
Promoting 
Learning 
Through 
Mother 
Tongue  
in the 
Mainstream 
Classroom  Brenda Stebbing, Val Bliss & 

Therese Tishakov 
 



What is Mother Tongue? 
• The language you learned first  
• The language you identify with  
• The language others identify you as a 

native speaker of  
• The language you know best  
• The language you use most  
 
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2011.  



A common situation in 
International schools: 
9Many school directors are monolingual 

English (Carder, 2011) 

9  Teachers are predominately 

British/American (Canterford, 2003) 

9  Culturally-based misunderstandings arise 

(Gallagher, 2008) 



Initiatives in the 
Primary School 
Promoting learning through  
language and culture 



Mother tongue in  
the classroom 
Parent support is essential 
} Provide information about the 

importance of support mother tongue 
} Identify mother tongue of students 
} Ask for parent volunteers and collect 

contact information  
 
Shows students and parents that we value 
their language and culture 

 



New Arrivals 
}Dual language 

survival booklets 
and fans 

 
}Mother tongue 

buddy 
 

}Google 
translate 



A1 Students 
With teacher and parent support,  
students can: 
 
} Use dual language vocabulary cards 
}Create their own dual language books 
} Insert MT words / phrases into songs and 

games 
} Share MT music and videos 



DIY dual language  
resources 

Sorting, comparing, 
categorizing, games Reading, writing, phonics 

readinga-z.com          vocabularya-z.com 



A2 and B1 Students 
In addition to strategies used in A1,  
students can: 
} Use MT to collaborate on project work 

 
} Use MT to plan and/or write texts 

 
Teachers can: 
} Create opportunities and resources to help 

students link new information with background 
knowledge and MT 
 

} Promote reading mother tongue inside and 
outside the classroom 
 



Comparing and contrasting  
languages and cultures 

L1 and home country  L2 and host country 



Creating dual language texts 
Planning 

Publishing 



Ideas for promoting  
mother tongue reading  

At home In the classroom 



Become a Library Star! 



Getting the word out: 
} EAL parent 

orientation evening  
} MT information 

leaflets 
} Parent-Teacher 

conferences 
} MT & Culture events 
 
Getting the parents in: 
} Mother Tongue 

lunches 
} Mother Tongue and 

Culture Day 
celebration 

Parent Partners 
Parent involvement is crucial to 
the effective use of MT in the 
school environment 



Providing resources 
Mother tongue  
              book drive 

Dual language  
                 book sale 

www.mantralingua.com 



Mother tongue –  
           a diagnostic tool 
For struggling students: 
 
} Check with parents to find out if the student 

has the same problem when using their 
mother tongue 
 

} Enlist older students with the same MT to 
double check accuracy of information from 
parents and to pin point specific problem 
areas  



Initiatives in 
the 
Secondary 
School 



Vocabulary 
Lists in 
Mother 
Tongue 

 
 
 
 
 

English Norwegian Swedish Danish Korean 

chlorine klor klor klor 염소 
mercury kvikksølv kvicksilver kviksølv 수은 

tin tinn tenn tin 주석 

Common Elements 



Content materials 
in Mother Tongue  

 
 
 

http://www.ptable.com/?lang=ko


Checking prior 
knowledge in 
Mother Tongue 



Extensive Reading in 
English and Mother 
Tongue 

 
}10 min in class    
}15 min a day at 

home 
}Reading log 

signed by parent 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 



Language 
and Culture 

Displays 



Mother Tongue Concert  



Students’ Mother 
Tongue and 
Culture 

A hindrance or an asset to 
secondary international 
school teachers?  



Four Interconnected Areas 

}    linguistic 

}    cognitive 

}    academic  

}    socio-cultural  
 



Keys to Success 
9 Intellect and Identity 

9 Transfer of knowledge / skills 

9 MT proficiency  

9 Prior knowledge 

9 Language journey  

9 Scaffold learning 

9 Role of parents  
 


