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While communicating with people from other languages rather than the mother tongue, when language fails to do its task, speakers tend to use some techniques including verbal and non-verbal ones. In the latter case, speakers use body language such as gesture and facial expressions. They convey their emotion and information through the movements of their bodies, especially their hands and faces. In the former case, people sometimes create new words, use their native language to replace its equivalence in the target one, paraphrase or translate word for word. Among these verbal techniques used by low-proficiency students, replacing the target language with a native one, known as language switch, and translating word for word, or so-called literal translation are frequently used. Despite the mistakes and errors the speakers make in terms of linguistics, they are successful in terms of communication.

This research, which is based on a similar one conducted by Shamala Paramasivam in Malaysia and my own M.A thesis, uses a variety of speaking and writing activities together with classroom observation of some first year English students at Foreign Trade University and some primary pupils at Wellspring International School to investigate the use of language transfer in their English classes.
Introduction
Terence Odlin once stated that “language contact situations arise whenever there is meeting of speakers who do not all share the same language and who need to communicate. When the communicative needs of people go beyond what gestures and other paralinguistic signal can achieve, some use of a second language becomes necessary.” The speakers may use language mixing, that is the merging of characteristics of two or more languages. If mixing does occur, the speakers use their native language to overcome the difficulties they encounter in communicating with others. In other words, the mother tongue has influence on the target language. Another kind of mixing is in the form of borrowings from a second language into the native language. For example, Vietnamese people use the word “meeting” in English to talk about a certain kind of assembly with a little different in spelling, or the use by English speakers of the loan word ”croissant” from French to describe a certain type of pastry. Last but not least, the speakers may use language transfer, appeals, paralinguistic means, word coinage, and circumlocution. 
Language transfer may or may not enhance learning depending on the context in which it is used. It does not support language learning if the learner does not use the second language at all or he uses this strategy to deal with language problem only. The speaker therefore does not learn the L2 item of the problematic word. However, if the learner uses L1 in order to communicate, he may be aware of his limited vocabulary. After the activity, he can resort to sources of authority like a dictionary or the class teacher or his friend to learn the English equivalents of the problematic words. In this indirect way, language transfer may be viewed as having the potential as a language learning tool.

From the researcher’s own experience, there are some cases when students use language transfer. When they are asked to work in pairs or in groups during their English lessons, and when they talk to the native teachers, it is amazing that they can communicate quite effectively despite their low proficiency in the target language. In addition to body language such as gesture, mime, facial expression, sometimes, they replace the target language by a native one, translate word for word. It can be seen that the mother tongue plays an important role in second language learning, even has big impact on the achievement of the learners. With the hope of discovering the influence of Vietnamese in communication in English, and how it affects the studying of a second language, then propose some applicable teaching methods, the research was conducted.
Research design
Population

The subjects of the study are first-year students from two classes, including two male and two female, studying at Foreign Trade University, Hanoi in 2009-2010 academic year. All respondents have learnt English as a second language for seven years, four years of junior secondary education and three years of senior secondary education. They are all native Vietnamese. They are all nineteen years old.  An  equal  number  of males  and  females were  used  to minimize  the  influence  of gender on  the use of communication strategies and to ensure that there would be sufficient talk-time for each task-type in order to establish a reliable profile of strategy use for each task-type.

Measuring instruments 

For the oral tasks, the participants will be paired off. They will perform the given tasks. These task-types are selected based on Anderson, Brown, Shillcock and Yule’s (1984) classification of oral tasks involving static, dynamic, and abstract relationships. 

The students’ performance in the following oral tasks was recorded then analyzed

1.  Static Task: Instruction-giving task (henceforth referred to as Task A)   

One  of  the  pairs gives instruction for the other student to perform  a  task  like making  a  flower  or repairing  a  leaking  tap. The respondents can ask for clarifications. 

2.  Dynamic Task: Telling a story (henceforth referred to as Task B)  

     One member of the pair is asked to tell a story basing on a sequence of given pictures (see Appendix 1) while the other of the pair listens and asks for clarifications if necessary.  

3.  Abstract Task: Opinion-giving (henceforth referred to as Task C) 

The students are required to exchange opinions and try to reach an agreement on the rank of importance of selected items which help them survive in a survival situation (see Appendix 2).  

