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Abstract 

 

Use of the First Language  

in the Adult English Language Learner Classroom 

 

Janet Ellen Sabb, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Deborah Palmer 

 

Using the first language (L1) in the English as a Second Language (ESL) or 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom has been the topic of debate for decades. 

What originated as a commonplace practice shifted dramatically in the late 1800s, when 

for political reasons, the L1 was banned from classroom use. Most second language 

methods since the 1960’s reflect this decision, by recommending against the inclusion of 

the L1 in the ESL or EFL classroom. More recently, both researchers and teachers in the 

field have reopened this previously unquestioned axiom, and now acknowledge the L1 

may have numerous advantages for the language learner. This report delineates the 

support in the literature for the benefits of judiciously using the L1 in the ESL/EFL 

classroom. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“Have a great year and remember, speak only English!” These were the words 

spoken at an introductory gathering of students entering the Community Education 

Program for adult English as a Second Language (ESL) learners through the Austin 

Independent School District. As a new teacher, I took these words to heart and went into 

my classroom with the clear intent that I would only speak English with my beginning 

students. I vividly recall one particular evening when I spoke to my students about setting 

goals and asked them to come up with what their goals might be for the year (aside from 

learning English). It was an exercise in frustration for both my students and myself as no 

one had a clue as to what it was I was trying to say! 

As the weeks progressed I began to use my limited Spanish, because I found it 

was helpful to the students. They were then able to understand what it was we were 

working on in class, whether it was a game, a collaborative activity or an activity from 

their books. I felt sheepish using my students’ first language (L1) in the classroom, and 

hoped my Program Specialist would not walk in and ‘catch me’ using it. 

During my second semester with the class, I enrolled in a Dual Language Course, 

taught by Dr. Deborah Palmer as part of my Master’s requirements in Foreign Language 

Education at the University of Texas. In that class I learned of the benefits for children of 

being taught in two languages, even though the languages were kept distinct, and the 

additional benefits of two groups of students coming and learning together by each 

sharing their L1’s with the other. I began to question the edict I had been given in my 

teaching profession and wanted to look into this idea further. I wondered what the 

literature had to say on this point: how was the use of the L1 viewed in the ESL field? 
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Did the research point to the benefit of excluding the L1 from the adult classroom? What 

factors played a role in determining its benefits or drawbacks? Hence the thesis for this 

report was born.   

The report begins to answer these questions by looking at the history of using the 

L1 in the ESL or English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom, and the origins of the 

English Only movement. A discussion of the theory suggesting the second language (L2) 

is learned in the same manner as the L1 and should, therefore, be acquired in a 

monolingual setting follows. The ensuing topics include whether using only the target 

language (TL) is indeed the goal in the classroom and what both teachers and their 

students think about this idea. I next delineate why and when the L1 might be used to 

advantage, while trying to understand the concerns of its use. Finally I look at how this 

topic may influence teacher training and the implications for teachers in the ESL/EFL 

classroom. 
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Chapter 2 

SHOULD L1 BE USED IN L2 CLASSROOM? 

L1 Use in the L2 Classroom:  A Historical Perspective 

Prior to the late 19th century, the use of the L1 in the language classroom was the 

accepted norm and bilingual education or the ‘double-translation method’ was 

commonplace (Auerbach, 1993; Blanton, 2004; Brooks-Lewis, 2009). However, in 1880 

a major shift, referred to as the ‘Great Reform Movement’, occurred (Auerbach 1993, 

Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Cook, 1999; Cook, 2001; Liu, Ahn, Baek, and Han, 2004), which 

was the beginning of a ‘100-year ban’ on using the L1 in the language classroom 

(Cummins, 2007; Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti, 2006). The Reform Movement was meant 

to improve public education, but other sentiments were involved. Auerbach (1993, p. 12) 

explains, “It was the resurgence of nativism and anti-foreign political sentiment in the 

late 19th century that signaled the decline of bilingual education” Auerbach also describes 

the later increase in xenophobia which resulted from the concurrent end of World War I 

and the large numbers of immigrants coming to the United States and seeking 

employment: “‘foreign influence’ was blamed for the nation’s political and economic 

problems and the Americanization movement was promoted as a means of countering 

this influence” (p. 12). Children were required to speak language loyalty oaths in school, 

in which they promised to never leave syllables off the ends of words, or to respond with 

a clear ‘yes’ or ‘no’ rather than a foreign ‘ya’, ‘yeh’ or ‘nope’. As a consequence the 

Direct Method of teaching came into favor, which called for speaking English only in the 

classroom and no longer allowing any other language therein.  
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The Direct Method, still in use today, focuses on using only the target language in 

speaking and listening (Horwitz, 2008). The theory behind the method in the 1880’s was 

that the student needed to overcome the habit of using their L1, because there was a lack 

of trust that words from different languages could have equivalent meanings (Howatt, 

2004). Yu (2000) describes the method as similar to the way a child learns his first 

language, thereby eliminating the use of translation and opting instead for the TL as the 

means of communication in the classroom at all times. Unlike the Grammar Translation 

Method, which focuses primarily on reading and writing (Horwitz, 2008) and had been in 

use before this time, the Direct Method was thought to be more appropriate for teaching 

students how to speak the target language. 

A parallel shift in teaching immigrants occurred in Texas. For most of the 

nineteenth century, immigrants were allowed to establish their own schools and bilingual 

education was thought to be beneficial to students (Blanton, 2004). However, in 1893 and 

1905, English only laws were passed, in keeping with the Americanization movement in 

the rest of the country. Annie Webb Blanton, State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

from 1919 to 1923 wanted to eliminate the use of all languages other than English in 

Texas elementary classrooms, and looked to voters to support her efforts at 

Americanization (Blanton, 2004). Students were forced to speak only English at all times 

including in the hallways and on the playground, and in some cases could be expelled if 

they spoke one word of their native language! 

Howatt in his “History of English Language Teaching” refers to the ‘monolingual 

principle’, which began at the time of the Direct Method and adheres to three tenets: 

instruction should be carried out in the TL, translation has no place in the L2 classroom, 

and in immersion or bilingual environments, the two languages should be kept separate 
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(Howatt, 1984). The goal was to enable students to speak in the target language without 

L1 interference. Howatt’s belief is that this principle influenced the methods that 

followed. For example, The Natural Approach developed by Krashen and Terrell, 

emphasizes language input for language acquisition and, therefore, views teacher use of 

the L1 at any time as depriving the learners of valuable input (Hadley, 2001). The 

Audiolingual and Audiovisual approaches begun in the 1960s emphasized speaking and 

listening while using only the target language, while the Total Physical Response 

developed by Asher used commands by the teacher in the TL emphasizing listening and 

reading (Cook, 1999; Horwitz, 2008), and the Communicative Language approach 

developed in the 1970s promoted conversations in the TL. Additionally the Silent Way 

insisted that instruction not rely on the L1 (Cook, 1999; Hadley, 2001). If the L1 is 

mentioned in these methods, it is to minimize its use (Cook, 2001). 

There are researchers in the field who believe the change, which occurred in the 

teaching of immigrants in the 1880s has continued to influence practitioners today, but 

that the change has its roots in ideological and political contexts rather that pedagogical 

beliefs. Cummins argues, “What is important to highlight here, is that despite the 

continuing academic debate on these issues, policy and practice operate as though the 

‘monolingual principle’ had been established as axiomatic and essentially ‘common 

sense’” (Cummins, 2007, p. 224), Similarly, according to Cook, “Though these 

assumptions have affected many generations of students and teachers, they are rarely 

discussed or presented to new teachers but are taken for granted as the foundation of 

language teaching”(Cook, 2001, p. 403). Brooks-Lewis points out, “The theory 

underlying the banishment of the L1 was never clearly defined, nor was it substantiated 

with empirical study” (Brooks-Lewis, 2009, p. 218), and in Auerbach’s words, 
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“…practices we take for granted as being pedagogically grounded have antecedents in 

overtly ideological tendencies” (Auerbach, 1993, p. 13). Lucas and Katz (1994, p. 541) 

discuss the political implications of using only English: “This unspoken and 

unacknowledged political motivation for allowing instruction only in English is suspect. 

If all instruction is provided in English, students who are not fluent in English cannot 

hope to successfully compete with those who are. Thus, this situation perpetuates the 

power differences that already exist between native-born speakers of Standard English 

and others.”  

Therefore, using the L1 in the ESL classroom changed from being commonplace 

prior to the 1880s to becoming virtually outlawed in the 100 years, which followed. This 

change originated in political and ideological reasons rather than on pedagogical grounds, 

thereby impacting second language acquisition theories and teaching methods until 

recently. In the sections that follow, I will present the current state of research into the 

use of the target language versus the use of the L1 in adult language classrooms.  
 

L2 compared with L1, Learning Versus Acquired 

In the Acquisition-Learning hypothesis, Krashen (1981) states that ‘acquiring’ an 

L2 is a comparable process as to picking up a first language, as opposed to ‘learning’ a 

second language, which happens through explicit instruction, error correction, and 

studying grammar and rules. In accordance with Krashen’s hypothesis, Yu (2000) 

suggests that the Direct Method argues for the instruction of the L2 in a way that imitates 

the way children learn their first language. While some researchers support the assertion 

that L1 and L2 are acquired in similar ways, not all agree. (Gimenez, 2000-2001; Wells, 

1998). Gimenez (2000-2001) summarizes the research in support of L1 and L2 learning 
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as comparable processes, as well as the arguments for the differences between the two. In 

support of the Acquisition-Learning hypothesis is Krashen’s Monitor hypothesis, which 

states that the internal language processing system and mechanisms used for second 

language acquisition is a repetition of first language acquisition, with minor differences 

in input and the affective filter, whereas learning acts as a monitor while trying to 

remember to apply the various rules.  

