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Abstract. This paper sheds light on the students’ opinions and attitudes about mother tongue (MT)
usage in the foreign language (FL) classroom. The purpose of the paper is to determine the students’
perception of MT usage and its impact on FL learning and the acquisition process. This research is a
continuation and complements to the research conducted and analyzed in the article published in the
international journal “Vospitanie” under the title “Teachers’ perspectives on the prevalence of the
mother tongue in foreign language teaching”. For the purposes of this research, a survey was
conducted to observe the students’ specific attitudes, i.e, how they actually experience the foreign
language teaching process with and without the usage of the mother tongue, to highlight the reasons
and factors for its use, to determine whether and how often the mother tongue is used, and whether it
facilitates FL learning and content acquisition. The results of this paper conclusively indicate that MT
usage is a common practice that is widely accepted by FL learners, respectively used consciously,
and planned as an intermediary and auxiliary language. Understanding how the mother tongue can
interfere in FL learning and being aware of its influence during classroom activities can significantly
enhance the acquisition of a second or third foreign language. The results of this research will help
improve the teaching of foreign languages, which will enable easier and more efficient learning and
successful acquisition of the foreign language.
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Introduction

Multilingualism is one of the leading principles of the European language policy.
Europe attributes to the need for proficiency in several foreign languages, imposes linguistic
diversity, encourages, and promotes multilingualism. As in many EU member countries, one
of the goals of Macedonia’s language policy is to maintain and develop multilingualism,
through the acquisition of several foreign languages throughout formal compulsory
education. Almost half of the total number of the educational systems in the EU require
learning at least two languages simultaneously during a given period of their education. The
timeline of learning two languages in N. Macedonia, as well as in Romania, Switzerland,
Iceland, and Serbia is 8 years (European Commission, Eurydice, 2017, p. 34). Students start
learning English as a compulsory subject at the age of 6, and at the age of 11 they are
required to start a second foreign language, and they continue to learn two languages
simultaneously until they reach the age of 19. (European Commission, Eurydice, 2017,
p.160).

The educational system in N. Macedonia consists of preschool (1-5 years old) which is
not compulsory, but most children attend it, then primary school - free and compulsory for all
aged 6 to 14, regardless of gender, religion, and nationality, secondary school - offers an
option to be completed in three or four years — compulsory and free for everyone aged 15 to
17/18 and higher education (Ministry of Education and Science of R. N. Macedonia, 2018, p.
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12). In this paper, the authors focused on secondary education, specifically on the process
of teaching and learning foreign languages in secondary schools in the country. In 11
countries at the EU level, more than 90% of students in the first year of secondary education
are obliged to learn two or more FLs including Estonia, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta,
Poland, Romania, Finland, Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Macedonia (European Commission,
Eurydice, 2017, p.12). According to the data from the State Statistical Office of R. N.
Macedonia (2022), at the beginning of the school year 2021/2022, there were a total of 129
secondary schools in the Republic of N. Macedonia, with a total of 71018 secondary school
students. The study programs propose three foreign languages: first and second FL as
compulsory subjects, and one elective FL.

According to the secondary education curricula proposed by the Bureau for
Development of Education (2022) and the Center for Vocational Education and Training,
approved by the Ministry of Education and Science (2018), the first and the second FL is
taught for four years in general secondary schools and in vocational schools (especially
economy-law and trade; economics, law and trade), while the third language is included as
an elective subject only in general secondary schools during the third and the fourth year.
English, German, French, and Russian are offered as the first compulsory language.
According to the data from the State Statistical Office of R. N. Macedonia (2022) in the 2021-
2022 school year, English is the first compulsory language for 70884 students, while
German is learned by only 134 students. Apart from the above-mentioned languages,
Turkish and Italian are offered as a second compulsory language. In this group, the German
language is in the top position with 21226 learners, the second one is French with 14347
and then follow Italian (648), Turkish (522), Russian (156), and English (116). As a third or
elective foreign language, 493 students have chosen other language which is different from
those already listed, such as: Italian - 386 students, Turkish - 294, German - 117 and French
- 6 students.