In addition, students are given a series of pictures. They have to write a composition basing on the pictures taken from “Listening extra” book by Miles Craven (2000)

Data collection procedure 

The data collection procedure was divided into two main phases. In the first phase, the subjects were paired off into four groups. Each pair performed the three task-types mentioned above. All three tasks were first performed in English and then immediately in Vietnamese.
In the second phase, the students were given a set of pictures taken from the book “Listening extra” by Miles Craven (2000). Then they had ten minutes to compose a story basing on the given pictures without any dictionary.

Analyzing data procedure 
After transcribing the recorded data, the researcher identified the discourse units to discover the communication strategies used.  To get a reliable identification of the strategy used, three identification procedures were used, including pointing out the problem indicators, comparing the respondents’ L1 and L2, and the use of the learners’ retrospective comments. 

Research findings

Transfer as a communication strategy

Language switch 

Language switch was used as a communication strategy in all the three task-types to solve language problems at the word level. A Vietnamese word was used to express the target word.  In Task A, language switch was used to refer to objects used in the task and to explain the non-verbal aspects of the task, which is the actions required for performing the task. Similar to task C, in task B, the students used language switch to describe the object, and its parts as well as the actions in the stories.  

Literal translation

Literal translation is registered when the problematic word or message is translated from the L1 into the L2. It was used in all the three task-types to deal with problems at the word and message levels as an independent strategy. 

  In  Task A,  it was  used  for  problems  at  the word  level  involving  the  non-verbal aspects of the task. In Task B, literal translation was used for problems involving actions performed by characters in the story. In Task C, literal translation was used for problems involving the use of words and  phrases  in  relation  to  the  opinions  expressed  about  the  functions  of  the  items specified for the survival situation and their necessity.  

In the writing experiment, instead of using language switch to overcome the difficulties in communication, all participants used literal translation.

Transfer as a second language learning strategy

Language switch 

Using L1 in order to communicate may have made the learners aware of their limited vocabulary. After the activity they can resort to sources of authority like a dictionary or the class teacher to learn the English equivalents of the problematic words. In this indirect way language switch may be viewed as having the potential as a language learning tool. If, however, language switch results in the use of the L2 to tackle the problematic word, then learning can be said to have directly occurred during communication.

Literal translation

Transfer manifested as literal translation may enhance learning by enabling the learner to apply his interlanguage to new contexts. In this way, he has opportunities to expand his interlanguage repertoire.

Pedagogical implications


The above findings bring me some suggestions for teaching English for elementary students. To build students’ vocabulary, it is essential to use Vietnamese. Like the traditional way being used in schools, teachers provide students with English words together with their Vietnamese equivalents and vice versa. Example can be seen in table 1 (see Appendix 3).

However, an English word can have more than one single meaning and it may be used in different context. As a result, many teachers now are using “flash cards” which are said to be more useful and effective. Examples are given in table 2 (see Appendix 4).

As can be seen in task A, students easily overcame the challenge as they all saw the objects and they knew what their partners meant. Therefore, it is advisable to use visual aids in teaching vocabulary. The teachers can use power point slides or videos to show the students pictures, images of the objects. However, this can be applied for concrete nouns only (see Appendix 5).

Teaching students the way to express their intended meaning is also crucial. Therefore, instead of giving the direct target language, teachers had better provide learners with definitions or explanations as shown in the above flashcard. In order to make the classroom atmosphere more exciting, teachers can design some games.

The first example is the game called “what’s the word?” Each player is given two minutes to guess what is on six cards. The teacher or the host of the game suggests or provides clues for the student without using any of the word written on the cards. It can also be designed as a listening exercise. The following transcription is taken from New English File Pre-Intermediate book (page 10, 118). The second game is drawing. After being given some clues about an object, the student has to draw a picture of it then the other ones in the class guess what it is (see Appendix 6).

