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Abstract 

 The current study investigates the impact of the teachers’ societal dominant language use 

within a weak version of translanguaging in early heritage language education. We explored five 

preschool teachers’ use of English, the dominant majority language, in Tamil heritage language 

classes in Singapore and examined its impact on 33 children’s immediate language production in 

class and in their Tamil language storytelling at the end of the academic year. Our finding 

demonstrates that while the conventional thinking of protecting the pureness of the heritage 

language is still dominant, the Tamil language teachers did employ English in their Tamil 

instruction, and their English use has a substantial variation in frequency. The teachers mostly 

switched to English due to habituation but not with explicit instructional purposes. When English 

was used to aid language instruction, it facilitated children’s comprehension and elicited more 

child talk. Our results also indicated that children model their teacher’s English usage in their 

immediate responses. When teachers increased their English use in daily practice, children also 

incorporated increased English use in their Tamil storytelling task at the end of the academic 

year. Regardless of English use, however, children’s output remained predominantly in Tamil. 

The implication of using translanguaging in early heritage language education is discussed. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2020.1808003
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Entering into the Weak Version of Translanguaging: Teachers’ English Use in Children’s Tamil 

Language Classes in Singapore 

Introduction  

Translanguaging is defined as ‘a process by which students and teachers engage in 

complex discursive practices that include ALL the language practices of ALL students in a class 

in order to develop new language practices and sustain old ones, communicate and appropriate 

knowledge, and give voice to new sociopolitical realities by interrogating linguistic inequality’ 

(García & Kano, 2014, p. 261). García and Lin (2016) proposed two versions of translanguaging 

in education: a strong and a weak version. The weak version upholds the target languages but 

calls for a softening of those boundaries in education, calling for bilingual instructional strategies 

that leverage students’ dominant language. The strong version of translanguaging, however, 

posits that bilinguals build a single linguistic repertoire from which they learn to select 

appropriate features (Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015). With the strong version, teachers may 

leverage their students’ full linguistic repertoire and help them select features that are appropriate 

for different academic and social purposes (García & Kleyn, 2016). Although the strong version 

of translanguaging might be the ultimate goal, it would probably take years to reach the end, 

considering practical issues related to instruction and assessment. In contrast, the weak version 

of translanguaging might describe the reality of many bilingual societies, where the bi-

monolingualism concept is weakened, and teachers are employing translanguaging practices 

based on their instinct.  The current study intends to explore teachers’ language use in the 

emergence of the weak version of translanguaging in Singapore and discuss the impact of 

teachers’ English use on children’s early heritage language (i.e., Tamil) learning.   
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Tamil Language Instruction in the Singaporean preschools 

Heritage language (HL) speakers refer to those “hearing and speaking the heritage 

language and the majority language either simultaneously or sequentially in early childhood, but 

for whom the majority language became the primary language at some point during their 

childhood” (Benmamoun, Montrul, & Polinsky, 2013, pp. 133). This is line with the case of 

Singapore, where the four official languages, namely English, Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil, have 

different social functions. English is considered the societally dominant language for education 

and work in daily practice, while the HLs (i.e., Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil) are used to 

maintain the speakers’ ethnic values and sense of cultural belonging (Dixon, 2005; Valdés, 2005). 

While children do have a connection to their HL in Singapore, they have limited exposure to and 

usage of said language (Curdt-Christiansen, 2016; [name deleted to maintain the integrity of the 

review process], 2018; [name deleted to maintain the integrity of the review process], 2019) 

despite efforts to promote both the HL and English concurrently (MOE, 2013a).  

In past years, there has been a general concern over the erosion of HLs resulting in a 

reliance on education and classroom instruction to revitalize and develop them in hopes of 

impeding language shifts away from said HLs (Valdés, 2005). Three HL learning goals have 

been set down by Ministry of Education Singapore in the Framework for mother tongue 

languages (the official term for HLs in Singapore) (2013a), namely to make children interested 

in learning HLs, to help them develop foundational language and literacy skills, and to make 

them aware of the local ethnic culture. Specifically, the second goal aims at children’s academic 

language skills in HLs, including listening with understanding, speaking to convey meaning, 

recognizing words and reading with assistance, and drawing and writing to represent ideas.  
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It is noteworthy that English is used as the official medium to instruct all the subjects 

except the HLs, while HLs are taught as subjects per se at school (Pakir, 2001). Therefore, to 

achieve these HL learning goals at preschool is challenging, and this is especially true for Tamil 

language instruction at kindergarten. Many children come to school with little Tamil language 

knowledge, probably due to the steady decline of using Tamil at home. The Singapore 

Department of Statistics (SDS; 2010) found that only 32.7% of ethnic Indian preschoolers used 

Tamil at home, reflecting that a majority of Tamil-English bilingual children are English-

dominant in language exposure (Pakir, 2004). Such an exposure pattern would heavily influence 

children’s Tamil language proficiency. The 136 Tamil preschoolers in [name deleted to maintain 

the integrity of the review process]’s study (2018) demonstrated a discrepancy between their 

