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On the Use of L1 in Communicative Adult EFL Classrom

AuSra Januliené

Abstract. The issue of using only the target language imraign language classroom has arisen with the
spread of the communicative approach to teachingulage. The use of L1 has advantages and disadeanta
which are discussed in the article. Though it isently believed that the ‘English only’ environméacilitates
students’ learning of natural English and helpsrttie train their skills to communicate in Englishreal life
situations, adult students can be critical of teagxmethods applied by their teachers and notgatd when
only the target language is used. The article ptegbe results of the survey which was aimed se¢ssng the
usefulness of L1 in a communicative classroom fthenpoint of view of adult learners.The resultdléa the
conclusion that the adult students support the wleatrictly limiting the use of L1 in a communicadt
classroom. Research also shows that those studdrotsexpect L1 to be used in class would preferrthei
teachers to translate instructions, vocabulary, lagxpgrammar, difficult concepts, and check their
understanding. In these cases the teacher can eunliffierent techniques to minimize the use of L&t greate
safe and student-friendly learning atmosphere.
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Introduction “can be critical of teaching methods applied byirthe

. . . . teachers and their previous learning experiences mae
The issue of using only the target language in a foreign  predisposed them to one particular methodologidyle s
language classroom has arisen with the spread of the which makes them uncomfortable with unfamiliar teag
communicative approach to teaching languages. Different patterns’(Hammer 2007: p84).

re_:searchers_, teachers and _students of English . Shalcﬁus the object of the research being the use of L1 in adult
different attitudes towards the issue of the use of Lthén L . LI
communicative classroom, its aim is to reveal adult

classroom and many of them assume that it should not b? Y e . . -
. o dents’ attitude to L1 being used in the English language
used in class because in this case students do not make ]sLIIH - 2L

- . . classroom. The methods appliettlude administering a
use of the target language. Quoting David Atkinson - .
. : . .survey to respondents and analysis of the data obtained.
every second spent using L1 is a second not spent using
English” (1993: p12). Supporters of the communicativeUses and abuses of the mother tongue
method claim that the ‘English only’ environment ne of the main advantages of using onlv the target
facilitates students’ learning of natural English and help : : ge g ony " 9

anguage is putting a student into a real life situation her

them to train their skills to communicate in Englistréal . . . .

life situations. The mother tongue in EFL classroom ha he/helwnl have to survive with that particular level of

been treated as a ‘skeleton in the cupboard’, a ‘tabo Inguistic and communicative competence that has been
' @gquired so far. Very often, however, learners who are

subject, a source of embarrassment, a recognition of tsuccessful in class where the use of their mother torsgue i
teachers’ failure to teach properly, i.e. using only kgl . :
Propery, g only olerated are not able to get by in real life wherby the

(Prodromou 2002: p6). This attitude has also beeb
strengthened by many native speakers joining TEFLAr9et language can be used.
profession as well. Besides, L1 helps adult learnee$ f Students get lost as they are not ready to negotiate the
safer in class, once they know they can refer to theiheaning and are not tolerant to ambiguity, as theyised

mother tongue when needed and thus avoid confusion. to being helped by offering translation, become too teacher
or dictionary dependent. Conversely, the process of

In contrast, critics express an opinion that translatiwh a learning becomes more challenging and excitina when
explanations in students’ native language increase thelt Y ) ging 9
ly the target language is used. Learners are trained to

understanding of the relations between English and theﬂneSS the meanina of unknown lanauade from the context
own language, enabling learners to acquire English mo H ing ot u w guag XL

easily and communicate in it more consciously rathan t take risks with using it, thus facilitating their pregs and

use memorised language chunks automatically. Howeveqe\éeclﬁ.z'ngnl]iirt'naer:dcor:gdgngfbg.rr‘]eyafli f;gefd r\:\g:g rzss:]e the
no matter which of the above approaches teachers are% i ;1\5/ eakin clasps u ing unction 1
favour of, one of the characteristics of adult learnetiséas glish speaking '

they
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Adult learners come from different learning backgroundsELT — grammar exercises, reading aloud, translation, and
If they were used to being backed with translation in theiso on — are in fact perceived by learners to be conducti
previous language studies, they will also expect it agairio learning (McDonough 2002: p409).