Numerous studies have been conducted on the topic of mother tongue (MT) usage in the
foreign language (FL) classroom, consistently demonstrating the significant impact of mother
tongue (MT) on the foreign language learning and teaching process. There is an ongoing
discussion in the literature about whether to use the MT in foreign language classrooms.
Many professionals have debated the advantages and disadvantages of using the MT.
Some researchers, such as Burden (2001), Chick and McKay (1999), and Schweers (1999),
believe that MT can be beneficial in FL classrooms, while others like Cianflone (2009) and
Macdonald (1993) see it as an obstacle. On the other hand, another group of researchers,
including Elridge (1996) and Voicu (2012), propose guidelines for when and how much MT
should be used in the FL classrooms. They support the use of MT but with limitations.

Regarding the prevalence of Macedonian as a native language in foreign language
teaching and learning in secondary schools, a research article titled “Teachers’ perspectives
on the prevalence of the mother tongue in foreign language teaching” was published in the
international journal “Vospitanie”. The study examined whether and how often teachers used
the Macedonian language and what role and influence it had on the FL teaching process.
The results showed that teachers were generally positively oriented towards the use of the
MT in the FL classroom. They believed that the use of the MT facilitated the comprehension
and acquisition of certain FL structures. However, how learners, i.e., high school students,
experience the FL teaching with and without the use of their mother tongue will be clearly
presented with the research results given below. This paper will enable the reader to
understand the students’ specific attitudes and will also highlight the reasons and factors for
MT usage, then determine whether and how often the MT is used, as well as whether it
facilitates the learning and the content acquisition.
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Methodology: participants, research method, analysis, results and discussion

Participants

The survey involves a total of 127 high school students, out of which 70.1% are
females and 29.9% are males. The participants are students from several public secondary
schools in the Republic of N. Macedonia attending the fourth year of general and vocational
high school.

Research method

For the purpose of the research, an anonymous online survey was created and
conducted in Google Docs, aiming to cover as many students as possible from a number of
different secondary schools in N. Macedonia. The questions and answers are given in
Macedonian and in English, and the gquestionnaire contains 33 questions related to the
students’ perception and attitudes regarding the prevalence, usage, and role of the MT in FL
classroom and their influence on the learning process and content acquisition. The survey is
standardized, that is, the questions and their sequences are given in advance. It contains
mixed questions, i.e., alternative (yes / no answers) and scaled questions (multiple answers
given on a scale of 1-5 or ranging from “rarely-often” to “most often”). The survey was
presented to all fourth-year students in several schools, but only those who willingly agreed
to participate are included as respondents, ensuring that the results obtained are objective
and valid. There was a set period of 1 month for submitting the response and all the samples
that were timely submitted were fully summarized and analyzed respectively. The results of
the research are presented along with the detailed discussion below, offering comprehensive
insights into the findings. The questions of the survey, listed in Appendix A and the results,
which are not presented in table format due to the varied responses, can be accessed for
inspection online at:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1eBEhQtzK9ENQxruiNhjmcCPLXpnScCOFRIJRMWiYNNSU
/viewanalytics. It is also important to mention that, in this paper, charts and diagrams are
included specifically for those questions that require a visual representation to enhance the
clarity of the responses.

