle [...] in which the teacher reflects on, returns to, and extends the initial inquiry [is                 

never finished]”. It was divided in three experiments. 

After realizing students were translating every single new word I explained into            

Portuguese, I decided to show them an alternative technique to study lexis. Then, I prepared               

experiment 1, which consisted of the activity Flashcard Game (see appendix) to present and              

practice free-time activities. Having checked meaning, form and pronunciation -- eliciting           

when possible and asking a couple of CCQs -- I handed out pieces of paper. So, I explained                  

they should write the phrases on one side and convey meaning without translation on the other                

side. I modeled the activity and elicited a couple of ideas, always making it clear that they                 

should be able to understand and make associations during the activity and when studying at               

home. 

One of the reasons why students were speaking Portuguese a lot is that they are very                

communicative and love chatting, so they would always be willing to engage in             

conversations. However, they would try to do it in Portuguese; e.g., Concordo!, Ai, eu              

também… or ‘Aff’, verdade. -- especially during whole-class feedback. Therefore, in           

experiment 2, I decided to work with functional language lessons, so that students would be               

able to get the ball rolling and talk on. The topics were: agreeing and disagreeing, giving                

opinions, asking for repetition and taking time to think. The thirty-minute lessons were             

comprised of lead-in, reading for gist, focus on language, practice and production. 

By observing students reading, I could notice most of them were not able to read               

properly: they would be worried about grasping the meaning of every single word and              

eventually try to translate most of them. Needless to say, whenever they could not understand               

a single word, they would "freak out" and stop reading the text. Therefore, for experiment 3, I                 

prepared a fifteen-minute stage, being comprised of a reading exercise (focusing on deducing             

meaning from context) followed by a processing moment so as to show them how this process                

works. The text was a short description of a beach, but I replaced the words beach, beach                 

 



 

chair and beach umbrella with others I had made up. First, I asked them to read the text and                   

answer a gist question, in order to show they can understand the message even without               

understanding every single word. Then, I asked them to talk in pairs and convey the meanings                

-- through visuals, gestures or definitions -- of vlafa, caiapa and larára (respectively, beach,              

beach chair and beach umbrella). Having done that, we reflected on the role of vocabulary,               

communication and their relation. 

 

ANALYSIS 

“The ideal, of course, is that, sooner or later, some          

mechanism whereby the students can participate in such        

an evaluation should be worked out.” Paulo Freire (1996) 

Experiment 1 aimed to show students an alternative technique to study lexis. After a              

processing moment, they could think about how they had associated the words and share with               

peers to contribute with each other and get some ideas to try out later. The whole process was                  

quite successful. Not only did it make them grasp the vocabulary, but it also raised their                

awareness to the use of Portuguese. It was followed by a questionnaire and a processing               

moment. Students understood I was teaching them how to study lexis and asked me to teach                

them how to study listening at home. This first experiment did raise their awareness of the use                 

of Portuguese. See appendix. 

Experiment 2 focused on functional language since this group is quite talkative. I have              

been observing how the four lessons were useful for them to communicate in the target               

language and without having to resort to their L1. It is flabbergasting how functional language               

has been helpful for them to chat and be talkative -- as they are -- in English too. It is amazing                     

that they are using chunks like I suppose, It makes perfect sense to me, I don’t really agree,                  

Don’t you think that …? and others. They have reported to me that it is easier not to speak                   

Portuguese now that they have this language “on the tip of their tongue”, as a student added. 

The goal of Experiment 3 was to teach them and show the difference between reading               

for gist and deducing meaning from context. On the day I conducted the experiment, even               

before asking the gist question and allotting one minute for the activity, I heard whispers:               

‘Vlafa’? What is ‘caiapa’? and Do you know ‘what is ‘larará’?’. It goes without saying that I                 

had to remind them that the only task was to answer the question and that it was possible to do                    

so without worrying about the words. Thereupon, I had them convey the meanings of the               

 



 

words and did the same thing with the reading (unit 4) to have them transfer this technique to                  

more complex passages. During the processing moment, most students understood my point            

and they themselves came to this conclusion that it is easier and also important to focus on the                  

communicative feature of reading activities. 

 

REFLECTIONS 

“As a teacher with critical acumen, I do not cease to be a             

responsible "adventurer" disposed to accept change and       

difference.” Paulo Freire (1996) 

The main objective of this paper was to analyze the use of the MT in the FL speech                  

and promote an action research. The conclusion which we draw is that it is possible to lower                 

their anxiety and increase their confidence to speak the target language by giving enough              

material to work and using scaffolding. 

The experiments showed us all that it is possible to work on and study lexis, engage in                 

conversations and read texts, all of them without translation. The aim was to show students               

the possibility of trying out different techniques other than simply resorting to their MT,              

which is, obviously, the easiest way to grasp meaning. However, it is not always the most                

effective and fruitful one. It is also interesting to mention that perhaps the solutions I               

suggested are not the best ones for them and their learning needs/preferences, but this is the                

role of action research: continue improving the praxis as often as necessary. 

When I first taught them, they were simply unable to communicate both with me and               

with each other in the FL. Not for being lazy or not sympathizing with the idea of doing so,                   

but because they did not know how to. That is why it was important to analyze and study                  

them carefully, always remembering to respect the further they could go -- both linguistically              

and emotionally. Simply imposing that they spoke English would not have solved the             

problem; after all, imposing is never the solution to try to overcome barriers. 

Bearing in mind the group I taught for the first time and the group I have been                 

teaching recently, I could not be any happier. Students have improved in all areas, especially               

speaking, reading and listening. Now, they are able to communicate better -- of course, taking               

into consideration they are A1 level students. It is worth reminding that the process of               

evaluating our practice and acting again never stops. We can always improve our praxis. 

Wherefore,  I judge  it would be interesting  for the academia  to keep on  studying this  

 



 

topic; most people who just start studying a FL do not know how it should be done and end up                    

resorting to translation. Also, some teachers might just be reproducing the English-only policy             

in their classrooms and not stopping to think critically about their practices, principles and              

techniques, therefore losing much that can be done with the MT -- saving time when giving                

instructions, enhancing confidence, working with positive transfer, building rapport and so           

forth. These experiments could be carried out with different groups, either the way they have               

been designed, or improved, in order to show others how to communicate and convey              

meaning. It could also become a quantitative research. There is always room for             

improvement. 
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APPENDIX 

Figure 2 - How to say it box 

 

Source: Open Mind, level 1, p. 14 

 

Figure 3 - Speaking freer practice activity 

 

Source: Open Mind, level 1, p. 15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P.T.O. 

 



 

Figure 4 - Role-play task 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 17 

 

Figure 5 - Personalization/ community-building activity 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 32 

 

Figure 6 - Problem-solving task 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 47 

 

Figure 7 - Task promoting student-student interdependence 

 

 



 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 45 

 

Figure 8 - Speaking and listening task 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 49 

 

Figure 9 - Problem-solving activity 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 57 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P.T.O. 

 



 

Figure 10 - Speaking strategy development 

 

Source: Open mind, level 1, p. 55 

 

Figure 11 - Flashcard Game 

Source: Open Mind, level 1, p. 4 

 



 

Figure 12 - Some flashcards made by students 

 

Source: students 

 

 

 

 

 