L2 theorists have mixed feelings whether Chomsky’s Universal Grammar Theory 

applies to L2 acquisition/learning. This theory, which Chomsky presented as the inherent 

ability accessible to all children as a means through which they learn their L1, has 

proponents as well as opponents in the second language acquisition movement (Gimenez 

(2000-2001). Those in favor of this idea suggest it is also available to the second 

language learner, others believe it is completely unavailable, while a third group suggest 

that while the Universal Grammar does not play a part in learning the L2 directly, its 

effects from acquiring the L1 are available to the language learner.   

Gimenez supports the differences between L1 and L2 learning by summarizing 

Bley-Vroman’s Fundamental Difference Hypothesis. This hypothesis states that children 

make use of Universal Grammar and a Specific Language Learning Procedure, while 

adults use native language knowledge and a General Problem Solving System. Language 

transfer is further evidence that there are differences in learning the L1 and L2. Gimenez 

states, “Therefore, L2 learning must necessarily be different from L1 learning, if only for 

the existence or lack of existence of transfer from another-previously acquired-language” 

(Gimenez (2000-2001, p. 265). Additionally, Giminez points to the interdependence 

between two languages in bilingual speakers: when the L2 benefits the L1 it is known as 

additive bilingualism; conversely if the L2 detracts from one’s L1, it is characterized as 

subtractive bilingualism. When such a connection exists between the two languages, it 
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suggests the two languages are influenced by one another, which furthers the L1/L2 

differences assertion. Gimenez believes methods such as the silent period, which are 

intended to mimic the way children acquire their L1, are unfounded, and instead teachers 

should take advantage of what the student already knows. He ultimately concludes that 

L1 acquisition and L2 learning are different processes. 

Wells (1998), a first language researcher, describes his position on the difference 

between learning L1 and L2. In his view, language acquisition for children is an integral 

part of their existence first in the home and then in the broader community: “There is no 

clear separation between learning language and using language to learn about the world.” 

(Wells, 1998, p. 2). He finds adults learning another language to have a very different set 

of circumstances: here the foreign language is the object of the endeavor, which must be 

mastered before it can be applied; and adult learners have a set of strategies for learning, 

which the young child does not possess. For example adults are knowledgeable about the 

world in which they live and therefore already have experience in communicating. They 

also have a language, which can help them in maneuvering through the second 

language’s vocabulary, systems, and forms. He believes, therefore, that the L1 should be 

used more to support L2 learning. 

In conclusion, there are different views as to whether acquiring the L1 and 

learning an L2 are separate or equivalent processes. The former viewpoint suggests that 

using the L1 is supportive to learning the L2, and the latter suggests keeping the two 

languages separate during instruction. This second viewpoint is further addressed in the 

next section. 
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Sole use of the target language 

I assumed when I began my literature review I would find compelling evidence 

supporting both sides of the issue regarding the use of the L1 in the L2 classroom. Instead 

I found very little evidence supporting the sole use of the target language in either the 

ESL or EFL classroom (Huerta-Macias, 2009; Macaro, 2001; Turnball, 2001). Huerta-

Macias (2009) found that the research literature did not support this idea: “…a rationale 

for or evidence in support of using the TL to the exclusion of L1 in ESL classes is rarely 

articulated” (p. 87). Macaro (2001, p. 544) also stated, “…no study so far, to my 

knowledge, has been able to demonstrate a causal relationship between exclusion of the 

L1 and improved learning…” 

Turnball (2001, p. 5) argues that input (the information given) does not 

necessarily equate with intake (the information retained). Even though Turnbull suggests 

L2 use should be maximized, he states that, “…this does not mean that there is a linear 

relationship between teachers’ TL use and learners’ TL proficiency.” 

Those who do support exclusive use of the target language (Cook, 1991; Macaro, 

2001) believe that as much input in the target language needs to be given as possible, 

especially in EFL contexts, where the L2 is not available outside of the classroom. 

Theorists who believe in the exclusive use of the TL, state that the student does not need 

to understand everything and that by switching to the L1, learning potential is lessened. 

Using only the L2 makes acquiring the language more ‘real’, as this is how a child’s L1 is 

learned (Macaro, 2001).  

Huerta-Macias (2009) administered a questionnaire regarding teacher use of the 

students’ L1. Forty three percent did not use the L1 because of the multilingual nature of 

the group, 27% believed it would impede the progress of their students and 25% did not 

use it due to a lack of proficiency on the teacher’s part. Even though there is not 
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substantial evidence in the literature to support it, many teachers believe that using 

students’ L1 in the L2 classroom would be harmful for their students. 
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Chapter 3 

TEACHERS’ AND STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT USING THE L1 IN THE CLASSROOM 

Teachers’ Beliefs 

Teachers’ beliefs about using the L1 in the classroom are often evaluated in the 

literature (Auerbach, 1993; De La Campa and Nassaji, 2009; Florence, 2009; Levine, 

2003; Liu, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004; Macaro, 2001; Mattioli, 2004; Pray and Marx, 

2010; Schweers, 1999; Stewart, 2010). For some teachers the use is tied to the level of 

the students (De La Campa and Nassaji, 2009; Florence, 2009), and the years of teaching 

experience of the teacher does not matter. De La Campa and Nassiji (2009, p. 6) 

interviewed teachers about this issue. A teacher with 20 years experience stated, 

“Because of the low level of the students, I use it (L1)…otherwise, enrollment numbers 

drop…immersing them in German just doesn’t work. It’s just too strange for them.” A 

teacher who was only in her first year of teaching remarked,  
 

Level is definitely a factor in determining how much L1 you 
use…This is different when you’re advanced, say in the 300 level where 
you already have a good understanding of the language—where I know 
70% of what I said has been understood. But I can’t do that in the beginner 
class (p. 6).  

Florence (2009) reported a teacher having difficulty in explaining abstract 

concepts to beginners, as well as the impossibility of finding actual objects to show the 

meanings of many ideas. And in Macaro’s study (2001, p. 540), a teacher explained, “It’s 

just that they don’t understand the instructions…they’re at such a basic level and the 

instructions are hard…for them and for me to put across…they’ve got so many words 

they haven’t come across before…”  
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Beliefs also appear to be related to the experience of the teacher (De La Campa 

and Nassaji, 2009; Macaro, 2001; Schweers, 1999). As an teacher with many years in the 

field remarked, “So as a teacher you have got to find the balance—something I always 

say is you’ve got to change your style to suit your group, to whatever way they learn.” 

(Macaro, 2001, p. 541). In the study by Schweers (1999, p. 9), the most experienced 

teacher used the L1 the most, “While she is speaking in English, she throws in a sentence 

or phrase in Spanish. This seems to keep the students who do not understand her every 

word on track as to what is happening in the lesson.” In a study comparing the frequency 

and reasons for using the L1, the experienced teachers used it for translating and giving 

instructions, but also to give personal comments on how the students were doing (De La 

Campa and Nassaji, 2009). The novice teacher in the same study also used the L1 for 

translation and personal reasons, but the amount was inversely related to that used by the 

seasoned teacher: twice as often for translating and much less for comments, both of 

which were statistically significant differences from the teacher with more experience. 

Conflicting feelings sometimes exist between what is expected and the teachers’ 

own practices or beliefs (Auerbach, 1993; Liu, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004; Macaro, 2001). 

In Korea, use of the L1 is associated with a negative connotation of the teacher’s ability 

(Liu, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004). Curriculum guidelines in place by the Korean 

government play a role in shaping teachers’ beliefs; more than 50% of teachers 

interviewed, answered they felt pressure from above to speak only in English. (One of 

those teachers felt as though the pressure was a good thing!) Even though more than half 

of teachers felt pressure from the government, some of these respondents’ personal 

beliefs outweighed the curriculum guidelines, and they therefore did not change their 

behaviors. Similarly, the National Curriculum requirements in England to teach in the TL 

affects one teacher’s choices in teaching children during the day, when she felt she had 
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no choice, but she uses the L1 with her adults in the evenings. There the National 

Curriculum requirements do not apply and she believes to give directions in the L1 

allows for more time for the actual lesson (Macaro, 2001). 

From a survey distributed to ESL teachers at a TESOL conference, Auerbach 

(1993, p. 14) asserted, “the English-only axiom is so strong that they didn’t trust their 

own practice: They assigned a negative value to “lapses” into the L1, seeing them as 

failures or aberrations, a cause for guilt”. In looking at the ability of the student to 

understand (Macaro, 2001), one teacher chose to revert to the L1 rather than continue on 

with the possibility of losing the student. In this case it was a situation of conflict for the 

teacher, because the teacher had been trying to use the Communicative Language 

Teaching approach, adhering to the L2 at all times.  

For other teachers, when their personal beliefs do not coincide with what is asked 

of them, they adhere to what makes them comfortable (Macaro, 2001; Pray and Marx, 

2010). Student teachers rarely referred to the literature they had read when making the 

decision to use or not use the L1. One student teacher working in a secondary school used 

the L1 when giving instructions, “The ones I think they don’t…won’t understand…I can 

just feel that they’re not reacting…giving me signals….I can tell from their faces.” 

Another used it to keep the lessons moving along, “I’m not sure if the others had heard it. 

I don’t know, perhaps it’s just to keep up the flow…It’s important to keep it 

moving…keep it flowing” (Macaro, 2001, p. 542). In Pray and Marx (2010, p. 6), pre-

service ESL teachers themselves studied Spanish abroad, “I found myself extremely 

frustrated that I was asked not to speak my L1 at all. I think that immersion programs 

may work best for some people but it didn’t for me. I wouldn’t use it in my classroom.” 

Those students who studied abroad had more empathy for their future students and were 

more likely to understand the benefits of using the L1 in their future classes. 
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Mattioli (2004, p. 7) writes of his own teaching experiences, “I personally never 

use the L1, but I do encourage learners to do so to facilitate comprehension and enhance 

the clarity of instructions. I ask beginning learners to translate in their home study and 

require them to purchase and learn to use bilingual dictionaries.” As a difference with 

intermediate and advanced students, he teaches students how to use monolingual 

dictionaries, for he believes at that level they need to go beyond translation. 