English and Tamil language proficiency: the children’s Tamil vocabulary size was significantly 

smaller than their English vocabulary size. Even if children have exposure to Tamil at home, the 

kind of exposure they receive at home and at school might be substantially different. This can be 

attributed to the diglossic nature of Tamil: at home, many of them use a spoken variety for 

conversation known as Standard Spoken Tamil, while at preschool, they need to acquire the 

literary format of Tamil (Lakshmi & Saravanan, 2009). The transition from the conversational 

Tamil to literary Tamil has been found to be difficult for Tamil speaking children, with some 

children showing difficulties in understanding their teachers’ Tamil instruction. Consequently, 

children may lack interest and motivation to acquire the language (Lakshmi & Saravanan, 2009). 

Teachers are well aware of these issues, and expressed that children’s low (literary) HL 

proficiency is the biggest challenge for them to conduct teaching in class ([name deleted to 

maintain the integrity of the review process], 2020).  
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Given these circumstances, how could preschool teachers effectively use the daily 45-60 

minutes in class to assist the seemingly English-dominant speakers to develop their Tamil 

language proficiency? Switching from Tamil to English during Tamil language teaching at the 

entry of kindergarten might be one of the solutions as it would allow the teachers to tap into 

children’s dominant English language ([name deleted to maintain the integrity of the review 

process], 2018) as a resource to learn Tamil. In a Singaporean study on primary and secondary 

Tamil language classrooms, students were observed to often switch between English and Tamil 

languages (Shegar & Rahim, 2005). Therefore teachers may employ the ‘bilingual approach’ 

conceptually as recommended by the Ministry of Education Singapore to support the beginner 

learners’ HL learning (Ministry of Education, 2010; Tan 2004), where teachers may use English 

deliberately while teaching to support their children’s HL learning. This recommendation is in 

line with the weak version of translanguaging (García & Lin, 2016) and, in the case for HLs, of 

using the societally dominant English language to support Tamil. However, while this approach 

has been advised for HL teachers at primary school, policy regarding using English in HL 

classrooms has remained undecided, resulting in teachers facing implementation issues for this 

approach. In other words, Tamil language teachers might not be mentally or practically prepared 

for this weak translanguaging situation. To facilitate the transition, we should firstly explore 

what Tamil language teachers are doing in class. As the language classroom is populated by 

multilingual teachers and children, this seems to open up the possibility of a translanguaging 

space in class, with the teachers' translanguaging instinct leading them to employ language 

switching (Li, 2018). This use of language switching and its effects on children’s language 

learning will be the focus of our paper.   
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Language Switching to Provide Comprehensible Input and Elicit Output 

Teachers, especially when they are multilinguals themselves, face a unique dilemma 

during language instruction. Whilst their translanguaging instinct may drive teachers to use all 

available and accessible resources (Li, 2018) such as languages other than the target language, an 

imagined ideal of a full immersion into the target language may prevent them from doing so. In 

such a situation, should teachers employ language switching (Li & Lin, 2019) or should they 

choose to adopt an immersion approach (Ellis, 2008)?  

The effectiveness of using of the majority language to support the learning of the target 

language in class has been debated extensively. However, research has produced contradictory 

results (Almoayidi, 2018). One the one hand, the literature shows positive effects of the use of 

the majority language for target language learning like facilitating word mapping using 

translations (Cook, 2001). Using the dominant majority language also allows the language 

learners to actively participate as well as conceptualize their learning (Ellis, 2008). On the other 

hand, some studies claim that using the majority language when teaching the target language 

may have adverse effects on target language learning. The use of the majority language prevents 

maximizing target language input (McDonald, 1993) and may discourage children from using 

the target language (Ellis, 2008), thereby not being beneficial to learners (Turnbull, 2001).  

Whether teachers’ switching would be effective depends on when and how teachers 

would put switching into practice. At the beginning of children’s language instruction in the non-

dominant language1, the teacher may temporarily switch to the learners’ dominant language in 

order to provide comprehensible input to the learners. If employed with ‘principles’ (Celik, 2003) 

or ‘good judgement’ (Enama, 2016) in a language class, the use of the dominant language could 

                                                            
1 In this paper, a bilingual’s ‘dominant language’ refers to the language that is used more 

prevalently as opposed to their other language(s) (Benmamoun et al., 2013). 
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aid in learners’ comprehension of their less dominant language (Celik, 2003; Madriñan, 2014; 

Sert, 2005), facilitating knowledge to be transferred from the stronger language to the less 

proficient language (Lee & Macaro, 2013). For example, in Hamilton’s study (2014), two four-

year-old Japanese-English bilinguals were read picture books with characters speaking different 

languages in the same story (i.e., either only Japanese or English). In the first reading, the 

characters were each assigned one different language, and these languages were switched in the 

second reading. The switch encouraged the two bilingual listeners to pick up the contextual clues 

from the character that spoke their dominant language (i.e., Japanese) to understand the other 

character’s utterances in the target language (i.e., English). The results reveal that both children 

were able to understand the storylines and demonstrated higher motivation in English language 

learning (Hamilton, 2014), suggesting the potential of the use of both the learner’s dominant and 

the weaker language as a strategy in early bilingual education.  