Data analysis and results

The survey consists of 33 questions divided into two parts. The first 10 questions
provide information about the prevalence of FLs in secondary schools and the usage of MT
in FL classroom, demonstrating which languages are represented as first/second foreign
language as a compulsory subject, and third foreign language as an elective subject. It can
be clearly noted that the obtained results completely match the statistical data of the State
Statistical Office for the school year 2021-2022; they reflect the actual FL position at the
state level. The obtained data confirm that English is the first compulsory language for
98.4% of the respondents. German is the most common second compulsory language with
52.8%, while French comes next with 20.5%. As for a third or elective foreign language,
about 50% of students chose another language, different from the ones already mentioned.
Additionally, 90.6% of the respondents claim that they have been learning the first foreign
language for 9 or more years, and they have been learning the second language for about 8
years. The data confirm the fact that in the Republic of N. Macedonia, the period of learning
two languages lasts for 8 years, and the country has a tendency to maintain and develop
multilingualism through formal compulsory education, thus responding to the EU demands
and corresponding with the European language policy. Regarding the usage of MT in FL
teaching and learning, about 90% of the students confirmed that they use the MT in first,
second, or third foreign language classes.

The second part of the questionnaire, specifically questions 11 to 31, refers to the MT
usage during the learning and acquisition of only the second/third FL. The responses to
these questions clarify the students’ perception and their specific attitudes towards its usage
in the FL classroom, as well as the effects and outcomes of its implementation. The answers
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provide solid information on whether and how often the students use their MT and whether,
according to them, it facilitates the learning process as well as the content acquisition.
Additionally, it also states how they truly experience the FL teaching and learning process
with and without MT usage, and what the reasons and factors for using their MT in the
process of learning and acquiring a second/third FL are.

Regarding the question, “How often is the MT used in foreign language classes?”
26.8% of the students use their mother tongue always, 38.6% often, 26% sometimes, and a
very small percentage use it rarely or never. This demonstrates that using the MT is a
common and accepted practice among FL learners.

11. KonKy 4ecTo ro KopucTuTe MajuymMHMOT jasnK Ha YacoBUTE Mo CTPaHCKK ja3nk? - How often is
the mother tongue used in foreign language classes?

127 responses

@ 1 (Hukoraw) / never
@ 2 (peTko) / rarely
3 (noHekoraw) / sometimes
@ 4 (vecto) / often
@ 5 (cexoraw) / always

Diagram 1

According to the research results, it is shown that 59.8% of the students use their MT
as an intermediary or auxiliary language and 69.3% of them use it consciously and in a
planned way, while 40.2% use it as a primary language and 30.7% use it unconsciously and
spontaneously.

Regarding how students experience FL teaching and learning with and without the
MT usage, 57.5% of the students do not feel uncomfortable and uncertain when the teacher
speaks only in the foreign language and do not feel fear and insecurity when the teacher
asks a question in the foreign language. Additionally, 78.7% of the respondents answered
that they are not embarrassed to speak the foreign language with their teacher, and 70.9%
claim that they are not ashamed of their classmates. This points out that the students feel
comfortable to use the FL, they accept it as well, cope with it, and are not ashamed to use it
in class.

Questions 18-22 were set to analyze the students’ perceptions and attitudes
regarding the MT usage in the FL teaching and learning process. Namely, 75.6% of the
students agree that the MT helps them feel comfortable, safe and relaxed, 21.3% are not
sure how they feel, and 3.1% disagree with this statement. Regarding the question, “Do you
think that the mother tongue has a crucial and necessary role in foreign language learning?”
84.3% answered affirmatively. A total of 92.9% believe that the MT usage facilitates the FL
learning and acquisition, 89% agree that better results are achieved if the MT is used in
class, and 66.9% prefer to learn from materials and textbooks written exclusively in the FL.
This indicates the fact that although the students believe that MT usage seems necessary
for FL acquisition and that it facilitates the process, as well as that better results are
achieved, a majority of them (66.9%) would still like and prefer to learn from materials and
textbooks written only in the FL. Regarding the question, “How often do you compare
linguistic elements from the foreign language with elements from the mother tongue?”, the
students have different opinions and answers, presented through the following diagram:
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23.  Konky yecTo npaBuTe cnopefba Ha jasnuHuTe eNeMeHTW Of CTPAHCKMOT jasuK co eNeMeHTH
o[} MajunHKOT jasuk? - How often do you compare... language with elements from the mother tongue?