Another reason why teachers use the L1 in the classroom is for strategy purposes. 

One teacher became a language learner herself to help formulate her own teaching 

practices involving use of the L1. After teaching ESL for nine years, Stewart (2010) 

taught undergraduate pre-service teachers. She questioned her own expertise in teaching 

English Language Learners (ELLs), so decided to take a graduate level Spanish course to 

“walk in her students’ shoes”. She experienced frustrations first hand, which she had 

previously read about, such as being able to communicate on a basic level (BICS), but 

not academically (CALP) or being unable to voice her understanding of a text, because of 

having insufficient vocabulary. When Stewart read a difficult text first in English, the 

Spanish text became more comprehensible, a practice she had never encouraged in her 

ELL’s. Stewart’s experiences as a student, transformed her way of thinking as a teacher. 

Other reasons for using the L1 are so that students can better understand a 

concept, to give feedback of their students’ written work with the idea that this improves 

the results, to establish rapport with their class, and to model a person able to speak in 

both languages. Schweers states, “Starting with the L1 provides a sense of security and 

validates the learners’ lived experiences, allowing them to express themselves. The 

learner is then willing to experiment and take risks with English” (Schweers, 1999, p. 6). 
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Students’ Beliefs 

In my literature search, I discovered that the viewpoints of students on the use of 

the L1 were not evaluated very often, especially in the years prior to 2000. Exceptions to 

this were found in Duff and Polio (1990) and Schweers (1999). Out of the 40 odd papers 

read for this report, Duff and Polio’s was the only one I found where the bias of the 

researchers was admittedly given towards ‘maximal’ use of the TL. The students’ 

viewpoints in their study, however, indicated that they were happy with the amount of L1 

used in the classroom regardless of how much it was in fact used; the range being from 9-

18%. In classes with more TL use, the students requested more L1. In an English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) context in Puerto Rico, 88.7% of students responding to a 

questionnaire believed the L1 should be used in the classroom, whereas 0% said they 

would not want it used at all (Schweers, 1999). Eighty six percent thought its use 

appropriate to explain difficult concepts and 68% indicated they felt less lost with its use. 

Additionally 87% of the students believed using Spanish in the EFL classroom helped 

them to learn the L2. 

In the last 10 years, more investigators considered the opinions of the ESL/EFL 

students in whether the L1 should be used in the classroom (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; 

Florence, 2009; Liu, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004; Prodromou, 2002; Stewart, 2010; Storch 

and Wigglesworth, 2003; Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti, 2006). Adult learners of English in 

Mexico primarily found use of the L1 helpful (Brooks-Lewis, 2009, p. 224), “Having 

Spanish in the class is very beneficial because supposedly the reason that I am here is 

because I want to learn, and if everything was in a language that I do not know, I couldn’t 

understand anything,” “I liked very much having Spanish in the class because it made the 

class not be boring because I could express myself,” and “It was great to have Spanish in 

the class because we didn’t feel like we were in another world. It also helped to relieve 
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the stress of being with the unknown.” There were only a few comments expressing the 

belief that the L1 should not be used in the classroom, “I would like the teacher to talk 

more in English because it is the only way that we are going to learn the language,” and 

“I did not like the comparison of Spanish with English because every language is 

distinct.” 

Four adult Chinese students studying English in Australia enrolled in the beginner 

course because it was bilingual; if that option had not been available, they would not have 

enrolled (Florence, 2009, p. 69). “If it is a bilingual class, we can communicate because 

the teacher will translate things in Chinese. If it is an English-only class, we can’t 

communicate.” One student indicated her age affected her ability to learn a new language 

and therefore, “we can’t cope in an English-only class.” Another student said, “As I don’t 

know the basics in English, using both languages is a must.” Florence suggested that 

being able to ask questions about difficult concepts in their L1 was a useful learning 

strategy, “Using the L1 could help them to learn the basics in English, be able to build 

from a solid foundation and proceed to the mainstream classes at a later stage.” Another 

student also indicated the helpfulness of being able to use Chinese with her fellow 

students, “In a bilingual class, I can ask other classmates some questions if I don’t 

understand” (p. 72). 

When asked which language they preferred for instruction in a high school EFL 

context in Korea, the respondents were equally divided between wanting Korean or 

English. Those who chose Korean did so because they found it easier to understand than 

English; as opposed to their teachers who used the L1 for reasons of time efficiency. 

Those students who preferred that the L1 not be used did so for a variety of reasons such 

as wanting the opportunity to practice English, not having L1 interference and allowing 

them to have a better grasp of the foreign language. In another question, the majority of 
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students found that their teachers’ use of English had been helpful to them. When asked 

in which area the L1 was the most helpful, students agreed that it was more effective in 

teaching grammar and vocabulary (Lui, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004). In response to a 

questionnaire in Prodromou’s study (2002), 66% of beginning ESL students agreed that 

teachers should use the L1 in the classroom. This figure dropped to 50% for intermediate 

students and 29% for advanced students. 

In a study by Storch and Wigglesworth (2003), adult ESL students gave different 

responses depending on the task observed. On a composition task worked on in pairs, 

students found the L1 useful to discuss their point of view. On a text reconstruction task, 

however, students felt it would be more time consuming to use the L1 and then need to 

transfer the information into the L2. Overall participants found the L1 to be useful 

regardless of whether they used it themselves or not. Additionally several students used it 

silently to themselves or while whispering, showing that its use is likely pervasive during 

thought processes.  

Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti (2006, p. 3) asked the question, “What are the 

students’ attitudes towards the use of L1 in FL instruction?” Specifically they asked 

whether students viewed the use of the L1 as a resource, and if so, what were its 

advantages. If the L1 was not viewed as a resource, the question asked was, what were its 

disadvantages. Three main advantages were listed: cognitive, affective and 

administrative. The cognitive advantages, which represented 64% of advantages listed 

had primarily to do with clarifying meaning, “Can be 100% certain about explanations,” 

and “It clears things up you don’t understand such as phrases, sentence structure” (p. 6). 

The affective advantages reduced the affective filter, “Less embarrassing for beginners,” 

“Helps with motivation,” and “Everyone in the class can understand” (p. 9). Finally the 

administrative advantages were in saving time and helping understand assessments, 
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“Assessment is clear and therefore one cannot fail,” “English (L1) can help solve 

confusion about coursework” (p. 11).  

Three areas were identified for disadvantages: similar to the advantages, cognitive 

and social categories were identified. Additionally, a methodological component was 

listed and this comprised the greatest number of complaints. Students complained that 

methodologically, using L1 reduces FL practice: “The more English you speak the less 

French you have the chance of hearing,” “You’re not immersed in the language, therefore 

you don’t learn as much or think as hard” (Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti, p. 12). Secondary 

responses were that it prevents immersion and reduces familiarity with the FL.  
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Chapter 4 

REASONS FOR USING THE L1 

In the literature there is overwhelming support for the judicious use of the L1 and 

multiple reasons are given why to use it in the adult ESL or EFL classroom. These 

include, but are not limited to: in order to create a positive affective environment 

(Auerbach, 1993; Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Levine, 2003; Murray and Wigglesworth, 2005; 

Schweers, 1999; Scott, and de la Fuente, 2008; Stewart, 2010), during collaborative tasks 

(Anton and DiCamillia, 1998 & 1999; Brooks, and Donato, 1994; Storch and 

Wigglesworth, 2003; Swain and Lapkin, 1998 & 2000; Villamil and De Guerrero, 1996), 

as a scaffolding or mediational tool or cognitive bridge (Anton and DiCamilla, 1998 & 

1999; Brooks-Lewis, 2009; De La Campa and Nassaji, 2009; Florence, 2009; Huerta-

Macias and Kephart, 2009; Prodromou, 1992; Stewart, 2010; Swain and Lapkin, 1998; 

Tang, 2002;  Villamil and De Guerrero, 1996, Wells, 1998), to hypothesize and confirm 

(Brooks and Donato, 1994; Swain and Lapkin, 1998), to contrast the two languages 

(Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Huerta-Macias and Kephart, 2009; Macaro, 2001; Prodromou, 

1992; Schweers, 1999, Swain and Lapkin, 1998), for code switching (Arthur, 1996; 

Levine, 2003; Liu, Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004; Macaro, 2001), because the languages are 

interwoven in the mind (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Cook, 1999 & 2001; Storch and 

Wigglesworth, 2003), to support comprehension before production (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; 

Murray and Wigglesworth, 2005; Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976), for its 

affirming/humanistic value (Arthur, 1996; Auerbach, 1993; Brooks-Lewis, 2009; 

Cummins, 2007; Florence, 2009; Huerta-Macias, and Kephart, 2009; Murray and 

Wigglesworth, 2005; Pray and Marx, 2010; Schweers, 1999), as a classroom resource 
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(Atkinson, 1987; Levine, 2003). There are overlaps among these groupings, but I felt 

each was important enough on its own to warrant a closer look individually. 

Positive Affective Environment 

In her review of the literature, Auerbach (1993) found that using the L1 reduces 

the affective barrier and provides not only a sense of security, but a place in which to 

start, which ultimately makes the student feel good about themselves as their experiences 

are part of the learning process and their identity is validated. Similarly, after compiling 

the results from a questionnaire of literate adults studying English in Mexico, Brooks-

Lewis (2009, p. 224), states, “Entering a new classroom is a stressful situation, especially 

for the adult learner who is accustomed to having control over the direction of her or his 

actions…The incorporation of the L1 can therefore reduce classroom shock…”Australian 

ESL teachers responding to an interview about the impact on the students of using the L1 

in the classroom thought that allowing their students to use the L1 to help understand the 

L2, provided a environment in which learning was more likely to occur. (Murray and 

Wigglesworth, 2005). Additionally, Schweers’ research (1999) in Puerto Rico found that 

using the L1 led to positive attitudes in his students with respect to learning the L2, and 

that because of this they were more likely to continue with their studies. 