Besides ensuring learner’s comprehension in class, the use of the dominant language 

could also aid in class management. For language learning classes in which input is chiefly 

provided in the target language, it was posited that providing translations for complex 

instructions in the dominant language could save time and encourage participation in the 

classroom (Ahmad & Jusoff, 2009). Another important function of a switch to the learners’ 

dominant language is to provide learners with affective support. Roberts (2017) claimed that 

using a learner’s dominant language, which is linked to their personal identity, serves as a socio-

emotional boost to the learning of the target language. Moreover, switching between languages 

to encourage children to use their target language routinely is an effective strategy in scaffolding 

emergent learners’ language acquisition in particular (Weitz, Pahl, Mattsson, Buyl, & Kalbe, 
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2010). Teachers were also observed switching between languages to redirect children’s language 

use from their dominant language to the target language (Gafaranga, 2009).  

Notably, these studies suggest that effective uses of the learners’ dominant language are 

contingent on instructional intent. Teachers are supposed to use the dominant language to 

maximize understanding of their instruction, enhance students’ understanding, and provide them 

with opportunities to partake in class discussions (Cahyani, deCourcy, & Barnett, 2016; Halasa 

& Al-Manaseer, 2012). Cahyani and colleagues (2016) thus stressed this practice should be used 

intentionally and appropriately by teachers bearing the learner’s demands in mind. If used 

without an instructional purpose, teachers may be habitually reliant on the dominant majority 

language (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). As put forth by Almoayidi (2018), if teachers use the 

dominant language to the extent of forming a habit, it will replace most target language input in 

the classroom. This may also result in teachers and learners alike relying on their dominant 

language as the only means of alleviating difficulties in teaching and learning the target language 

(Voicu, 2012). MacDonald (1993) who supports this notion suggested that teachers do not need 

to overly rely on their and the learners’ dominant language to resolve issues in target language 

instruction as this may hinder the learners’ development. 

 Apart from providing understandable input, a teacher’s use of language switches to the 

children’s dominant language as a result of their translanguaging instinct may also elicit more 

output from the learners. Teachers’ switching has been found to support communication between 

teacher and students, encouraging tertiary-level Polytechnic students to produce more 

exploratory talk (Cahyani et al., 2016), and eliciting more turn takings and longer utterances in 

the target language as well as in switches between the target and dominant language amongst 

secondary school students in teacher-student interaction (Zhu & Vanek, 2017). Studies on young 
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bilinguals demonstrated the same effects of dominant language use. Teacher’s use of the learners’ 

dominant language as an instructional strategy has been shown to promote Spanish-English 

bilingual preschoolers to think, to communicate and to construct meaning during show-and-tell 

activities (Gort & Sembiante, 2015) using both the target and dominant languages. Teacher’s use 

of the dominant language may not only influence students’ immediate talk, but also have an 

effect on their language use later. When teachers use the students’ dominant language to scaffold 

their target language learning, they may also pass on such a speech habit, implicitly inviting 

children to speak more in the dominant language, effectively teaching children to engage in 

translanguaging. Bandura (1977) theorized that children are more likely to imitate adults when 

those are perceived to be of higher status and more competent. Adults are likely to elicit 

imitation from children as they are perceived to be more knowledgeable, and therefore can 

facilitate learning. Williamson and Markman (2006) further specified that children are mostly 

unable to judge which part of a demonstration is important, and may therefore copy their 

teachers’ model in precise detail. This has been shown to lead preschool children to reproduce 

everything presented including unnecessary actions, leading to over-imitation (Kenward, 2012).  

Investigations of the learners’ dominant language use as a pedagogical strategy in relation 

to understandable input and target-language output are limited. In those that do touch upon the 

topic, early language learners are barely covered. In one particular study by Comeau, Genesee 

and Lapaquette (2003), the authors put forth the Modeling Hypothesis, which states that children 

are sensitive to the language switches in the input and can model their output according to it. The 

six French-English bilingual children who were investigated showed sensitivity to the language 

choices of the input and seemed to adjust the language of their responses accordingly. The 

participants were also shown to do so on a turn-by-turn basis (Comeau et al., 2003). In addition, 
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the other studies using the dominant language as an instructional approach in early language 

education present other salient takeaways. One study showed that even though children code 

mixed (affected by their language dominance and their parents’ rates of mixing); they were 

observed to be able to clearly differentiate between their two languages (Genesee, Nicoladis & 

Paradis, 1995). In another study with young French-English bilinguals, results suggest that they 

did not show pragmatic differentiation in language use despite each of their parents speaking to 

them in either French or English (Nicoladis & Genesee, 1996). Similarly, where mothers were 

asked to read bilingual (English and Japanese) books to their children, results showed that the 

children were able to follow the story despite frequent switching between languages when 

reading (Hamilton, 2014). However, these few existing studies mentioned above had small 

samples (e.g., n=5 in Genesee et al., 1995; n=2 in Hamilton, 2014; n=4 in Nicoladis & Genesee, 

1996) and it is thus difficult to generalize their results. 

