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SHOULD WE SAY “NO” TO TRANSLATION  
IN TEACHING READING COMPREHENSION? 

 

Vo Dinh Phuoc, M.A 

1. Introduction 

Recently, many studies have paid more attention to the use of the mother tongue and especially 
of translation from the target language (L2) into the first language (L1) in English Language Teaching 
(ELT). And the L1 use is also a subject of great controversy among methodologists and educators. Many 
advocate the useful application of L1 and translation in language teaching. Others struggle to reject L1 
completely in the ELT classroom.  

Also, at University of Economics HCMC (UEH) there has been some debate among teachers 
about whether or not translation should be used in teaching reading comprehension. Some teachers 
firmly maintain a “communicative” rule of "No Vietnamese – No translation" in their classrooms. They 
proclaim that translation in teaching language skills is somewhat a “compromise” with “lazy students”. 
On the contrary, others argue that the use of translation and L1 might help students achieve the 
comprehension. 

In fact, there are also many factors which do have an impact on teaching reading comprehension 
such as: preferences, future needs for English, different proficiency levels, strategy choices, class size 
etc. Little research investigating the influence of those factors in L2 reading comprehension process has 
led many language teachers to assume that all students and classes can be treated with the same standard 
approach.  

The purpose of this paper is to investigate students’ opinions on the role of translation in 
learning reading comprehension. Furthermore, the paper attempts to analyze the possible link between 
their preferences and those factors that have an impact on their learning process.  

2. Literature Review  

Several studies have shown that translation, using the first language as a means for 
understanding and/or producing the second language, is not an uncommon cognitive strategy for 
language learners. Modern teaching methodologies tend to overlook the use of L1. Many methodologists 
claim that the use of mother tongue in ELT hampers second language acquisition (SLA). For 
Audiolingualism, the use of L1 in ELT classroom is “the source of all second language learners’ 
“errors”. And the outright rejection of translation is one of the principles of the Direct Method. The 
believers in this method argue that  

a foreign language could be taught without translation or the use of the learner’s native 
tongue if meaning was conveyed directly through demonstration and action. 

      (Richards et al, 1992:9) 

 Richards et al (1992) also comment that the strict adherence to Direct Method principles is 
often counterproductive because: 

…teachers were required to go to great lengths to avoid using the native tongue, when 
sometimes a simple brief explanation in the student’s native tongue would have been a 
more efficient route to comprehension. 

      (Richards et al 1992:11) 

According to Weschler (1997) the "English only" classroom is based on two fundamentally 
flawed arguments: 
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… first, the premature, outright rejection of the traditional "grammar-translation" 
method, and second, the false assumption that an "English only" requirement is an 
essential element of more modern "communicative" methodologies..  

Nevertheless, in literature on Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), there is a curious 
absence of discussion of the use of L1 and translation. 

Although struggles are constantly conducted to avoid L1, more attention is currently being given 
to L1 use and its place in CLT. More course books are recommending controlled use of L1. The 
Headway series (Soars & Soars, 1996) utilizes translations of sentence structures to contrast the 
grammar of L1 and L2. 

Brown (1994) points out some distinct advantages gained by the use of students’ native 
language as follows: 

 negotiation of disciplinary and other management factors 
 brief description of how to carry out a technique 
 brief description of grammar points 
 quick pointers on meanings of words that remain confusing after students 

have had a try at defining themselves 
 cultural notes and comments  

(Brown 1994: 105) 

And Willis (1981) acknowledges that "occasionally L1 may still be useful" and advocates her 
approach to using L1: 

There are times when it is preferable and more economical as far as time is 
concerned to drop English for a few seconds. For example 

. . . to explain the meaning or use of a new word 

. . . to explain the aims of your lesson 

. . . as a check of your students' understanding 

. . . to discuss the main ideas after a reading. 
   (Willis, 1981: xiv)  

Weschler's (1997) hybrid of CLT and the grammar-translation method, named the "Functional-
Translation Method," emphasizes the social meaning of everyday language and makes use of students' 
L1 for comparative analysis of L2.  

Clearly, the cross-linguistic influences of the first language and second language are of major 
interest in the field of SLA. Through using Contrastive Analysis 1 to indicate the role of L1 in SLA, Ellis 
(1992) concludes: 

Gradually, however, the role of L1 was reappraised rather than rejected out of hand. 

 And 

The L1 is a resource of knowledge which learners will use both consciously and 
subconsciously to help them shift the L2 data in the input and to perform as best as 
they can in the L2. 