Scott and de la Fuente (2008, p. 109) found students who were frustrated by 

prohibiting the L1 use on collaborative tasks. The students indicated during a recall 

session that they had wanted to be able to use their L1: “I was trying to say ‘one phrase 

refers to the other phrase’ but I did not know how to say ‘refers to the previous phrase,’ 

so I was just there trying to figure out a way…and I was nervous so I did not know what 

to say.” Similarly, after Stewart (2010) became a FL student herself, her beliefs about the 

affective filter corroborated the data trends and affected her own future teaching methods 



 21 

most directly. She experienced first hand the anxiety involved coming into a strange 

environment on the first day of class and the feelings associated with not yet belonging to 

the group. Finding her fellow students more capable in the L2 combined with the 

classroom environment being strictly in the L1 added to the internal tension.  

In an internet-based study involving 600 FL students and 163 FL instructors 

(Levine, 2003, p. 87), one teacher summarized his use of the L1 in the classroom, 

“Depending on the composition of the class, I evaluate how much English (L1) I need to 

use/not use. I truly try to use only Spanish (L2) in my classes. My purpose is for the 

students to feel comfortable in all areas of FL and to continue in the program (if 

possible).” The results of the study, however, indicated that the students might be 

anxious, but they realized the importance of using the TL and that the teachers thought 

the students were more anxious than they were in reality. Also those students who had 

higher TL use in their classrooms reported lower anxiety about its use. This seems to 

imply that while L1 use does have a role in creating a positive affective environment, 

there are limits to its usefulness in this way. 

Collaborative Tasks 

Anton and DiCamilla (1998 & 1999) looked at five dyads of adults learning 

introductory Spanish in a six-week intensive course. Their tasks were to write 

informative essays. The students used their L1 in multiple ways: keeping each others’ 

interest in the topic, working on strategies for the task, maintaining their focus, and 

building on each other’s ideas. By working on tasks collaboratively, using the L1 also 

fulfills a social function. The authors suggest, “Use of L1 seems to be necessary, at least 

with low L2 proficiency learners, to construct a social space that will facilitate the 
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completion of the task by enabling learners to achieve intersubjectivity, that is, a shared 

perspective on the task” (1999, p. 83).  

L2 use occurred in three main areas among eight pairs of high school students 

learning Spanish and working on two-way informational gap tasks (Brooks and Donato, 

1994). The first area is that of metatalk, when the talk is not on the task per se, but on the 

talk used to complete the task, “I like that word; we have to use that one,” or “That’s not 

a Spanish word” (p. 267). The authors suggest this is an example of Vygotskian theory, 

which states that thinking and speaking are inherently connected. The second area of 

focus in the use of the L1 is that of intersubjectivity, when the students are working 

together to understand how to complete the task, “I understand what you are talking 

about” (p. 269). And the third case is one in which the students externalize their goals so 

the task can proceed, “Yeah, that’s what he said to do, we make a picture” (p. 270). 

Swain and Lapkin (1998) examined language-related episodes (LREs) from an 

eighth grade French immersion dyad working on a jigsaw task: 50% of the curriculum at 

this grade level was in French and 50% was in English. The pair was chosen because of 

their high level of success in the task, they were a male and female which made it easier 

to discern who was speaking, and there was a difference in proficiency levels between the 

two students suggesting that an ‘expert/novice’ relationship might exist. The students 

used their L1 to check with one another as to the appropriateness of various L2 

vocabulary, “Does that sound OK?” or “Or what about..?”  It is also used as a means of 

self-reflecting during the task, when one of the pair is talking aloud to themselves, “wait 

a second” or “isn’t it…?” (p. 330) 

In a subsequent study within the same population, Swain and Lapkin (2000, pp. 

257-258) categorized the L1 spoken in the context of either a jigsaw task or a dictogloss 

task in three broad categories: “moving the task along, focusing attention and 



 23 

interpersonal interaction.” They found that neither the amount of the L1 used nor the 

reason for using it differed between tasks:  most students used it for task management, 

which fell under the ‘moving the task along’ category. A difference was found, however, 

in the quality of the written jigsaw product: those dyads, which used more of their L1, 

scored significantly lower in the quality of their story. In their conclusion the authors 

state, “the use of the L1 should not be prohibited in immersion classrooms, but neither 

should it be actively encouraged as it may substitute for, rather than support, second 

language learning” (p. 268). 

In a study looking at peer review of a writing assignment for intermediate ESL 

college students, Villamil and De Guerrero state that the L1 was “an important strategy to 

gain control of the task” (78% of the sessions included discussing task procedures), and 

“was an essential tool for making meaning of text” (1996, p. 60). Finally the study by 

Storch and Wigglesworth (2003) looked at intermediate adult learners who were asked to 

complete two challenging tasks to see if they used their L1 when given permission to do 

so. The results showed that the type of task made a difference in whether students used 

their native tongue: in a joint composition task, students spoke in their L1 for clarification 

purposes about the assignment or when deciding the division of labor; whereas in a 

reconstruction task (correcting grammar and word choice in a pre-written essay in the 

L2), while some students used their L1 to clarify vocabulary, others felt as though 

translating the task into their L1 would be a waste of time and be more work overall. 

Scaffolding or Mediational Tool or Cognitive Bridge 

Originally, the term ‘scaffolding’ came out of work looking at the role of tutoring 

in problem solving (Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976). Scaffolding is a tool often used in 

the ESL classroom during collaborative tasks. One student may be more experienced than 
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another and give more input than the other student, or students could be paired with 

similar levels of skill, but enhance each others’ understanding based on their areas of 

expertise being different. This is in conjunction with Vygotsky’s term, the zone of 

proximal development, where learning takes place for adults when working 

collaboratively with a peer. Analyzing the talk of five dyads of students working together 

on a writing assignment, Anton and DiCamilla (1998 & 1999, p. 237) describe this 

process,  
 

By means of the L1 the students enlist and maintain each other’s 
interest in the task throughout its performance, develop strategies for 
making the task manageable, maintain their focus on the goal of the task, 
foreground important elements of the task, discuss what needs to be done 
to solve specific problems, and explicate and build on each other’s partial 
solutions to specific problems throughout the task.  

One example of a pairs’ dialogue (1998, p. 10) illustrates this point, 

T: We just learned, we just learned the word to go, um. 

R: Vamos? 

T. No, the ‘s’ word. 

R: Uh, salgo…Salir..yeah. 

T: To go…okay. 

R; Okay, you’re right, um… 

 The researchers use the term, collective scaffolding, to describe this situation when 

neither student knew the word they were looking for, but together were able to come up 

with it. Used with adults, scaffolding can also switch back and forth between partners, as 

their areas of knowledge are each useful at various times. 
 

The teacher, too, can use the L1 for scaffolding in the ESL classroom. Florence 

suggests, “…which may enable (the students) to produce the teacher’s expected linguistic 
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output in L2 and participate in classroom activities and interactions” (Florence, 2009, p. 

60). Students’ responses support the idea of scaffolded help from their teacher in 

instances when the teacher translates unknown words, or helps explain what it is they are 

saying. Florence adds, “Not only did L1 use assist them in understanding, it served as a 

kind of cognitive support for helping them to remember what they had learned 

previously” (p. 70). These same students were appreciative of being able to use their L1 

to ask their fellow students for clarity. One of the teacher’s in this study believed students 

retained vocabulary better when the L1 had been used in the explanation. 

Huerta-Macias and Kephart (2009, p. 87) begin their article with an excerpt from 

an instructor in an ESL classroom,  
 

 There’s two types of elections; dos tipos de elecciones; una 
 es la pre-eleccion para seleccionar los candidatos para los 
 partidos publicos. So, as we said, the democrats selected John 
 Kerry in 2004 para representar su partido politico;… 

They indicate that the teacher used the L1 in this example as a scaffolding tool, 

since the students may not have understood the content otherwise. Their study looked at 

the ESL classroom along the border between the United States and Mexico in Texas and 

they summarized their results with the comment that “the insistence that students and 

instructors in ESL classes speak English seems as arbitrary as it is unnatural” (p. 94) 

As a contrast to the above articles, which speak of the benefits of using the L1 for 

scaffolding, Wells (1998) questioned the use of the term in conjunction with two students 

working together. He suggests the students do not fit the original description by Wood et 

al. (1976) with one person in the pair being significantly more versed in the subject than 

the other, and therefore, when two ESL students are working together, it is instead a 

description of ‘collaborative problem-solving’. 
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Other researchers support using the L1 as a classroom tool. According to Anton 

and DiCamilla (1998), the L1 acts as a means of accessing the L2. Similarly, De La 

Campa and Nassaji (2009) suggest that excluding the use of the L1 in the classroom 

would bar the natural connections that students make to the existing knowledge of 

concepts in their own language, thereby limiting the possibility of success. Florence 

(2009) adds to this idea by noting that students analyze the L2 through their L1, and 

because of this tool are able to work at a more demanding level. 

Prodromou (2002) states three ways in which the ‘mother tongue’ can act as a 

bridge to the L2:  in awareness –raising activities, contrasting the L1 with the L2, and by 

doing research in the L1 followed by a presentation in the L2. Even though some of his 

intermediate and advanced students believe the L1 should not be used, he gives these 

possibilities as a way of enhancing their language learning. 

Teachers observed three first-year reading classes to record the amount of time 

and on what occasions Chinese (L1) was spoken. Neither students nor observers were 

aware of the purpose of the observations (Tang, 2002, p. 5). The researcher reported that 

the students spoke Chinese when the explanations in the L2 were not understood, “hence 

the L1 plays a supportive and facilitating role in the classroom.” 