127 responses

@ 1 (Hukoraw) / never
@ 2 (petko) / rarely
3 (noHekoraw) / sometimes
@ 4 (yecto) / often
@ 5 (cexoraw) / always

18.9%

Diagram 2

As presented above, most students often, sometimes, or always compare language
elements, only about 20% of them make a comparison rarely or never, and as expected,
about 89% agree that it is very helpful for them when they compare the foreign language and
their mother tongue. The results of the research indicate that a large number of the
respondents (83.5%) prefer a teacher who explains the complex grammatical forms in
Macedonian, and 76.4% of them believe that using the mother tongue helps them
understand complex grammatical structures better and more easily. Furthermore, 84.3% of
the respondents claimed that it is easier for them when the teacher translates unknown
words literally, and 79.5% believe that their MT helps them understand new words, phrases,
and expressions better. Additionally, a large number of respondents (66.9%) often compare
the Macedonian spelling with the FL spelling.

As for the pronunciation of the foreign language, the students have varying opinions about
whether having a native-speaker teacher would help them understand better. Approximately
half of the students (57.5%) believe that it would be easier for them to understand the
pronunciation from a native-speaker teacher, while about 42.5% disagree with that
statement. These results clearly demonstrate the students’ attitude towards the importance
of using the MT in the FL teaching and learning process, and its influence on their
understanding of the language elements. A large percentage of students, 92.9%, support the
use of the MT in FL teaching and learning process. However, when it comes to how often
they prefer to use the MT, the students have divided but almost equal opinions, as given in
the following diagram:

31. Oanu npedepupate / cakate MajuMHWOT jasuMK Aa ce ynoTpebyBa 3a Bpeme Ha YacoBuTe Mo

CTpaHCKM jasuk? - Do you prefer / want to use the mother tongue during the foreign language lessons?
127 responses

@ cekoraw / always
@ uecto / often

noHekoralu / sometimes
eTKo / rarel
5o ®p Yy
@ Hukoraw / never

Diagram 3

Namely, nearly 39.4% of the respondents preferred the MT to be used always, 29.9% -
sometimes, 21.3% - often, and only 9.4% - rarely. It is important to point out that none of the
students responded with “hever”, meaning that they would not like the MT to be completely
excluded from the teaching process.
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In the 33rd question, the respondents were asked to express their views, opinions,
ideas, suggestions, and recommendations regarding the use of the MT in the FL classroom.
Below are presented some of the highlighted suggestions and recommendations given by
the students:

- MT should be used, not always but often in order to explain unknown words and

novelties in the language we are learning

- MT should not be used a lot;

- MT could be used exclusively for difficult and unknown words;

- MT should be used for translation and comparison;

- Always use the mother tongue;

- MT should be used because it facilitates learning;

- MT needs to be reduced to a minimum level and switch to foreign language

discussions with all students as much as possible;

- MT should be used during foreign language classes because it is easier and faster

for us to understand.

According to the students’ views, the mother tongue should be used in order to
explain unknown words and novelties in the FL, as well as for translation and comparison.
However, certain care should be taken not to use it too frequently and excessively. It could
be used exclusively for difficult and unfamiliar words. Nevertheless, the MT should always be
used because it facilitates the learning and acquisition of a foreign language. According to
them, the use of the MT during foreign language classes can be useful because it helps
them to understand and learn the foreign language faster, easier, and better.