   (Ellis, 1992: 40) 

                                                
1 Contrastive Analysis (CA) refers to the concept that by contrasting the L1 and L2, one can predict or explain learner errors 
and difficulties (negative transfer), as well as successes (positive transfer) 
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Such opinions and studies support the use of L1 and translation as a bridge between languages 
to provide a more efficient, comprehensible and comfortable learning environment. There are, in fact, a 
number of theoretically sound applications for translation in ELT classrooms. 

3. Methodology 

This study was carried out under the application and combination of indirect and direct methods, 
consisting of teaching – observation and questionnaire surveys. However, the data and its analysis for 
this study were collected primarily by means of questionnaire survey.   

3.1 Subjects’ Profile 

The subjects chosen for this study are two module-four classes of the UEH third-year students 
(approximately 80 students). One class majors in Economics and the other in Banking. It is needed to 
add some information that the English program at the UEH is divided into 4 modules and the total time 
allocated for each module is 45 class periods (3 credits). Their English proficiency are claimed to range 
from elementary to advanced. The English course design seeks to address two major objectives: to 
enable students (i) to use English in professional communications; and (ii) to access reference materials 
in English which are necessary for their training time at the university and jobs-to-be after graduation. 
The materials used for this course module are: 

1. Course Book - Market Leader – Pre-intermediate Business English- David Cotton, David 
Falvey & Simon Kent; Pearson Longman 2011. 

2. Practice Book (modules 4) – compiled by English Department. 2012 

3.2 Teaching procedures and observation 

In order to prepare for this study I tended to conduct 2 reading passages “Secrets of the 
maverick cobbler” and “The reality of decision making” in Unit 9 - Practice Book 4 (p.27-31) in two 
different ways:  

1) Teaching without translation: The reading lesson was conducted step by step: pre-reading, 
while-reading and post-reading.  

- Pre-reading: The reading passage was preceded by a discussion of questions regarding the 
topic and the definition of special terms. I tried to get students to engage in the topic and 
provoke them to use their background knowledge to predict what they are going to read.  

- While-reading: The class was divided into small groups of 4 or 5 students. They read silently 
and interacted with each other. I moved around to interact with all groups and answered 
questions. After that, each group sends a representative to summarise the main ideas of the text 
in English. Other groups refined the summary. Things which they were not able to complete; I 
brought up for discussion in guiding or hinting at solutions, but mostly leaving them for students 
to resolve.  

- Post-reading: whole class completed comprehension and consolidation tasks.  

2) Teaching with translation: classroom activities were conducted in the same way of the first 
teaching procedure. But instead of summarising, each group was required to translate one or two 
paragraphs into Vietnamese.  The meaning of special terms was also explained in Vietnamese by the 
teacher.  

In two classes I employed the above methods for each passage conversely. That is, the first 
method was used for the first passage in this class, but for second text in the other. The rationale was to 
check if there was any difference in students’ comprehension to one reading passage with two different 
teaching methods.  

 



165 
 

The activities of the first teaching procedure sounded more “communicative”. The interaction in 
English took place in class. Reading techniques such as scanning and skimming were guiding tools that 
were believed to help students understand the reading passages. But a big disadvantage was found that 
the teacher could not involve all students, especially “weak” students in classroom activities and could 
not ensure their comprehension to the lessons. 

The second teaching procedure wasted more class time. But it was surprising that the use of L1 
and translation to somewhat degree made students more enjoyable. The discussions occurred and 
students were aroused to compare with and use their specialty’s knowledge to find out the meaning of 
special terms as well as the precise content of some difficult paragraphs. Especially, they were able to 
complete quite well all the tasks following the lesson. It can be said that with the support of L1 students 
were able to comprehend the passages and the lesson better. 

The observation of how students use their L1 and L2 during the class activities reveals some 
important facts. In fact, there is an advantage to having students explain something in L1. Students can 
complete all tasks quite well in English, but when they are required to answer something in Vietnamese, 
they reveal what they misunderstood. At this, L1 use may be as effective “a check of your students' 
understanding” (Willis, 1986) 

3.3 Questionnaire 

Questionnaire is chosen to conduct mainly this study because it is considered as the most 
appropriate research tool for gathering information concerning the attitudes of the respondents. There 
are two main reasons for this. First, a questionnaire is confidential and the respondents can remain 
anonymous, so they are willing to provide feedback. Second, data generated from questionnaires are 
easy to administer, enabling the author to survey a large number of respondents.  