One of three research questions asked by Villami and De Guerrero (1996, p. 60) 

was regarding what mediating strategies were used by students to revise a text, the goal 

of their task. Of the five strategies listed one was the use of the L1 (Spanish), “Frequently 

the students explored aspects of the text contents in Spanish either to have a broader 

grasp of it or to make additions,” and it was used in “retrieving language from memory, 

exploring and expanding content, guiding their action through the task, and maintaining 

dialogue.” 
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To Hypothesize and Confirm 

One of the ways Brooks and Donato (1994, p. 268) analyzed the speech data from 

high school Spanish students in a two-way gap exercise, was to look at the function of 

“speaking as shared orientation”. This function refers to dyads’ use of each other’s 

speech as a tool to understand the task they are to complete. The authors refer to the 

importance of dialogue, “What is important about this interaction is that much of the 

initial interactive work between (the two students) is focused on knowing how to do the 

task rather than on displaying what they know about the contents of the pictures they are 

describing. In other words, they initially speak in order to act rather than act in order to 

speak.” Similarly, Swain and Lapkin’s (1998, p. 332) subjects Kim and Rick used 

language, which was not necessarily used to communicate with one another. For example 

Kim said, “Et SE brosse les dents…les ch—No, wait a second.  Isn’t it elle se brosse les 

dents?  And it’s SE peigne.  Elle se peigne.” The authors explain the function of this 

speech as hypothesizing and confirming to oneself, which is a valid and helpful use of the 

L1. 

Contrasting the Two Languages 

Macaro (2001) talks about RL1s, the recourse to use the L1. He suggests that at 

times RL1s are utilized as a benefit to the student and for a specific reason, to help 

students learn L2 through contrasting with L1. 

A survey on students’ attitudes by Prodromou (2002), found that 1 in 3 beginners 

and 1 in 5 intermediate/advanced-level students found it helpful to use the L1 in a 

contrastive manner. Additionally 38% of intermediate students found it useful to ask for a 

translation of a word in the L1 into the target language. The author suggests that 

contrasting the two languages is of benefit when learning proverbs and idioms (as well as 

a cultural benefit), and also that putting noun-verb relationships side by side can help 
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alleviate interference from the L1. Furthermore, Schweers (1999) looking at college 

students learning English in Puerto Rico reported that an L2 can be learned by looking at 

the similarities and differences between the TL and the language of origin. 

In Brooks-Lewis’ (2009, p. 232) questionnaire with adult English learners in 

Mexico, students remarked that the use of the L1 helped them to understand the 

similarities between the two languages, “I felt calmed by the spark of not starting from 

zero but by remembering and putting into practice the knowledge that I have of my 

maternal language…” and “…I saw that the grammar is not as difficult as I thought 

because we already know Spanish grammar and we do not have to start from zero.” 

The use for understanding specific words is mentioned as another way the L1 

helps in learning the L2. Huerta-Macias and Kephart state, “Using the L1 provides an 

efficient and accurate means for analyzing semantic features of words and their 

appropriate use in diverse contexts in the second or foreign language” (Huerta-Macias 

and Kephart, 2009, p. 89). In their analysis of 10 hours of community college ESL 

instruction, they found the use of the L1 for explaining similarities in grammar a main 

reason for its use. 

Prodromou’s (1992) survey found beginner and intermediate students appreciative 

of using the L1 to focus on vocabulary, and in discussing Kim and Rick’s use of the L1, 

Swain and Lapkin (1998, p. 333) explain, “(They) also use their L1, a mediational tool 

fully available to them, to regulate their own behavior, to focus attention on specific L2 

structures, and to generate and assess alternatives.” 
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Code switching 

The circumstances of learning English in primary schools in Botswana are the 

topics of research in the paper by Arthur (1997, p. 21). This paper found that code 

switching does take place in the classroom, but is only used by the teachers; the students 

are not allowed to speak anything other than English, as it is the state-approved language 

in the classroom. The teachers speak the L1 to encourage student participation, but feel 

inner tension in so doing as they are going against governmental regulations. Arthur 

states, “their professional and personal instincts to code switch [is] in response to the 

communicative needs of their pupils.” 

Macaro’s research question (2001) asked how much code switching do FL 

teachers use and why; his subjects were six student teachers in secondary schools. There 

was no link seen between the use of the L1 by the teacher and subsequent use by their 

students, but longer lessons did see greater student use of the mother tongue. Overall the 

student teachers used the L1 minimally. In response to this the author suggests that if all 

teachers used the L1 to the same minimal degree, there need be no concern in the field. 

He suggests future research to establish principles for code switching for establishing 

“parameters of L2/L1 use.” 

Part of Levine’s purpose in his study (2003) was to respond to Macaro’s 

challenge (2001) to delineate reasons for the use of code switching in the FL classroom. 

From the results of his Internet questionnaire he offers some preliminary tenets for its 

use:   

• Optimal TL Use Tenet:  

 Teachers should use the TL as much as possible, but realize the L1 has its  

  purposes and that the FL environment is actually a multilingual one; 

• Marked L1 Tenet: 
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  Rather than having students fall back into the L1 for ‘off record’   

  purposes, have teachers find meaningful circumstances for its use  

• Collaborate Language Use Tenet: 

 Actively engage students in monitoring appropriate uses of the L1, such as 

  found in multilingual environments outside the classroom, where code  

  switching is common place. 

The amount of switching between the L1 and the TL in Korean EFL classes was 

of interest to Liu et al. (2004), because traditionally in Korean high schools, English has 

mainly been taught by speaking Korean! In 2000 the governmental agency of education 

requested that this method of teaching change so that English becomes the language of 

use. Liu et al.’s article looks at the state of reality following this call in FL classrooms. 

The study involved 13 English teachers in a wide range of schools. The amount of 

English varied considerably from teacher to teacher with a range of 10% to 90% among 

the classrooms; most teachers still used very little English (32%) regardless of the new 

curriculum guidelines. Korean was used most often to explain grammar and new 

vocabulary or when their students had difficulty understanding them, but there were 

many other occasions when it was used merely to confirm a student’s answer, “Right.”  

Liu et al.’s data also indicate that students were more likely to respond to their 

teachers in the same language as that spoken by the teacher; however, if the teacher’s 

question was more challenging, Korean was used more often. Based on the results of 

their study, the researchers conclued that the L1 is more effective in teaching grammar 

and vocabulary, and that the English-only policy needs to be re-evaluated, as being 

impractical.  
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Languages are Interwoven in the Mind 

The study by Brooks-Lewis (2009, p. 228) wanted to learn beginning language 

learners’ perceptions of using the L1 in the classroom. The students thought that 

including their prior knowledge of reading, writing, speaking, listening and grammatical 

concepts was helpful in their first exposure to the L2, “Because of this we can see that 

there are many things that we already know and don’t have to relearn.” Being conscious 

of what is already known was seen to be a benefit. In Cook’s article (1999) he suggests 

researchers and teachers in the ESL/EFL fields need to consider the needs of the L2 user 

rather than attempting to reach native-like status with the learners. He speaks about his 

earlier coined term, multicompetence, as supporting the link that exists between 

languages, as opposed to imagining that two languages reside in separate compartments 

in the learners’ minds. He believes ELLs always have the L1 in the back of their minds 

and whether or not it is obviously present in the classroom is irrelevant, since it is 

invisibly present regardless. Cook suggests that rather than focusing on eliminating its 

use, teachers should take advantage of how it can help in learning. For example, he 

suggests activities that intentionally make use of both languages such as writing a recipe 

in the L1 and then deciding how to tell it to someone in the L2. This argument is 

reiterated in Cook, 2001 (p. 407-8), “Learning an L2 is not just the adding of rooms to 

your house by building an extension at the back:  it is the rebuilding of all internal walls. 

Trying to put languages in separate compartments in the mind is doomed to failure since 

the compartments are connected in many ways.” He also uses the idea of code switching 

to illustrate this point—“they are both simultaneously on-line.” 

In another study, intermediate adult learners of English found the L1 helpful 

while they were working silently. Storch and Wigglesworth give an example, “One 

student said that she at times composed part of the text for Task 1 in her head in the L1 
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and then verbalized her thoughts aloud in the L2” (Storch and Wigglesworth, 2003, p. 

766). Another student expressed a similar idea when indicating he translated numbers 

silently in his head while calculating percentages before responding, and yet another 

mentioned he “slips into the L1 almost without noticing it.” 

Comprehension Before Production 

Krashen (1981, p. 57) states his ‘fundamental principle’ with regard to language 

acquisition: “…people acquire second languages when they obtain comprehensible input, 

and when their affective filters are low enough to allow the input ‘in’”. He goes on to 

state that all other factors involved in learning a language only work with the input is first 

comprehensible. 

A study by Brooks-Lewis (2009, p. 217) evaluated classroom research in English 

courses designed for literate adult beginners in Mexico, which were to begin at the level 

of the students. The set up of the course was based on the researcher’s own experiences 

of taking a Spanish course and not understanding a word, “I felt I had walked into the 

second act of a three-act play or that I had gone into the wrong classroom.” After four 

semesters she felt she had learned some grammar and how to mark multiple choice test 

questions, but little usable Spanish. Therefore her classes all began in Spanish. The 

students slowly began to speak English and the two languages were regularly compared 

and contrasted. The students were encouraged to add to discussions and to use their L1 if 

needed. In response to being asked their opinions of the course, the majority of students 

replied that they liked being able to understand what the teacher was saying, as well as 

being able to participate in the course. 

Teachers of ESL adults in Australia spoke about the use of L1 in their beginning 

classrooms. They thought using the L1 was an important first step into the L2, that it was 
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particularly relevant for beginning students, and that it provided a safer environment for 

their students. Additionally they believed that beginners needed to internalize the 

information in their L1 to better understand the L2 (Murray and Wigglesworth, 2005). 