Teachers should also teach vocabulary according to topics and design some exercises using the words in the topic. About the “work and employment”, the researcher recommends several exercises which she found in “First Certificate Language Pratice” by Michael Vince (2003).
Limitations of the research

Even though the study has offered some insightful findings, like many other studies, it has some limitations. First, the number of the participants was rather small. Besides, the source of references was a challenge for the researcher as there were very few books in the library concerning the topics. Last but not least, as the research used a number of tasks and activities, it took a long time to complete the data collection procedure.

Conclusion

To deal with their language difficulties , the students sometimes replaced the target words by their equivalents in the mother tongue, which is known as language switch. Besides, they also literally translated their intended meanings into the target language. In the oral tasks, language switch was used more frequently than literal translation, especially in task A and task B when they only needed words to convey their thoughts. On the other hand, literal translation was applied more in the writing task. As the participants explained later to the researcher, they thought writing was more formal than speaking; therefore, they tried to avoid using Vietnamese to express their ideas. 

The above strategies do not only help them tackle with breakdowns in communicating in a second language but also indicate some effects with regard to second language learning. The use of the strategy can allow the learner to learn new L2 lexis. When the student knows that he lacks the vocabulary to express his idea, he attempts to learn it by asking the teacher, his friends for the target words or looks up for in the dictionary later. In addition, transfer can allow the learner to learn a new context for his interlanguage items. He may learn new meanings of a familiar word or its new uses in different contexts. In addition to helping expand the learner’s L2 repertoire, transfer also can enhance learning by allowing learners to automatize their interlanguage items. This involves instances when the learner was either reminded by his interlocutor of interlanguage items he had problems retrieving at the time of speech, or the learner himself was able to retrieve the problematic word from his mind.
 The findings  are  an  eye-opener  to  the  promise  that  lies  in  a  learner’s  first language for communicating and learning a second language. As teachers, then, we must  be  receptive  and  sensitive  to  the  place  of  the  learner’s  first  language  in  the teaching and  learning of  the second  language. As Rodolpho Jacobson echoes  this  in his view,  teachers need to acknowledge code switching as a natural phenomenon and the  parallel  use  of  L1  and  L2  as  unavoidable  in  the  L2  classroom  (Jacobson  and Faltis,  1990). 
APPENDIX
Appendix 1 – Story 1 


Appendix 1 – Story 2
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Appendix 2 – Survival situations

Survival Situation 1 

You  and  three  other  people  are  trapped  in  the middle  of  the  ocean. You  have become  separated  from  the main  ship.  You  have  about  300 miles  of  ocean  to cover  in  order  to  reach  the main  ship. The following items are available, to be numbered in order of necessity of survival. Select the ten most important items. Give valid reasons for your choice.  Discuss with your partner and reach consensus.  

The items are:  

Small boat, matches, signal-flares, oars, oil-lamp with oil, telescope, map of  the ocean, knife, life-jackets, string, water, tent, blankets, compass, fish-hooks. 

Survival Situation 2 

A group of people of which you are a member are trapped underground. Nobody knows you and your friends are trapped.  You have to find your way up yourselves. You have with you a number of items which you have to number in order of necessity for survival. Select what you think are the ten most important items. You have to have valid reasons for your choice. Discuss with your partner and reach consensus.  

The items available are: 

twenty metres of nylon  climbing  rope,  spade, battery-run  transistor  radio,  torch, pick,  small  amount of  explosives,  spare batteries, water, watch,  coats  and warm clothing for each person, cigarette-lighter, magnetic compass, protective helmets, first-aid kit, chalk. 

Appendix 3
	English
	Vietnamese

	Spanner
	Cờ lê

	Screw
	Ốc vít


Appendix 4
	Words
	Meaning
	Examples

	Spanner (noun)

/spæn.ər/
	a metal tool with a shaped end, used to turn nuts and bolts
	You need  a spanner to fix your bicycle.

	
	Cờ lê
	

	Screw (noun)

/skru:/
	a thin pointed piece of metal with a raised edge twisting round along its length and a flat top with a cut in it, which is used to join things together, especially pieces of wood
	You use the spanner to remove the screw.


Appendix 5
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	Saw (noun)
	Cái cưa
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	Tap (noun)
	Cái vòi nước


Appendix 6
	It is a metal tool.

It shapes like a knife but it has teeth.

It is used to cut wood.
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	It is a saw.
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