The Current Study 

The current study intends to explore the teachers’ amount and the type of English use in 

Tamil language classes at kindergarten, and our goal is to examine whether Tamil teachers have 

catered to children’s diverse learning needs by using English to reconcile what the children know 

and what they have to learn during the emerging phase of the weak version of translanguaging in 

Singapore. We re-examine teachers’ and children’s English use in Tamil classes covered by the 

report of [name deleted to maintain the integrity of the review process] (2020) and extend the 

focus to teacher-child interaction in the discourse and to the impact of teacher’s use of English 

on children’s later language use. We explore teachers’ employment of English in Tamil language 

class at preschool, and investigate the influence of such language switching on children’s Tamil 

language production. Specifically, we address the following two questions: 
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1. How often and in which communicative contexts do teachers switch to English? 

2. How does this affect the children’s own language production in Tamil, both in immediate 

responses and in delayed storytelling? 

We hypothesize that the communicative contexts for teachers’ use of English would be 

mostly instructional at the transitional phase to the weak version of translanguaging. For the 

second research question, we hypothesize that children may imitate teacher’s utterances, and 

produce English in their own speech, being in line with the Modeling Hypothesis.  

Methods 

Participants 

The sample comprises five Tamil language teachers and thirty-three children in these 

classes. We utilize data collected as part of the ‘Singapore Kindergarten Impact Project’ (SKIP; 

Ng et al., 2014), a large-scale study examining preschooler’s development at home and at school 

in Singapore. This study observed five teachers from five kindergarten one (K1) Tamil language 

classrooms. To facilitate the observation of teacher input and child output, classrooms were 

video recorded, transcribed and analyzed. Four out of the five observed teachers had completed 

the background questionnaire. All four teachers were female and had an age range of 38 to 50 

years with an average age of 43.8 years (SD=5.06). These teachers have received proper training 

in early childhood education and have obtained at least a Diploma in Early Childhood Education. 

All the teachers had extensive experiences with an average of more than a decade of teaching 

(M=12, SD=3.46). They self-reported their proficiencies in English (M=4.69, SD=1.70) and 

Tamil (M=5.94, SD=1.09), on a Likert scale of one (knowing a few isolated words) to seven 

(achieving native proficiency). The Tamil teachers were observed to naturally use both 

languages when communicating, in line with their reports. Thirty-three children (19 girls and 14 
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boys) from the five observed Tamil classes had participated in the language assessment. Their 

average age is four years and ten months (SD=0.34, range=4.25-5.33). Most children’s parents 

have a bachelor degree (mother: M=8.57, SD=1.81; father: M=8.43, SD=1.69). The mean income 

per working household member is between $3250 and $3500, which is similar to Singapore’s 

national average of $3488 in 2018 (SDS, 2019). 

Tamil Language Classrooms. Teachers conduct their lessons based on a framework 

provided to them called the Nurturing Early Learners (NEL) Framework (Ministry of Education, 

2013b) as well as a educators’ guide to using this NEL (Ministry of Education, 2013a). Although 

there is no specific curriculum outlined for the teachers, they plan lessons using the guidelines 

provided by this NEL framework which states that children should be able to exchange 

information effectively, have cultural awareness and make meaningful connections with others 

through learning the Tamil language. The activities during the lessons are based on themes that 

may include culturally significant event like festivals. The lessons mostly start with ritualized 

language such as songs and rhymes and are followed by activities such as shared book reading, 

discussion or worksheets.  

Data collection 

 Ethics approval has been obtained from the university’s institutional board before the 

data collection. Teachers were recruited through discussions with teachers and school leaders, 

and their participation in the classroom observations were voluntary. Children’s participation 

was acquired through consent forms signed by parents or guardians, and verbal assent was 

obtained from the participating children before the start of the tasks. All information such as 

class, teacher and participant names were changed in the transcripts to ensure anonymization of 

the participants. 
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 Video and audio recordings were collected to examine use of English in the Tamil classes 

on a typical school day. Teachers in the five classrooms were equipped with a microphone to 

capture their verbal interactions with children. For the current study, approximately 20-minute-

long video segments featuring each Tamil teacher were transcribed based on the Codes for the 

Human Analysis of Transcripts (CHAT) conventions. A set of conventions were prepared to 

standardize the delimiting of utterances (each utterance is delimited to either convey one idea or 

has been separated due to pauses in talk) and the completion of transcripts in CHAT format 

based on the literature (MacWhinney, 2000; Ratner & Brundage, 2016). A coding scheme was 

developed (see Appendix; for details, also see [name deleted to maintain the integrity of the 

review process], 2020) based on the existing literature and preliminary data analysis with two 

main objectives: 1) to observe the extent of teachers’ and children’s language switching in the 

HL preschool classrooms (ascertained by observing the frequency of teachers’ and children’s use 

of English), as well as 2) to explore the teachers’ communicative contexts of switching to 

English.  