In a seminal paper on tutoring (Wood, et al., 1976, p. 90), the learners’ needs are 

addressed, which mimic the ESL learner. The authors suggest, “But we would contend 

the learner cannot benefit from such assistance unless one paramount condition is 

fulfilled. In the terminology of linguistics, comprehension of the solution must precede 

production. “ 

Affirming/Humanistic Value 

 Nearly 25% of the articles I read for this report mentioned using the L1 in the 

ESL classroom for self-affirming and/or humanistic reasons (Arthur, 1996; Auerbach, 

1993; Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Cummins, 2007; Florence, 2009; Huerta-Macias and 

Kephart, 2009; Murray and Wigglesworth, 2005; Pray and Marx, 2010; Schweers, 1999). 

In Botswana English is the official language of education after the fourth grade, and the 

native languages are given hierarchical ranking (Arthur, 1996). As noted above in the 

section on code switching, teachers often resort to the primary L1 for reasons of 

encouraging participation even though there is a state mandate to use English. Arthur 

believe the origins of ‘English Only’, as well as the hierarchy nature of the native 

languages, come from times of colonial occupancy, thereby giving native languages no 

value in teacher/student interchanges. The social order of the country, which limits the 

participation by minorities, is, therefore, reinforced in the schools. 

Auerbach’s article (1993, p. 12) claims that the use of English only in the 

classroom in the United States holds a similar origin as that shown in the above article: it 

is the result of the dominant social group wanting to maintain their power above the 
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‘lower’ rungs of our communities. She suggests the “invisible ideological roots” need to 

be examined, as the restriction of the L1 has not been shown to be pedagogically 

effective, and is, therefore, worth review by the ESL teaching profession. Cummins 

(2007) believes that the ‘monolingual principle’ maintains inequities in our society, and 

Florence (2009) suggests that the affirming value of using the L1 with an adult migrant 

population has not been examined thoroughly. 

On the topic, Brooks-Lewis (2009) commented that the L1 is more likely to be 

used in humanistic approaches to teaching. The basis of her article was to provide 

classroom-based evidence for the support of the L1 in order to promote change in the 

field. Similarly, Huerta-Macias and Kephart (2009) speak of the affirming environment 

that when created for the students by the incorporation of the L1, will result in stronger 

learning potentials; the acceptance and valuing of the students’ first language is important 

for their learning. 

Murray and Wigglesworth (2005) believe that because studies looking at the role 

of the L1 in the ESL classroom take place primarily in English-speaking countries, that 

there is a bias towards using English only in EFL situations. Additionally they mention 

the attitude of native-English speakers being preferred as teachers in EFL classrooms as a 

form of linguistic imperialism. In opposition to these ideas, they suggest that allowing the 

L1 in the classroom “returns the adult voice to the learners” (p. 156), which affirms not 

only their language of origin, but also their mature human status. 

  When a group of pre-service teachers studied Spanish abroad, they gained 

personal insight into the humanistic value of using the L1; they had their own L1 

devalued, which made a strong impression on them and their future role as teachers (Pray 

and Marx, 2010, p. 6), After the study-abroad experience one teacher changed her 

viewpoint on immersion, “I felt immersion was the best way before I took the trip. Now 
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being in Mexico for three weeks and being immersed myself, I do not believe in 

immersion. I found myself extremely frustrated that I was asked not to speak my L1 at 

all.” Overall the students returned from the program with a greater empathy for their ELL 

students. 

 After looking at the results of a questionnaire administered to both teachers and 

students of EFL in Puerto Rico, Schweers (1999, p. 13) concluded, “The prudent use of 

L2 in the English classroom also affirms the value of our students’ L1 as their primary 

means of communication and cultural expression”.  

L1--A Classroom Resource 

As outlined in the sections above, the L1 can be useful in the ESL/EFL 

classrooms in multiple ways ranging from collaborative tasks or as a cognitive bridge, to 

contrasting the L1 with the L2.  Other uses include code switching purposes, to create a 

positive affective environment or for affirming/humanistic reasons. In Atkinsons’ article 

(1987, p. 241), he outlines ways in which the L1 can be incorporated in the ESL 

classroom, as he is a firm believer in its benefits. “…its role should merit considerable 

attention and discussion in any attempt to develop a post-communicative’ approach to 

TEFL for adolescents and adults.” Additionally, one of Levine’s three tenets (2003, p. 

355) speaks to the broad benefits of using the L1 in the classroom, “…the Optimal FL 

Use Tenet…asks instructors to accept the notion that the L1 apparently serves numerous 

functions in the FL class, and that denying a role to the L1 would appear to be a futile 

endeavor.” 



 36 

 

Chapter 5 

WHEN THE L1 IS USED 

There are numerous occasions when using the L1 is warranted according to the 

literature on the topic. These include, but are not limited to:  giving instructions for 

activities, grammar lessons, teaching vocabulary, translation, or managing the classroom. 

When the L1 is called upon also varies depending on the context. This report focuses on 

the adult ELL context, but the literature also describes L1 use in the context of age and 

specifically in EFL classrooms. Additionally there is greater use of the L1 for beginning-

level students and for private speech as discussed below. 

The Use of the L1 with Different Age Groups  

The context of this report has been on the use of the L1 in adult settings. The 

discussion of using the L1 with children is beyond the scope of this paper, as it involves 

bilingual education, which is an enormous topic in its own right. However, two of the 

papers included in this review were based on ELLs in K-12 classes (Goldenberg, 2008; 

Lucas and Katz, 1994) and warrant particular mention. Goldenberg’s review (2008, p.17) 

showed that elementary age ELLs benefit from being taught English in the same manner 

that native English speakers study the language. He suggests, “ELLs learning to read in 

English, just like English speakers learning to read in English, benefit from explicit 

teaching of the components of literacy, such as phonemic awareness, phonics, 

vocabulary, comprehension, and writing”. Additionally teaching these students to read in 

their L1 helps their ability to learn to read in the L2, skills learned in one language 

transfer to another language helping in its acquisition, and using the L1 as a support for 

learning has additional benefits for the learner. He adds, “Probably the most obvious 
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instructional modification is the use the primary language for clarification and 

explanation” (p. 19). 

In a study by Lucas and Katz (1994, p. 545), nine exemplary Special Alternative 

Instructional Programs (SAIPs) were chosen to study. Unlike bilingual education, SAIPs 

are taught in K-12 using primarily English. The authors state, “In practice, however, the 

classrooms were multilingual environments in which students’ native languages served a 

multitude of purposes and functions. Across sites, native language use emerged as a 

persistent and key instructional strategy realized in very site-specific ways.”  

Additionally the adult Chinese-background ELL subjects in Florence’s (2009, p. 

77) study specifically mentioned their age as the reason they wanted the L1 in their 

classrooms. Florence summarized, “In this study many participants attributed their 

preference for using L1 to their age.” And according to Murray and Wigglesworth 

(2005), using the L1 with adult ELLs is important, because it gives them back their voice, 

which in situations where only the TL was used, would be taken away.  

Finally the question of using the L1 depending on age of the learner must be 

interpreted for the age group studied. For example when Pray and Marx (2010, p. 6) 

studied student teacher reactions to their own study abroad experiences, the researchers 

cautioned about applying the findings of the adult learners to elementary age students. 

“ESL classes taught in a study abroad program must explicitly address the differences 

between learning a foreign or second language as an adult and teaching ESL to children 

in U.S. public schools.”  

The EFL context 

In the bulk of this report, the use of the L1 with the adult ELL is studied without 

focusing on the differences between the ESL and the EFL context. Many of the papers 
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included in this review have the context of an EFL setting (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Duff 

and Polio, 1990; Levine, 2003; Macaro, 2001; Mattioli, 2004; Schweers, 1999; Tang, 

2002; Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti, 2006), which present a unique situation with respect to 

using the L1. Some argue that in EFL classrooms, using as much of the L2 as possible is 

advised, because the students cannot hear the language as readily outside of the 

classroom (Duff and Polio, 1990). From the results of a student questionnaire, however, 

more than half of responses indicate students hear the TL at home or in the community 

(Duff and Polio, 1990, p. 157). These authors conclude, “Thus the assumption that the 

students have little exposure to the TL outside the classroom is only partly valid.” 

However, more than half of the 15 teachers observed in this study used the L2 less than 

90% of the time.  

At times EFL students voiced their concern about using the L1 even though it was 

not the predominant opinion, “I would like the teacher to talk more in English (TL) 

because it is the only way that we are going to learn the language” (Brooks-Lewis, 2009, 

p. 224). Based on an Internet questionnaire involving 600 FL students and 163 FL 

instructors about the use of the L1 in FL classrooms in the U.S., Levine (2003, p. 356) 

concludes, “The results indicate that despite the prevailing ‘monolingual principle’ in 

U.S. FL classes, both the TL and the L1 appear to serve important functions.” 

Macaro (2001) points out that even though the issue of whether to use the L1 in 

the FL classroom has not been equivocally supported or disproved, governments in 

England and Wales are issuing curriculum guidelines calling for TL use only. The 

government in Botswana takes a similar stance (Arthur, 1996), yet according to Macaro,  

the French government supports that the student must be “led gradually towards 

distancing himself/herself from the mother tongue” (Macaro, 2001, p. 533). Some EFL 
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teachers made their decisions on whether to use the L1 in the classroom based on the 

governmental guidelines, while others’ personal beliefs was the decisive factor. 

In Mattioli’s review article (2004, p. 2), he asks the question, “Have second 

language acquisition studies shown any positive or negative effects from the use of L1 in 

the EFL classroom?” The trends show no harm from using judicious amounts of the L1 

and in fact, constitute a humanistic approach, maintaining the students’ sense of identity 

through their native language.  

Schweers (1999) admits that not all in the field will agree with his findings, but 

believes the benefits of using of the L1 in the EFL classroom outweigh the concerns of 

limited exposure time as well as time to produce comprehensible output. He agrees with 

using the TL as much as possible, but also seriously considers the goal to make the 

classroom student centered. Specifically his findings show the L2 can be learned by 

comparing and contrasting the two languages, affirming the value of the students’ mother 

tongue, decreasing the threat to their own vernacular, showing the two languages can 

exist simultaneously and creating a positive environment in which to learn. 