Questionnaire used in this study was composed in Vietnamese. In constructing the 
questionnaire, I obtained feedback from several colleagues on the original questions. After making 
adjustments based on their feedback, I piloted my questionnaire on other colleagues to determine which 
items to keep and which items to revise or eliminate.  

The questionnaire was handed out during the class time. I did not discuss the questions with 
students before they had completed their answers because it was thought that prior discussion might 
influence the respondents’ decisions. The questionnaire was finished and collected immediately in 
classroom.  

The questionnaire consists of 9 questions, each of which serves a specific purpose.  

 Questions 1 – 3 are demographic questions for the purpose of determining students’ 
background and English proficiency. 

 Question 4 – 5 relates to different attitudes and evaluation on the textbook 

 Question 6 is set to investigate how students deal with special terms of which understanding 
meaning is considered as the most important for their reading comprehension 

 Questions 7– 8 relate to their opinions, i.e. their attitudes toward translation use in class. 

 Question 9 relates to the ways to conduct translation in class. 

To achieve the reliability of the questionnaire I tried to establish the meaningful linkage and 
relationships between the questions by which I could easily check if the responses were reliable or not. 
That is, those who chose the answer of this question could hardly choose the particular answer of that 
one. 

4. Data Analysis and Findings 

71 questionnaires were distributed and returned. 2 questionnaires were not fully completed; the 
respondents omitted some important answers. All incomplete questionnaires were discarded because the 
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result could not be analysed unless those items were answered. In total, the data from 69 fully completed 
questionnaires were analysed. 

 Regarding questions 1-3, the data about respondents’ background reveals the important facts:  

Question 1: How long have you been studying English? 

Table 1 

 
Total time of 
English study 

respondent(s) f% 

< 5 years 1 1% 
7-10 years 50 72% 
> 10 years 18 26% 
Total 69 100% 

Of all 69 respondents, most (50 respondents) response that they have studied English for 7 to 10 
years; 18 respondents – above 10 years; and in particular one respondent has studied English for less 
than 5 years, that is, s/he has just begun English study since entry into the university.  

Besides learning English at the university, 54 respondents are attending different English 
courses at foreign language centres. Their courses correspond to level A (0 = 0%), level B (18 = 33%), 
level C (0 = 0%), TOEIC 450 (25=46%), TOEIC 550 (7= 13%), IELTS 5.5 (3=6%) and Bachelor’s 
degree (1=1%). Generally speaking, students of these classes have English proficiency of lower-
intermediate to intermediate and most of them are motivated to study English. 

  The responses to the first three questions reveal the disparity in levels of English proficiency 
amongst the students. And this factor also has an impact on their responses to the remaining questions.  

Question 4: This question investigates whether the reading passages from the two course books are 
suitable to students’ English levels. The answer consists of three options: (a.) unsuitable because they 
are too easy; (b.) unsuitable because they are too difficult and (c.) suitable. 

Table 2 

Options Respondent(s) f% 

a. unsuitable-too easy 3 4% 

b. unsuitable-too difficult 19 28% 

c. suitable 47 68% 

Total 69 100% 

The data from the first three questions help me classify respondents into 3 different groups: pre 
intermediate, intermediate, and advanced. The analysis may also be supported by the data of students’ 
English levels. Of the 69 respondents, 19 (27%) indicate that the passages chosen for reading 
comprehension are too difficult. A greater percentage (68%) of respondents are satisfied with the 
reading passages. Only 3 respondents (5%) claim the passages are too easy for them.  

Question 5 is set for the respondents who claim the reading passages are unsuitable to them. However, 
the population of respondents who find the passages easy is too small and hence it is not needed to be 
analysed. They comment that the reading passages in the textbook lack extensive and varied tasks suited 
to his or her English level. The table below shows the common reasons why the respondents claim the 
reading passages are too difficult.  
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Table 3 
 
Priority  
order of choice 

Options 

A 
Vocabulary 

B 
Grammar 

C 
Exercises 

D 
Text content 

Total 

1st  choice 
2nd  choice  
3rd  choice  
4th  choice  

10 
4 
1 
0 

2 
7 
1 
0 

0 
0 
6 
1 

6 
3 
1 
5 

18 
14 
9 
6 

Total 15 10 7 15 47 
Vocabulary and content are considered to be two most difficult items that make the reading 

passages unsuitable to almost respondents. However, the significant amount of respondents in terms of 
the priority order chooses vocabulary as the most difficult thing. Grammar is thirdly chosen. Finally, 
exercises from the course books do not cause difficulties to them. These factors influence obviously on 
their reading strategies.  