Firstly, teachers’ and children’s utterance types, Tamil-only, English-only, and mixed 

utterances have been distinguished and coded. Then the communicative contexts for teacher’s 

switches involving English were observed and coded, either for ensuring comprehension (Ahmad 

& Jusoff, 2009; Celik, 2003), managing language use (Walsh, 2002), using ritualized language 

(Weitz et al, 2010), offering affective support (Brice & Roseberry-McKibbin, 2001; Cook, 2001), 

or for managing the classroom (Ahmad & Jusoff, 2009). We also used Cahyani and colleagues’ 

(2016) standards to determine whether the use of English was instructional (i.e. whether the 

teachers actively switched to English with clear motivations). If these criteria were not met, then 

that use of English was coded as a habitual one. The inter-rater reliability between the two coders 
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was high for the frequency of utterance types and the communicative contexts for use of English 

(Cohen’s K=96.7% and 97.1% respectively). 

Measures 

 To examine the impact of teacher’s English use on children’s speech patterns, the 

frequency of children’s use of English in their storytelling was investigated at the end of the first 

year of Kindergarten. Besides storytelling in Tamil language being used as an outcome measure, 

children’s vocabulary in English and Tamil, and nonverbal intelligence served as a control 

variable. 

Tamil Storytelling Task. This task examined children’s narrative performance with a 

wordless picture book ‘Frog, where are you’ (Meyer, 1969). Original illustrations of the picture 

book were re-drawn by the Ministry of Education to take into account the cultural concerns. 

Children were presented with the wordless picture book, and were required to narrate a story in 

Tamil that went along with the pictures after looking through the book once. Experimenters gave 

standard general prompts in Tamil, such as “Tell me what is happening on this page” in the event 

that the child was not able to describe the picture on a specific page. If the child described the 

pictures in English, the experimenters would encourage the child to describe the picture in Tamil, 

to the best of their ability. The children’s narrative performance was audio-recorded for later 

scoring and coding. Each audio recording was transcribed and scored, based on rubrics 

developed in-house, by two transcribers. The transcribers discussed to determine a consensus for 

items that were scored differently. The total number of all and unique English words as well as 

Tamil words that children used in their narrative performance was calculated. To obtain the 

proportion of English use during the task, the total number of English words was divided by the 
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sum of all the English and Tamil words said. Therefore, the higher the proportion, the more 

English the child had used during the task. 

English and Tamil receptive vocabulary. The Bilingual Language Assessment Battery 

(BLAB) was used to assess children’s English and Tamil receptive vocabulary. This locally 

designed task is similar to the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Task (Dunn & Dunn, 2007) in format 

and has been widely used in Singapore (e.g., Rickard-Liow & Sze, 2008; Yeong & Rickard-Liow, 

2012). In two iPad versions of the task (one for each language), children listened to an audio-

recorded word and selected one of four pictures on the iPad screen that matched the word in each 

trial. Children first completed three practice trials with corrective feedback, followed by 80 

experimental trials increasing in difficulty level. The dependent measure was the total number of 

correct responses on the experimental trials. A higher number of correct trials indicated better 

receptive vocabulary.  

Nonverbal Intelligence. Raven’s Colored Progressive Matrices (Raven’s; Court, & 

Raven, 1995) were used to measure children’s nonverbal reasoning ability. As a reliable measure 

of cognitive functioning across various populations and cultures, it allows us to evaluate 

children’s fluid intelligence in the current study. It has three sections, each with 12 items, and the 

complexity increases in each section. Participants were instructed to choose the missing part of a 

presented matrix from an array of six options to make the matrix complete, and the task would be 

stopped after a child made four consecutive incorrect responses. The dependent measure was the 

total number of correct responses on the task. A higher number of correct trials indicated better 

nonverbal intelligence.  
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Data Analysis  

The Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) software (MacWhinney, 2000) was used 

to calculate the frequencies of teachers’ language choices. Relevant excerpts of transcriptions 

were then extracted to give qualitative examples to demonstrate how teachers switch between 

Tamil and English. The “Combo” function of CLAN was used to examine the match of teacher’s 

utterance types and the types of children’s responses immediately after. 