Conclusion

The purpose of this paper is to determine the students’ perceptions and attitudes towards
mother tongue usage in the FL classroom and its impact on the process of learning
and content acquisition. The research was carried out by surveying a total of 127 fourth-
year secondary school students in general and vocational high school (economy-law and
trade; economics, law and trade) from several public secondary schools in the R.N.
Macedonia. The results obtained from our research realistically reflect the situation and
completely coincide with the State Statistical Office’s data given for the academic year 2021-
2022. The results data confirm that students learn foreign languages for an interval of 8-9
years and that English is the first compulsory language for 98.4% of our respondents,
German is the second compulsory language for 52.8%, followed by French for 20.5%. Based
on the results, it can be concluded that using the mother tongue is a common practice that is
widely accepted by FL learners. Most of them use the mother tongue consciously and in a
planned way as an intermediary or auxiliary language. However, they do not feel discomfort,
insecurity, or fear, and are not ashamed to use the foreign language. Therefore, they prefer
to learn from textbooks written only in a foreign language. According to our research, most
students compare the foreign language elements such as spelling, vocabulary, and
pronunciation with their mother tongue. A large part of them prefers complex structures to be
explained in Macedonian because they believe it helps them to understand complex
grammatical structures, new words, phrases, and expressions better and more easily.
Therefore, the students have divided opinions about whether having a native-speaker
teacher would help them or not. Although students support the use of the mother tongue
when learning and acquiring a foreign language, they still think it should be used
occasionally, only and exclusively for translation, comparison, and explaining unknown
words. None of the students would like the Macedonian language, as a mother tongue, to be
completely excluded from the teaching process because they believe that the mother tongue
usage makes the FL learning, comprehension, and acquisition much easier, better, and
faster. From the aforementioned, it can be concluded that despite the modernization of the
educational process and the aspiration to apply innovative teaching methods that imply the
full and exclusive use of the foreign language, this still cannot be achieved in upper
secondary schools in the N. Macedonia because the students still need the mother tongue
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as a necessary tool. The results of this research will contribute to the improvement of the FL
teaching process and in facilitating the FL learning process, leading to easier and more
efficient learning and successful acquisition of the foreign language.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire

. Gender

. How many foreign languages do you study in the fourth year?

. Which language are you learning as your first foreign language?

. Which language are you learning as your second foreign language?

. Which language are you learning as your third foreign language?

. How many years have you been learning your first foreign language?

. How many years have you been learning your second foreign language?

. How many years have you been learning your third foreign language?

. Do you use your mother tongue in your first foreign language classes?

10. Do you use your mother tongue in your second (and third) foreign language classes?
11. How often is the mother tongue used in foreign language classes?

12. When | learn a foreign language, | use my mother tongue as: primary language or
intermediary / auxiliary language.

13. I use my mother tongue: consciously and planned or unconsciously and spontaneously.
14. Do you feel uncomfortable and insecure when the teacher speaks only in a foreign
language?

15. Do you feel fear and insecurity when the teacher asks you a question in a foreign
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language?
16. Are you embarrassed in front of the teacher when you have to speak in a foreign
language?
17. Are you embarrassed in front of your classmates when you have to speak in a foreign
language?

18. My mother tongue helps me feel comfortable, secure and relaxed.

19. Do you think that the mother tongue has a crucial and necessary role in foreign language
learning?

20. Do you think that using your mother tongue makes it easier for you to learn and acquire
a foreign language?

21. Do you agree that better results are achieved if the mother tongue is used in your foreign
language classes?

22. Do you prefer to learn from materials / textbooks that are written only in a foreign
language?

23. How often do you compare linguistic elements from the foreign language with elements
from the mother tongue?

24. Do you find it helpful if you compare the foreign language and the mother tongue?

25. Do you prefer the teacher to explain the complex grammatical forms in Macedonian?

26. My mother tongue helps me understand complex grammatical structures better and
easier.

27. Do you think that you will understand the pronunciation more easily if the foreign
language teacher is a native speaker?

28. Do you often compare Macedonian spelling with the foreign language spelling?

29. Is it easier for you when the teacher literally translates the unknown words for you?

30. My mother tongue helps me better understand new words, phrases and expressions.

31. Do you prefer / want to use the mother tongue during the foreign language lessons?

32. Are you for or against the use of the mother tongue in foreign language classes?

33. Any suggestions about the use of the mother tongue in the foreign language classes.
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