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TEACHER LANGUAGE IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING 

AS A LANGUAGE REGISTER 

 

Within second language acquisition research, the language used by teachers 

in language teaching has been examined in qualitative and quantitative 

comparison to the use of the target language in other contexts. This interest 

stems from intensive research conducted in the 1960s and 1970s on the nature of 

the language used by mothers with young children. Within first language 

acquisition research, it remains controversial whether the characteristics of so-

called ‘Motherese’ have a language teaching function, which include:  

1. Clear articulation; 

2. Clearly marked intonation curves; 

3. Lexical adjustments; 

4. Grammatical correctness; 

5. Short average length of utterances; 

6. Little variation in grammatical phenomena; 

7. No coordination; 

8. Low use of PRO forms; 

9. Repetitions; 

10. Comprehension checks and uptakers; 

11. Teaching questions; 

12. High redundancy; 

13. Topics relate to the here and now. 

However, it is undisputed that the quality and quantity of this input influences 

the speed of L1 acquisition. Overall, many studies indicate that all characteristics 

(except 3 and 8) can also be used by foreign language teachers. 

In foreign language teaching, speech is slower and the speed varies depending 

on the level of learning; comparable results are available for syntactic complexity 

and vocabulary breadth. In teaching, verbs are used much more frequently in the 
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present tense than in other contexts. Marked phonological and intonational 

features are also characteristic of the language used by foreign language learners 

in teaching.  

A number of studies show that foreign language teachers can use such 

linguistic adaptation strategies (known in the literature as ‘simplifications’). There 

are a number of inconsistent findings on the extent to which such simplifications 

vary according to learning levels. Various studies have concluded, for example, 

that although teachers speak significantly slower to beginners than to 

intermediate learners, they then slow down again when speaking to advanced 

learners. 

However, it seems to be the case that teachers make such simplifications 

predominantly unconsciously, just as Motherese is probably used unconsciously. 

Mutual stylistic adaptation is a feature of all informal linguistic encounters. 

Although global characteristics of teacher language are informative, the studies 

do not provide an answer to the most important question, namely whether and 

how the use of this register promotes learning. However, if, as we have 

suggested, several characteristics of foreign language teaching language occur 

without didactic awareness, then it is likely that this register ‘fits’ this context and 

therefore directly or indirectly promotes learning.  

There are also no empirical studies on this question. Further theoretical 

positions on the significance of the characteristics of teacher language discussed 

here still need to be investigated. 
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