A linear mixed-effects regression (LME) was run using the R software to explore the 

impact of teacher’s English language use on children’s speech production in storytelling. LME is 

more suitable for examining nested datasets with missing values (Baayen, Davidson, & Bates, 

2008) compared to traditional approaches such as ANOVA. We had to account for the missing 

values in this study due to absentee participants and technical challenges, as well as consider the 

random effects due to sampling issues as children were recruited based on schools and classes.  

Results 

The first research question targets teacher’s frequency of English use and communicative 

contexts, while the second research question focuses on the impact of teacher’s English use on 

children’s speech pattern. To properly address each question, teacher’s language switches and 

children’s performance has been summarized respectively, followed by a qualitative 

demonstration of the results of each question.  

Teacher’s Language Switching in Class 

The frequencies of teachers’ English use. We looked at the frequencies of the teachers’ 

utterances in English, in Tamil, or in mixed languages. As the total length of the observed 

sessions are slightly different and this may influence teachers’ frequency of English use, we have 

calculated the data by aggregating teachers’ language use as frequency of utterances per minute. 
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Table 1 reveals the frequency and percentage of each type of utterance produced by the teachers. 

The discrepancy among teachers in using English was substantial: the teacher in Class A only 

spent 0.4% of the utterances on using English per minute, while the teacher in Class C used 

English in as much as 39% of the utterances per minute. Although the five teachers varied in the 

amount of the different types of utterances produced per minute, the general tendency is the same: 

the Tamil language teachers used Tamil only utterances most frequently (M=15.7, SD=4.3), 

followed by English-Tamil mixed utterances (M=2.70, SD=2.6) and English only utterances 

(M=1.2, SD=1.1). Generally, when using English, teachers seemed to prefer mixed-language 

utterances rather than English-only utterances.  

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

The communicative contexts of teachers’ use of English. The communicative contexts 

of each teacher’s English use are presented in Figure 1. Teachers were found to use English 

habitually most often (M=2.24, SD=2.59), followed by switching back to the default language 

Tamil (M=1.25, SD=1.51). In contrast, the five teachers use English for instructional purposes 

less frequently. Those pedagogical functions, such as classroom management (M=0.94, 

SD=0.70), managing language use (M=0.33, SD=0.24), comprehension (M=0.46, SD=0.51), 

affective support (M=0.19, SD=0.28) and ritualized language (M=0.02, SD=0.04) were observed 

in much fewer cases. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

Observed scenarios of teachers’ use of English in class. The five teachers have been 

frequently observed to use English habitually. In the following, we will present illustrative 

examples of different contexts in which teachers employ the use of English to demonstrate the 

interactional effects that the English use has typically led to in our data. In excerpt 1, the teacher 
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in class D used English when she asked the children how to pronounce the number word ‘one’. 

After a child answered wrongly, the teacher simply repeated herself and provided no explanation 

to the English word ‘number’. The following two attempts from the children were not successful. 

Hence, the teacher provided the children with the correct answer and the whole class repeated 

after her. In this scenario, there seemed to no explicit instructional reason for the teacher to use 

English, as the word ‘number’ is a high frequency word in Tamil. After using English, the 

teacher provided no illustration to the word either, leaving the children to guess the meaning.  

[Insert Excerpt 1 about here] 

Although less frequently, the five Tamil language teachers did use English to enhance 

children’s comprehension and participation in class. In excerpt 2, the teacher in class C tried to 

use English to engage a child in a discussion. Once allowed to express himself freely in English, 

the child immediately participated in the discussion. Specifically, the teacher asked the child a 

question related to travelling overseas. She said the word ‘luggage’ in English, possibly 

assuming that the child might not know this in Tamil. The child seemed to understand the 

teacher’s intention, but hesitated to reply to his teacher, probably owing to his low Tamil 

language proficiency. The teacher sensed the child’s difficulty, and encouraged him to answer in 

English if he did not know how to say it in Tamil. Once allowed to use English, the child tried to 

answer the question in mixed language. 

[Insert Excerpt 2 about here] 

 In excerpt 3, the same teacher translated a Tamil sentence into English, and explained to 

her students how to use the sentence in a specific social scenario. This case took place during 

shared book reading. The teacher had read a sentence and asked the children to repeat after her. 

After the children followed suit, the teacher translated the whole sentence to help them 
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understand the meaning. She then proceeded to relate the expression to a daily context using a 

mixed English and Tamil utterance. 

[Insert Excerpt 3 about here] 

In excerpt 4, the teacher in class B conducted class management using some English. She 

tried to discipline Bala after he had finished his worksheet. As the teacher was dominant in the 

interaction, Bala produced no utterance. Nevertheless, the child was found to listen to his teacher 

carefully and followed her instruction.  