Question 6 investigates how students deal with new words and special terms. 

Table 4 
 

Priority order of choice 
Options 

A B C D Total 
1st  Choice  
2nd Choice  
3rd Choice  
4th Choice  

15 
16 
13 
8 

31 
20 
7 
3 

6 
10 
18 
17 

21 
15 
15 
10 

61 
73 
53 
38 

Total 52 61 51 61 225 
Vocabulary and special terms (terminology) are very important to students’ reading process. 

They use different strategies (all 4 items were chosen) to obtain the meaning. However, English – 
Vietnamese dictionary and the L1 explanation from the teacher are preferred in both the amount of 
respondents and the priority order. There seems to be a very strong reliance on the L1 when they 
confront with new words or terminologies. The background’s knowledge also helps them much in 
guessing the meaning.  

Table 5 
Options Respondent(s) f% 

a. Unnecessary 2 3% 
b. Necessary 42 61% 
c. Very necessary 24 34% 
d. Other ideas 1 1% 
Total 69 100% 

Question 7 has the highest overall mean of all the questions. Of the 69 respondents, 62% indicates 
that they prefer the use of translation to some degree in class and even 35% suppose that translation is 
very necessary. Only two students (3%) indicate their disagreement with translation. It is found that they 
are high–level students when identifying their background revealed in this survey. Their arguments are 
given by the responses to the next question (Question 8). One chooses the option “translation disables 
reading techniques and strategies.” Another gives the reason “translation makes the class passive.” 
Only one respondent suggests “all students should translate whole reading texts at home and compare it 
with the teacher’s translation and explanation.”  
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The results above help me to investigate students’ opinions on the teaching procedure that I tended 
to conduct for the preparation of this study. And through this I am able to check which one is more 
efficient and to make sensible modification for my teaching.  

Question 9:  
Table 10 

Translation of Respondent(s) f% 

a. Whole reading passage. 23 35% 

b. Some paragraphs with difficult grammar points and vocabulary. 43 65% 

d. Other ideas 0 0% 

Total 66 100% 

Although most respondents state that translation use is necessary, a significant amount (66%) 
prefers the controlled-use of translation in classroom. 34% indicates that they prefer the whole reading 
passage to be translated in class. It may be inferred that the overuse of translation may make the 
classroom time-consuming. And if paying attention to respondents’ English proficiency, we could have 
a finding that less proficient L2 students tend to prefer the more translation while more proficient 
students tend to prefer the less translation. 

5. Implications 

With respect to the data analysis, the findings reported above indicate that the majority of 
students in actual classrooms often find translation necessary to some degree to access and comprehend 
reading passages.  

The data and opinions above may also be considered as support for the application of a teaching 
technique that works to incorporate translation use in teaching reading comprehension.  

The data also reveal that there are a relationship between students’ strategies and their 
preferences for the way to access reading passages. That is, the preference for translation use depends on 
some factors such as: how students deal with difficulties of terminology, vocabulary and grammar points 
in reading passages. At this, those who rely completely on teacher’s explanation have much preference 
for translation use. The English proficiency also influences students’ opinions and choices. i.e. the use of 
translation to aid comprehension decreases as proficiency increases.  

6. Conclusion 

Translation is a teaching and learning technique that may have useful applications in EFL 
classrooms when combined with other factors such as students’ background and proficiency, 
preferences, future needs for English, etc. Translation to clarify meaning may play an important role in 
helping students to understand materials and to express themselves clearly. In addition, by using 
translation to ensure student comprehension, EFL teachers may create a meaningful cognitive base upon 
which they have any adjustment or modification of their teaching methods.  

Through surveying the learners’ opinions, teachers are be able to know learners well enough to 
choose a certain method or technique concerning what would benefit them most. In this light, the study 
does indicate that an "English only" classroom may not be appropriate for the learning styles and 
situations described in this study. Under some circumstances, “English-only” class may be impossible, 
and attempts to do so are a frustrating experience for both students and teachers 

Finally, this survey is a first step in understanding the opinions on translation in reading 
comprehension of a group of EFL learners. It shoud be noted that the participants in this study are non-
English major students to whom English is considered as a sub-subject or a “tool” subject. More 
experimental research will need to be done; however, to elucidate the attitudes toward translation for 
other situations as well as other EFL learner groups, for example, for English-major students. 
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APPENDIX 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Bảng câu hỏi 

Xin vui lòng đọc kỹ câu hỏi và đánh dấu X vào câu trả lời mà bạn chọn. 