A questionnaire developed by Tang (2002) asked EFL students and teachers about 

the effectiveness of using the L1 in the classroom. Ninety seven percent of the 

respondents liked it when their teachers used Chinese (L1) during class, and 69% thought 

it helped them understand challenging concepts more easily. The teachers in this study 

found it useful to use some L1 as it actually gave the students more time to speak the L2, 

and it proved to be a more effective means of controlling the noise level of the students. 

Turnbull (2001, p.3) agrees with the notion of using the TL as much as possible, 

but also believes there is a place in the EFL classroom for the L1. He references the belief 

that the maximal uptake of the TL depends on the amount of TL present, but additionally 

points out that merely being present does not guarantee uptake. Turnbull states, “It is 
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valid, therefore, to consider whether TL input might become intake more readily if 

teachers use the L1 judiciously to catalyze the intake process in some way.” The 

researcher does include, however, concerns when L1 use by the teacher is not limited. He 

believes its use does happen, but oftentimes teachers are unaware of how much L1 they 

are actually using. Therefore he suggests bringing the topic of judicious L1 use into 

teacher training conversations and thereby bringing consciousness with its usage. 

Teachers chose to use the L1 once a week for an hour to discuss grammar in a 

beginning University EFL context in Australia (Varshney and Rolin-Ianziti, 2006, p. 4). 

The teacher indicated that these students did not know the grammar in the native 

language, and therefore, would not have grasped the concepts otherwise. “They don’t 

know much grammar, they don’t know their own grammar anyway and I think it is 

important, and I find myself explaining very basic aspects of grammar that students here, 

particularly in Australia, don’t study. The students’ responses to questionnaires indicate 

they are aware of the positive and negative aspects of using the L1 and the “necessity of a 

delicate balance between the L1 and the FL within the language classroom.”  

Level of the Learner 

Often when use of the L1 is discussed in the literature, the level of the learner is 

mentioned. Without exception researchers believe it is especially appropriate when the 

student is a beginner (Anton and DiCamillia, 1999; Florence, 2009; Huerta-Macias, 2009; 

Prodromou, 1992). Anton and DiCamillia (1999, p. 234) remark, ”It is in studies within 

the socio-cultural tradition that the use of L1 as an important semiotic tool is noted, 

especially among L2 learners with the same L1 background and a low level of 

proficiency in the second language.” Indeed in Florence’s study (2009) many adult 

Chinese participants reported they chose to study the TL in a bilingual class, due to their 
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beginner level. In her implications section Florence states, “…the ‘English-only’ 

classroom is not the setting most preferred by this group of beginner learners and so the 

belief that the ‘English-only’ classroom is a perfect classroom for learning English should 

be challenged.”  

Additionally, using the L1 for intermediate or advanced students is mentioned 

when a consciousness-raising task, one that explicitly teaches a grammatical feature, for 

example, is assigned (Scott and De La Fuente, 2008, p. 103) The authors suggest, 

“…learner use of the L1 during consciousness-raising tasks may be effective not only for 

priming L2 learning, but also for regulating thinking.” In Tang’s research (2002) on 

intermediate level English students in Beijing, the learners’ found it most useful when 

their teachers used English for explaining grammar and defining new vocabulary. 

Teachers, on the other hand, thought it beneficial when practicing phrases and 

expressions or working with challenging concepts. Tang agreed with the subjects who 

believed the L1 should be used no more than 10% of the time and that “this percentage 

decreases as the students’ English proficiency increases” (p. 6). 

Similar to the idea of the beginning student is that of the lower-achieving student. 

With French immersion eighth graders, those who were lower achievers had a greater 

need for the L1 (Swain and Lapkin, 2000). Therefore, it is possible that a parallel can be 

drawn between these two populations. 

Private or Inner Speech  

Another instance when and/or reason why the L1 is used in the L2 classroom 

occurs during private or inner speech (Anton and DiCamillia, 1998 & 1999; Cook, 2001; 

Storch and Wigglesworth, 2003; Villlamil, and De Guerrero, 1996). When a student says, 

“…hay mas personas, wait, no, en la ciudad de Mexico, estan mas personas que 



 42 

Indianapolis…” the authors point out that the subject is not speaking to their partner, but 

is vocalizing out loud an inner thought while thinking of their response (Anton & 

DiCamilla, 1998, p. 20). In a second example, student A says, “Um, bailamos, 

bailamos…” Student S responds, “Bailamos?” Student A returns, “Mmm hmmm, no 

okay, we can say after the, after…” (p. 21). The authors note this as an example of 

private speech. In their paper the following year, Anton and DiCamilla (1999) speak 

about the use of modal verb ‘can’, as a means of bridging in one’s mind the “previous 

material and the new material.” For example, “después….after…we can say after our 

walk, …so after, nuestro paseo, nuestro paseo, after our walk…” (p. 245) 

In discussing the connection between the L1 and the L2 and whether to keep them 

separate or not, Cook (2001) writes, “Keeping the languages visibly separate in language 

teaching is contradicted by the invisible processes in students’ minds”. Two students in 

the study by Storch and Wigglesworth (2003) reported speaking inwardly in their L1 

while problem solving: one student composed using the L1 in her head and then switched 

into the L2 to verbalize her idea, while another student used his L1 while making 

percentage calculations to himself. And Villamil and De Guerrero (1996, p. 63) define 

private speech as “comments to self made with no discernible intent to have the peer hear 

what was said. Usually, these private speech comments were mumblings or asides 

captured by the tape recorder for which there was no response or reaction from the peer.” 

This chapter thus far suggests that there are instances when the L1 is not only 

used, but is warranted. These include those occasions in the classroom when the teacher 

is focusing on grammar or managing behaviors for example, but also when considering a 

learner’s age or level/ability, in the context of an EFL setting, as well as when students 

are speaking it to themselves to help formulate their responses in the TL. 
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Concerns about L1 Use 

In the ESL/EFL fields there are also, of course, concerns about using the L1 (Duff 

and Polio, 1990; Florence, 2009; Turnbull, 2001). Duff and Polio (1990) express 

concerns that its use will impede the learning of the L2 and express their personal biases 

towards using as much of the TL as possible in EFL classrooms. In Florence’s study 

(2009, p. 74) she reported that a teacher who had previously listed advantages of using 

the L1 in his classroom went on to state some potential disadvantages: “…he expressed 

concerns about excessive dependence on the L1, the lack of opportunities for learners to 

practice English and the time spent on repetitions”. Turnball (2001, p.6) wondered how 

one determines what an acceptable amount of L1 or TL use is, and at what times is it 

preferred that a teacher use the L1? He also expressed a personal concern: “I fear that 

licensing teachers to speak the L1 in their SL or FL classes will lead to an overuse of the 

L1 by many teachers.” 
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Chapter 6 

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING AND TEACHER PREPARATION 

Potential Effects on Teacher Training 

The debate regarding the use of the L1 in the classroom is bound to affect how 

teachers are trained in the ESL/EFL fields (Macaro, 2001; Mattioli, 2004; Pray and Marx, 

2010; Turnbull, 2001). Macaro’s (2001, p. 541) research involved educating student 

teachers to be reflective in their teaching practice; this was to be their ‘overriding 

principle’ as they made their way into their classrooms. One teacher indicated their 

students used the RL1 (recourse to the L1), because the ideal of sticking with the L1 did 

not match the reality of the situation, which was one of incomprehension. Another 

teacher reflected, “As a teacher you have got to find the balance—something I always say 

is you’ve got to change your style to suit your group, to whatever way they learn.” In his 

conclusion and implications section, Macaro states, “As a teaching community we need 

to provide especially for less experienced teachers, a framework that identifies when 

reference to the L1 can be a valuable tool and when it is simply used as an easy option. In 

this way we may work towards a theory of optimality for the use of code switching by the 

teacher” (p. 545). 

Mattioli (2004, p. 3) points out that teachers bring with them to the classroom 

beliefs, which come from their training or out of the current trends in research, and that 

for many teachers these two areas instill the belief that any use of the L1 is wrong. 

Mattioli says, “Many teacher education programs emphasize a minimalist, if not an 

absolutist, position on L1 use.” One teacher is this study was initially against using the 
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L1 in the EFL classroom, but as she “came to value the use of L1 in the classroom, Ho 

experienced ‘various identifiable stages of guilt, frustration, and confusion’”. 

Teachers’ beliefs and affective variables, as discussed above, are components in 

teachers deciding whether or not to use the L1. When teacher-training programs shape 

these beliefs, they may impact decisions in teachers’ future classrooms. Pray and Marx 

suggest, “…it is necessary for teacher education programs to provide substantive 

experiences to pre-service teachers who might not otherwise have understanding and 

experiences gained through learning a second language or living in a culture other than 

their own,” (Pray and Marx, 2010, p. 2). From their study, the researchers found pre-

service teachers who studied abroad during their teacher-training program developed 

greater understanding for the use of the L1 in the classroom. The students developed 

greater empathy for ELLs than their counterparts who studied in the U.S., and, therefore, 

the authors suggest this information could be helpful for future teacher education 

programs. 

Turnball (2001, p. 7) who does not advocate ‘licensing’ teachers to use the L1, as 

he believes many already do, talks of the importance of bringing the idea into teacher 

training, “…teacher educators must help teacher candidates and practising teachers make 

principled decisions about the judicious use of the L1, while maximizing their TL use.” 
 

Implications for Teaching 

There are many implications for using the L1 when teaching ESL or EFL from the 

research in this report; examples from two specific articles follow: When putting students 

in pairs, as in Anton and DeCamilla’s study (1999, p. 238), one could find the use of the 

L1 of benefit as in “collective scaffolding, that is, a complex interaction in which no 

individual member was able to produce the vocabulary item but each contributed the 
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right amount of help to the other in the collective production of the appropriate linguistic 

form.” 