[Insert Excerpt 4 about here] 

The Impact of Teacher’s Language Switching on Children’s Output 

The frequencies of children’s use of English in class. We also examined the frequency 

of children’s utterances in English, in Tamil, or in mixed language per minute. Children’s usage 

of English has been aggregated based on class (Table 2). Compared to their teachers, children 

spoke much less in class. Nevertheless, the rankings of teachers’ and children’s utterance 

frequencies are similar. For instance, the teacher in class B used English-only utterances most 

often and the teacher in class A used it the least among the five teachers. This is mirrored in their 

students’ usage, implying that if a teacher uses English more, the students follow suit. The 

frequency of teachers’ and children’s English-only utterances is highly correlated (r=0.84), and 

so is their mixed language use (r=0.77). In contrast to their teachers, children used English-only 

utterances and mixed language utterances to a similar extent, demonstrating no preference. 

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

Using the combo function of CLAN, we examined children’s language choice after 

hearing teachers’ English-only and mixed language utterances. We only looked at responses 

following teacher initiations but not those after teacher feedback, as children’s verbal responses 
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to teacher feedback were few in number. As the teacher in Class A barely used any English in 

her class, we focused on the remaining four classes. The results in Table 3 revealed that, if a 

teacher used English in class, children from different classes responded differently. For instance, 

if teachers initiated a conversation using both English and Tamil, children from class B replied to 

their teacher in Tamil all the time, while children from class E responded in Tamil in half of the 

cases and in mixed language in the other half of the cases. Despite the variation in the teachers’ 

language choices, there was a high chance that children would use the target language (i.e., 

Tamil) solely or partially to answer their teacher’s initiation.  

[Insert Table 3 about here] 

To investigate the immediate effects of teachers’ language choices, we subsequently 

examined whether their English language use would be related to children’s English use in 

storytelling at the end of kindergarten one at preschool. A linear mixed-effects model was used 

to explore the impact of teacher’s use of English on children’s use of English in storytelling (i.e., 

proportion of English words in the Tamil storytelling, M=0.34, SD=0.31, range=0-1), while 

controlling for children’s English vocabulary (M= 32.79, SD=8.99, range=19-52), Tamil 

vocabulary (M= 24.31, SD=5.89, range=14-38), and nonverbal intelligence (M= 12.81, SD=6.45, 

range=2-33). In order to avoid multicollinearity, Pearson correlations were calculated for the 

relations between the variables (Table 4). As instances of teachers’ English and mixed utterances 

were highly and significantly correlated in terms of frequency (r=0.91), they were averaged into 

one factor as teacher use of English in the mixed model. 

[Insert Table 4 about here] 

In our mixed-effects model, the random-effect factors were intercepts for Class and 

School, while the results for the fixed-effect factors are presented in Table 5. Teacher’s English 
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use was found to be positively and significantly related to children’s English use in their 

storytelling (t=3.34, p=0.00). In other words, if a teacher used more English, children would use 

more English in the task. Children with higher Tamil receptive vocabulary were found to use 

significantly less English (t=-2.97, p=0.00).  

[Insert Table 5 about here] 

Discussion 

The current study explored the communicative contexts and the impact of teacher’s 

language switching in Tamil language classrooms at Singaporean preschools. The teachers were 

found to engage in translanguaging instinctively, switching between English and Tamil 

languages to provide children with comprehensible input in the Tamil immersion language class. 

Switching to English has been found to occur in all the five classrooms, but its frequency varied 

substantially between teachers. The Tamil language is the dominant language in the preschool 

teacher’s language production in class, followed by mixed utterances and finally English-only 

utterances.  

In the cases where the teacher used the English language for pedagogical purposes, the 

data provide evidence of its facilitating role in promoting children’s comprehension and class 

participation, as illustrated in the excerpts 2 to 4. In the second excerpt, the teacher was seen to 

switch to English and clarify that English could be used, thereby encouraging children to speak 

up. She also uses the English word ‘luggage’ to aid in the children’s comprehension of her 

question. Both moves were well received by the students as the students have actively responded 

to the teacher’s questions. Additionally they used their dual languages creatively, using Tamil-

specific suffixes with English words, to answer in a coherent, grammatically sensible, 

predominantly Tamil utterance, thereby adding new appropriate features to their own linguistic 
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repertoire (Kleyn & García, 2019). Such results confirm the previous finding that switching to 

the children’s stronger language can aid in children’s motivation and language acquisition 

(Madriñan, 2014; Roberts, 2017). In the third excerpt, the teacher was seen using English to 

introduce a novel expression to her students. She did this when she saw the students were excited 

about the new emotive expression. She then proceeded to translate and explain the expression by 

telling them when to use it. This is another good example of using English to aid comprehension 

in Tamil. The teacher took advantage of children’s interest and attention at the specific moment 

to deliver her teaching. This is in line with the notion that use of the stronger language should be 

purposeful, intentional and appropriate in class (Cahyani et al., 2016). In the last excerpt, we can 

see that the teacher has successfully used English when managing the class. She told a child 

where to sit and wait, to prepare him to move to the next activity. Although the child did not 

verbally respond to his teacher, he indeed followed her instructions. Similar to other findings, the 

use of English in this case saved children’s time to transit from one to another activity and kept 

their attention and engagement along the way (Ahmad & Jusoff, 2009; Enama, 2016).  