Một số câu hỏi sử dụng các thang đo theo thứ tự ưu tiên lưa chọn. 

1 = ưu tiên 1   4= ưu tiên 4 

2 = ưu tiên 2   5= ưu tiên 5 

3 = ưu tiên 3   

Đối với các dạng câu hỏi này, các bạn có thể chọn nhiều hơn một câu trả lời bằng cách đánh dấu X vào 
câu trả lời và khoanh tròn thứ tự ưu tiên. 

Ví dụ:    Bạn có thể chọn a. với ưu tiên 1 và d. với ưu tiên 2.   

a. Từ vựng 1   2   3   4   5 

b. Ngữ pháp 1   2   3   4   5 

c. Bài tập 1   2   3   4   5 

d. Nội dung bài đọc 1   2   3   4   5 

c. Ý kiến khác ( xin nêu rõ)_____________  1   2   3   4   5 

************* 

1. Bạn học tiếng Anh được bao lâu? 
a. Dưới 5 năm   b. Từ 7 -10 năm   c. Trên 10 năm 

2. Hiện bạn có tham dự một khóa học tiếng Anh nào khác ngoài chương trình tiếng Anh tại trường 
không? 

a. Có    b. Không 
3. Nếu có, xin bạn cho biết khóa học tiếng Anh đó tương đương với trình độ : 

http://www.aitech.ac.jp/~iteslj/
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a. Sơ cấp (A) 
b. Trung cấp (B) 
c. Nâng cao (C) 
d. Chứng chỉ quốc tế: IELTS………., TOELF……….., TOEIC……….(chọn câu trả lời và điền 
vào khoảng trống số điểm đạt được sau khóa học) Khác……………… 
e. Cử nhân Anh văn 

4. So với trình độ tiếng Anh hiện tại của bạn thì các bài đọc trong giáo trình bạn đang học tại UEH là 
phù hợp hay không và vì sao? 

a. không phù hợp vì quá dễ 
b. không phù hợp vì quá khó 
c. phù hợp vì(cho biết lý do)………………………………………………………………….. 

Nếu bạn chọn (a) hoặc(b), xin trả lời tiếp câu hỏi số 5;  Nếu không xin chuyển tới trả lời câu hỏi số 6 
5. Các nguyên nhân/ yếu tố làm bài bài đọc không phù hợp vì 

a. Từ vựng                 1   2   3   4   5 
b. Ngữ pháp                  1   2   3   4   5 
c. Các bài tập       1   2   3   4   5 
d. Nội dung bài đọc      1   2   3   4   5 
e. Ý kiến khác ( xin nêu rõ)……………………   1   2   3   4   5 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 6. Để hiểu được nghĩa từ vựng hoặc thuật ngữ chuyên ngành mới bạn phải: 
a. Xem phần Glossary ở cuối mỗi Unit                    1   2   3   4   5 
b. Tra tự điển Anh-Việt        1   2   3   4   5 
c. Đoán nghĩa nhờ ngữ cảnh và kiến thức chuyên ngành  1   2   3   4   5 
của mình 
d. Nhờ bạn hoặc thầy/cô giải thích       1   2   3   4   5 
e. Ý kiến khác ( xin nêu rõ)……………………        1   2   3   4   5 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
7. Theo bạn, để hiểu tốt bài đọc việc dịch sang tiếng Việt là: 

a. không cân thiết 
b. cần thiết 
c. rất cần thiết 
d. Ý kiến khác (xin nêu rõ)………………………………………………………………………. 

Nếu bạn chọn (a) xin trả lời tiếp câu hỏi số 8;  Nếu không xin chuyển tới trả lời câu hỏi số 9 
8. Bạn cho việc dịch sang tiếng Việt là không cần thiết vì: 

a. tốn thời gian 
b. làm cho lớp thụ động 
c. sinh viên sẽ không phát huy các kỹ thuật/chiến thuật đọc hiểu 
d. Ý kiến khác (xin nêu rõ)………………………………………………………………………. 

9. Nếu bạn cho việc dịch sang tiếng Việt là cần thiết thì nên  
a. dịch toàn bộ bài đọc 
b. dịch một vài đoạn khó hiểu 
c. Ý kiến khác (xin nêu rõ)…………………………………………………………………….… 

Xin chân thành cám ơn! 