At the conclusion of Cook’s review (2001), he summarizes ways using the L1 can 

be incorporated in the classroom with purpose and intention rather than guilt.  These 

include several of the topics discussed above such as: giving instructions in a timely 

manner, making connections between the L1 and the L2, during collaborative tasks, and 

in code switching instances, which mimic the use of language outside the classroom. He 

suggests: “…[These] are only a hint of the techniques that teachers can develop once they 

are free from their inhibitions about using the L1” (p. 418-419). 
 
Alternatively, Duff and Polio (1990), self-professed as biased in their opinions on 

the subject, (as well as publishing relatively early) suggest ways to eliminate the L1 from 

the classroom:  

Make input comprehensible through verbal modifications, make 
input comprehensible through nonverbal means, have classes videotaped 
for self-evaluation, establish an L2-only policy for the teacher from the 
start, establish a brief period when teacher and students can use English 
(L1) to clarify material from a lesson, let the students speak English when 
necessary, stress that all language need not be comprehended, explicitly 
teach and then use grammatical terms in the L2, provide supplementary 
grammatical material in English. 

  

An additional implication may be warranted for low literacy adult ESL 

classrooms. When students possess a rudimentary knowledge of reading, writing and 

grammar in their L1, offering a one-way foreign language immersion classroom (Fortune 

and Tedick, 2009) may improve their literacy and language skills overall.  As 

advancement in one’s L2 is strengthened by a firm base of understanding in their L1 

(Goldenberg, 2008), these adults could reap multiple benefits in such areas of their lives 
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as job advancement, further academic schooling and in helping their children with their 

schoolwork. 
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Chapter 7 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Discussion 

The overwhelming slant in the literature regarding the use of the L1 in the ESL or 

EFL classroom is that its ‘judicious’ use is met with approval, and that to keep it out of 

the classroom would actually be a disservice to the population teachers are trying to 

serve. While one paper warned to be careful about encouraging the L1 (Wells, 1998), 

numerous others suggested its judicious use was appropriate (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Liu, 

Ahn, Baek and Han, 2004; Murray and Wigglesworth, 2005; Swain and Lapkin, 2000; 

Turnbull, 2001). Brooks-Lewis (2009) suggested that the Communicative Method went 

too far in eliminating the L1 and Turnball (2001) suggested that maximizing the TL did 

not necessarily mean one needed to bar the use of the L1. Schweers‘ (1999) opinion was 

that the two languages could ‘coexist’ and Macaro (2001) noted that there was no 

evidence in the literature the L1 should be excluded. One student expressed her belief 

that the only way to learn a language was to speak more in the L2 (Brooks-Lewis, 2009), 

but overall students and teachers alike found value in its use. 

I found the history of the use of speaking only English in language classrooms in 

this country to be enlightening. There was agreement among the articles quoted that its 

original use was more politically motivated than grounded in sound pedagogical 

principles. It is not a surprise that these beliefs than turned into tenets as the years 

progressed. It reminds me of a story about the woman who always cut the ends off of her 

ham before putting it into her pan. When asked why she did it, she replied that that was 

how her mother always prepared her ham. When the mother was questioned, the answer 
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was simply, “It was the only way it would fit in the pan.” I think the history of this 

movement is an important element to include when training teachers, so there is an 

additional awareness of possible edicts behind second language acquisition theories. 

I was pleased to read of both Gimenez (2000-2001) and Wells’ (1998) beliefs that 

learning an L2 is not the same as learning one’s L1. When I learned about this concept in 

my teacher training, I did not understand how they could be comparable by the very 

nature of the different populations (assuming an adult ELL). Although our society tends 

to treat children as young adults, they are very different in terms of their capacity of 

abstract thinking, and I felt it was like comparing apples to oranges. I specifically found it 

intriguing that, Wells, being an L1 expert, would be able to express his belief that by not 

using the L1 in the L2 classroom, a disservice was being done to the students, as it could 

be a valuable tool. 

Research supporting the sole use of the TL in the adult ESL/EFL classroom is not 

in abundance in the literature. I was not expecting this absence, because of the strong 

sentiments in the field of using only the TL in the classroom. This again supports the 

findings from the historical viewpoint that this tenet was settled on initially for 

Americanization purposes, and only later became ingrained as pedagogy.  

Teachers’ beliefs on when to use the L1 seem to depend on the level of the 

student, their own expertise of teaching, as well as on what they believe is what they 

‘ought’ to do to be considered a good teacher. The decision on whether to use the L1 

based on governmental or curriculum guidelines can impede a teacher’s inherent instincts 

of what is appropriate for her class, which ultimately affects the students under their 

tutelage; lacking the confidence to make decisions based on one’s own beliefs which are 

contrary to those from the upper echelons of the program, in my opinion, undermines her 

effectiveness. There are those teachers who adhere to their principles, of which I was 
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relieved to read. This may be less the case in other countries, where personal freedom is 

not as prevalent as in the United States. 

Students’ beliefs about using the L1 in the classroom vary depending on the level 

of the student (beginning language learners often found it a necessity); the context (some 

EFL students were inclined to want less L1 use so that they could use their limited time 

engaged in the L2); and the particular task involved (it was helpful when writing, but less 

so for reconstructing a text). Overall, as was the case with the literature in general, when 

opinions were asked of the students, the majority preferred some uses of the L1. 

The longest chapter in this report discussed the uses of the L1 in the classroom. 

From a cognitive or scaffolding tool to its use in collaborative tasks, or from a humanistic 

viewpoint to that of it being a resource in the classroom, there were ample examples of 

support for its use. The times when the L1 is called upon varies depending on the context 

of child versus adult; ESL vs. EFL setting, the level of the learner or whether it is used 

for private speech, but again indicates overwhelming support for its use. A few concerns 

were also mentioned about using the L1, but comparing the voice of support versus the 

voice of dissent in the literature was like imagining a teeter –totter with one of its end in 

the air! The pros and cons were not balanced; the advantages were weighed much more 

strongly time and again. 

I believe the crux of this topic involves teacher trainers and teachers themselves. 

If the history of the movement towards English Only in this country can be presented 

along with the overwhelming support in the literature for allowing a ‘judicious’ use of the 

L1 in the classroom, teachers will have the confidence to go into their classrooms 

equipped with an additional tool, rather than feel anguish over whether to use the L1 or 

not. 
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During my first year of teaching ESL, my Program Specialist informed both my 

students and myself that we were to speak only English in the classroom. My group was a 

beginning level, and it soon became apparent that if I spoke some Spanish in the 

classroom, it was a huge bonus for the understanding and the retention of the student 

body. As the year progressed I instituted a writing journal, in which the students could 

write in whichever language they preferred when answering my questions. Most began 

writing only in Spanish, but as the weeks progressed and I encouraged and complimented 

their use of English, more and more students tried to write even the occasional word in 

the TL. I asked how they felt about speaking Spanish in the classroom, as well as how 

they felt about me speaking their L1. The majority of the students were grateful they 

could use their L1, while a few expressed the desire to try to use only the L2, as they 

thought they would learn more; the students who responded in that manner were the more 

advanced of the group. One student offered a suggestion of having certain days of only 

speaking the TL in the class, with the option of asking questions before or after class, 

intermixed with days using both, which I found to be a creative ‘solution’. The lower-

level students especially appreciated being able to discuss difficult points with their 

classmates. 

There was another beginning level teacher who started with her class at the same 

time as I. She did not speak any Spanish, because she did not have that ability. Three 

quarters of the way through the year, her class folded, due to low enrollment. Without 

any evidence to back it up, I wondered whether the students found the class too 

inaccessible for them, which led to a larger problem with retention than is normally 

considered typical for the program. 

I am now in my second year of teaching and again have a beginning level class of 

Spanish speaking English learners. Because of the research I have done on this question, I 
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use the L1 confidently and in ever-expanding ways this year.  For example, when 

introducing the concept of possessive pronouns, I made a chart in English showing first, 

second and third person pronouns for both singular and plural forms, and while 

discussing this I asked the class what the equivalents were in Spanish. I could clearly see 

on some students’ faces, a visible acknowledgment that they understood the grammatical 

form after that comparison. I also give instructions in how to do an activity in their L1, so 

that we could then get to the activity, which is where the learning of the concept is taking 

place. While they are engaged in the activity, the students use their L1 to help one 

another understand the task at hand. 

Outside of teaching, I am friendly with a woman from Mexico. While sitting 

together and watching a sporting event, she code switches continually between Spanish 

and English. I find this an endearing trait, as she finds her comfort level for certain words 

and expressions more suitable to a particular language. To ask her to only speak one 

language would seem as ridiculous as it would be limiting. 

I anticipate a different scenario when I begin to teach intermediate or advanced 

level students, but I think in a monolingual class there may always be an opportunity for 

learning to take place with the use of the L1. The papers discussing collaborative tasks 

for example, clearly illustrate the benefits of students conferring with one another in their 

L1. Or if a student were able to express themselves more fully in their L1 with respect to 

their opinion on a piece of literature or a news article, and then work to compose a similar 

piece in their TL, they would be stretching the complexity of their vocabulary and 

thought processes. 
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Conclusion 

The field of teaching language in this country has gone through variations in its 

beliefs as to whether the first language should be included in the classroom. Originally 

there was a place for its use, but starting in the late 1800s and continuing for the next 100 

years, using only English (or the particular target language) was the predominant theme. 

In more recent years this axiom has been questioned as to its validity. Numerous studies 

show that using the L1 judiciously in the second language classroom is not only not 

harmful, but can be beneficial to the language learner. Teacher training needs to address 

this issue with its students, who are embarking on this career, so that when in their 

classrooms, teachers feel confident about when and under what circumstances the L1 can 

be of benefit for their students. 
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