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Mentoring Investigation Report 

Collaborating to develop strategies to increase teacher and student use of target 
language 

Background information 
 
Mentor teacher(s) name:  Kathryn Tominaga 
 
Collaborating teachers names:  Amy Scarr (Brisbane), Mary Lantman (Cairns), Sarah Fenton (Brisbane), 
Yolanda Tandy (Cairns), Regan Stevenson (Cairns), Margie Brown (Mackay), Richard Jeffers (Moura) 
 
School:  Many across QLD 
 
Language:  Japanese (predominantly) 
 
Year level:  Upper primary to Year 12 
 

School or class context   

 
This project brought teachers together, physically and virtually, from across the state of Queensland to focus 
mainly on three of the Professional Standards for Teachers of Languages and Cultures: educational theory 
and practice; language pedagogy; and professional relationships.  
 
The project group sought to review the current state of target language (TL) use in their classrooms and to 
collaborate in order to develop means of effectively increasing TL use. Participants in the project were 
sought via an email to the MLTAQ Japanese Network email list and came from both metropolitan and 
regional centres across Queensland and from both primary and secondary schools. The broad spectrum of 
participating teachers ensured a similarly broad range of classroom settings from compulsory schools with 
class sizes up to the low thirties to small, senior, elective classes of only three students. With each situation, 
came a different set of issues and challenges to be addressed.  
 

Goals of mentoring program   

 
All participants were seeking to analyse the current state of TL use in their classroom, to share teaching 
ideas which would foster an increased use of the TL and to develop strategies to overcome obstacles to TL 
use by teachers and students alike. Following implementation of the new strategies, opportunities were 
created to provide feedback to the group and reflect on the impact, if any, of the adjustments that had been 
made. A further, broader goal of the project, not directly related to TL use, was to provide an opportunity for 
regional and metropolitan teachers to connect and share experiences and to, hopefully, alleviate some of the 
isolation so often experienced by languages teachers.  
 

Design  

 
Following the initial email contact, a OneNote folder was created and shared with all participants so that 
relevant pre-reading documents could be shared and stored conveniently for future reference. 
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The project was designed such that teachers could contribute to the shared online resource as they wished, 
and would also be involved in a series of face-to-face and videoconferencing meetings throughout the 
project research period.  

Implementation and findings 

 
The first face-to-face meeting was held on 25 June and combined a physical meeting of metropolitan 
teachers with a virtual meeting via video-conferencing with regional teachers from Mackay and Cairns. 
 
Issues raised at this meeting included the difficulty with very small classes where students became very self-
conscious about speaking in the TL, reliance by peers on heritage speakers to interpret TL spoken by the 
teacher before others had a chance to comprehend and other behaviour management issues which arise 
when individual students feel they are unable to follow instruction in the TL and ‘switch off’ from the lesson 
and turn their energy to distracting others.  
 
Some initial strategies discussed dealt with use of the TL for as much of the day-to-day running of the 
classroom as possible and the importance of explicitly teaching the required classroom language and then 
using it consistently (McColl, 2010). Basic greetings, taking the roll, students asking for permission or to 
borrow items and words of encouragement to students were already administered in the TL by participating 
teachers but when discussing further opportunities for TL use, one suggestion was that the planned lesson 
activities could also be shared with the class in the TL and, with practice, this could become the task for a 
class monitor to explain to the class at the beginning of each lesson.  
 
Labels were created which could be used by the teacher to indicate the different components of the day’s 
lesson. For example, labels (see Appendix 1) were made in the TL of regular activities in the language 
classroom such as new vocabulary, new grammar, reading practice, writing practice, speaking practice and 
listening practice. These could then be displayed on the board and used as a prompt by the class monitor, or 
for the whole class to read through together.  
 
To overcome the shyness of students in a small class of just three students, a laminated bingo-style card 
(see Appendix 2) was developed with useful phrases for students to use in the classroom. Students would 
mark off each phrase/expression they used during the lesson, trying to complete as many of the examples 
on the card as possible. 
  