Importantly, these positive effects of using English do not appear to occur at the expense 

of children’s Tamil output in the classroom; our examination of teachers’ initiations and 

children’s subsequent responses revealed that the teachers’ English use still predominantly 

elicited children’s output in the target language Tamil, and this finding is in line with the 

previous studies (e.g. Ahmad & Jusoff, 2009). If teachers could provide children with 

understandable input using the learners’ dominant language English, children were found at least 

to try to integrate the target language Tamil into their responses. This is an important insight for 

HL teaching, as the positive effects of using the dominant majority language as exemplified 

above do not seem to be at the detriment of the target language. This is an important argument in 
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a language classroom in our opinion, which could help to foster sensibility for the benefits of a 

(weak) translanguaging approach in language teaching in multilingual societies. 

In the current study, we also found that if a teacher used more English, her students 

tended to use English more often in class as well. This confirms previous findings that children 

would imitate the behaviors of an adult with higher status and competency (Bandura, 1977), in 

line with the observation of the Modeling Hypothesis where children actively chose the language 

based on the input they received on a turn-by-turn basis from the adult speaker (Comeau et al., 

2003). A similar relationship applies to teachers’ use of English in class and children’s use of 

English in a Tamil storytelling task at the end of the academic year. This observation 

complements the previous findings of children imitating the adults’ language patterns in the 

short-term (Comeau et al., 2003) and extends the theoretical contribution of the Modeling 

Hypothesis to potential longer-lasting effects of the adults’ language choice on children’s outputs. 

From a translanguaging perspective, this finding implies that the teachers could model 

translanguaging behaviors in class, and thereby open up new possibilities for children to actively 

engage in translanguaging themselves in the heritage language class: children may rely on their 

dominant language in the target language classroom, and use English when they need to.   

The findings of this paper contribute to the limited research about the impact of teachers’ 

language switching on emergent bilinguals’ heritage language learning in the weak version of a 

translanguaging scenario. Although our findings are based on a small sample (i.e., five teachers 

and thirty-three children) with limited video recordings (i.e., teachers have only been video 

recorded once over an academic year), they highlight the potentials of using the children’s 

dominant language as an instructional strategy in target language classes. This study thus may 

serve as a building block towards understanding the use of dominant majority language in HL 
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preschool classrooms. If properly used, dominant majority language use may serve as an 

invaluable instructional strategy in teaching languages to bilinguals. This strategy would be in 

line with a weak translanguaging approach, and our findings might help to give direction to 

teachers who are in a context where an understanding of the benefits of such an approach is only 

just emerging, such as in Singapore.  Furthermore, the current findings may also shed some light 

on language learning contexts regarding heritage language, as opposed to the extensive literature 

available on more typical second language instruction.  

Conclusion and Implications 

This study addressed preschool teachers’ translanguaging in Tamil HL classes, and its 

impact on children’s talk in class and in their storytelling. Our findings show that preschool 

teachers used English during Tamil language instruction, but this language behavior is neither 

predominant in terms of frequency, nor is it predominantly used for instructional reasons. In the 

scenarios where English use has been used to aid in comprehension or classroom participation, 

this has been found to indeed promote children’s class participation. Teacher’s usage of English 

may influence children’s later language use, as we found teacher’s frequency of English use in 

class to be associated with children’s English word use in their Tamil storytelling at the end of 

the kindergarten year about six months later, with children who are more proficient in Tamil 

being more immune to that effect. Our results also implied that children may be influenced by 

their teachers’ behaviors of using English. This suggests that teachers, in accordance with the 

wider translanguaging literature, should ensure students are aware what is expected of them as 

well as emphasize meaning making. In this case, translanguaging can be of assistance to HL 

maintenance. However within a mostly bilingual society like Singapore, a weak approach to 
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translanguaging with teachers still trying to maximize heritage language input seems more 

feasible, especially in terms of an implementation in classrooms.  

Based on these findings, future studies may investigate 1) more types of translanguaging 

(e.g., semiotics and gestures) that teachers employ in early heritage language classes to promote 

effective communication, 2) the relationship between teachers’ translanguaging and children’s 

language development longitudinally, 3) the reasons that cause teachers to use translanguaging 

differently in target language classes, and 4) whether a better awareness of translanguaging could 

influence teachers to apply more switching for an instructional purpose. From the children’s 

perspective, we may explore the impact of translanguaging on each individual child, taking their 

language proficiency and family’s language use into consideration. Such a detailed investigation 

may eventually facilitate employing translanguaging as powerful teaching strategy in early 

bilingual language classes, for heritage language instruction in particular. 
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