Commitment not only by the teacher, but also by the students, was also seen as a key factor to successful 
use of the TL in the languages classroom. In order to achieve this it was proposed that the teacher 
discussed his/her desires and expectations for improved proficiency of the students and explained, in 
advance, some of the new strategies that were to be implemented. At the end of the lesson, or following a 
series of lessons, the students would then be asked to complete a survey (see Appendix 3) where they 
could share their experience of the increased focus on TL use. None of the teachers participating in the 
project implemented the survey in their classes and this has been identified by the group as an important 
activity that should be tried in the new school year. 
  
During the course of ongoing communications it was noted that students from the small class of three senior 
students had responded well to the new strategies put in place and were gradually overcoming their shyness 
and making more of an effort to use the TL. The teacher for this group still felt pressured by the heavy 
workload demanded by the curriculum and further strategies were needed to make it possible to cover the 
required curriculum and use increased TL.  
 
The primary school teachers continued to struggle with some students who would seemingly immediately 
lose interest and fail to attempt to understand the teacher whenever the TL was used for instruction. 
Following further discussion via email within the group a new strategy was developed. ‘Tsuuyaku Ka-do’ 
(Interpreter Cards) (see Appendix 4) were developed to be printed and laminated. The purpose of these 
cards was that they be issued to all students (one or two per student). During class, when the teacher was 
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using the TL, students would be invited to ‘interpret’ for the teacher. After doing so, they would submit their 
‘tsuuyaku ka-do’ to ensure that a variety of students had the opportunity to be the ‘interpreter’. This ensured 
that no student felt that they could not follow the lesson. The strategy was very popular with students. 
Physically having the cards to hold and having to submit them after interpreting for the teacher encouraged 
students to be selective about when they raised their hand to interpret. More advanced students would 
deliberately wait for a more complex sentence so that they would have the opportunity to challenge 
themselves further. After one to two weeks, using the cards, it was no longer necessary to hand out the 
cards. Instead the teacher would just call on the students to interpret what had been said, making sure to 
ask a variety of students.  

 

Data gathered 

 
See Appendices below.  
 

Evaluation and considering future mentoring groups 

 
Although the project has officially concluded, a new Professional Learning Network has grown from this 
collaboration and emails continue to be circled within the group on the topic of TL use in the classroom. In 
October 2012, an article was published in the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL) journal, The Language Educator, addressing use of TL. In the United States, ACTFL recommends 
‘that communication in the target language comprises at least 90% of instructional time.’ This provided 
further food for thought, and, in particular, highlighted the need for comprehensible input and the various 
kinds of scaffolding that the teacher can provide to students to ensure they do not feel lost in the TL. This 
new discussion did not arise within the scope and time frame of the project but will now become my personal 
focus moving forward and I will be hopeful that other participants from the MoRe LEAPS Target Language 
project will be interested to continue exploring this new direction further.  
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APPENDICES: DATA GATHERED  
 
APPENDIX 1: TARGET LANGUAGE LABELS FOR REGULAR ACTIVITIES  
 
(LISTENING, SPEAKING, READING, WRITING, etc) in HIRIGANA AND KATAKANA 
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APPENDIX 2: TARGET LANGUAGE BINGO CARDS 
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APPENDIX 3: STUDENT SURVEY ABOUT TARGET LANGUAGE USE 
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APPENDIX 4: INTERPRETER CARDS 
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Reflective summary 

 
Within the timeframe of the project, some, but not significant, improvement in TL use was observed in 
classrooms. A foundation has, however, been laid to continue to explore the avenues for making TL an 
expected and accepted standard in our classrooms. I intend to pursue this topic further and will continue to 
include my co-collaborators in the conversation and to share any new discoveries and experiences. This 
project served to bring together teachers from all over Queensland and create a strong network of like-
minded teachers committed to improving their classroom practice and student outcomes. I look forward to 
seeing and experiencing the benefits of this ongoing collaboration into the future. 

 
 
 