More_over, many of them may have had unsuccessf%amely the 50 % correlation between the teachers’ and the
learning experience, having failed to learn the language

some time ago, suffer from lack of confidence and do ”Oztrltjigimfé ;stg:eusdsetsh:r:fs%l;trj?r?gsds tgfel_iuit:g Co(;‘mtlr;e prt;?ie nt
feel safe in ‘English only’ classroom where they often do assroom from the point of view of the students. At this

not fully understand the language used and cannot fully . .
participate. In this case the mother tongue beconuzag oint the au”.‘or wou_ld like to th‘f’mk Reda Lingyte for her
profound assistance in the empiric research.

which has therapeutic potentifPodromou 2002: p6) to
reduce the learner anxiety and stress, howeway, become In order to find out students’ of English attitudes toiva
addictive and damage your healtie. such learners may the use of L1 in a communicative classroom a survey has
want more and more explanations and translation into thefyreen carried out in the form of questionnaires. Students at
mother tongue until it becomes an obstacle to teaching amthe of the foreign language teaching centres in Vilnius
learning the target language. Furthermore, adult lesirnehave been asked to fill in questionnaires and their answers
often have their own learning styles and some of them mayave been analysed and summed up. The results of the
believe that translation and explanations in L1 areesearch are discussed below.

beneficial for their progress. 113 students from beginner to advanced level groups of the

Among the reasons why teachers resort to L1, lack adbove-mentioned foreign language training centre took
professionalism should be mentioned as well: if teachersart in the survey. The students were taught by 12 differ
fail to convey the meaning providing a context, situationteachers, 5 of them being native speakers who do not know
examples, using realia, etc, they will find translatidn alLithuanian, while local teachers would revert to the L1 to a
hand. If students fail to understand classroom instructionsgsser or greater extent though claiming to be in favour of
the teacher will repeat them in L1, which also may becomasing only the target language,

addictive and the learners stop listening to the Englis
version as they know it will be soon repeated in L1, thu : ;
creating a vicious circle. Another excuse to use L1 in 6 1o 45, the whole range of the respondents’ afgmneing
lesson is a belief that learners may not understand t pm 1510 64.

metalanguage that is used to explain grammar. DifficulThe students surveyed study General English at a language
explanations can be avoided by using inductive or guidegchool where the communicative approach to teaching is
discovery approach to teaching grammar. It must be saigpbplied, which implies that L1 should be avoided in the
that it takes a lot more preparation for the teactsimgu classroom. Thus 65 per cent of the students marked in the
only the target language in a lesson, he/she has to drade tuestionnaire that they think Lithuanian should not be used
classroom language at lower levels, do careful planning of class, while 35 per cent would prefer their mother
instructions, ways of checking students’ understanding. Otngue also to be used.

the other hand, giving a L1 version of a word or phrase
may be quick and effective, though not always possible as
the case with idioms.

he majority of the students belong to the age group from

Yesto L1
35%

Students’ attitude

Our interest in students’ attitude to L1 was drawn by a
number of publications, directly or indirectly related tie t
English language learning. For instance, Kavaliauskiene et
al (2007) present a research of classroom activities in an
English language classroom at university level and state
that usefulness of various activities in English classes
poses debates among interested parties. According to
D. Nunan (1988), there ighe considerable extent of the
mismatch between teacher and learner perceptions of the
usefu!ness of dlffer.en.t activitiesLearners rgted grammar Figure 1. Students' attitude to the use of L1
exercises, pronunciation, and error correction more highly

that their teachers did, who were more likely to feel .
. ) ... ~53 per cent of the respondents would prefer their teaocher t
comfortable with pair/ group work and communication . :
” - use a little L1, 16 per cent think L1 should be used
tasks”. Interestingly, a study (Spratt 1999) was conducte . ; -
; T . sometimes, while 31 per cent of the students do not think
to compare learners’ preferred activities with teachers
: there should be any L1 at all.
perceptions of what those preferences were, and only a
roughly 50% correlation was found. According to anothett should be mentioned that the data of the questionnaires
researcher, listening to tapes and course book dialoguesproves the teachers’ opinion that young adult learners
was particularly dislikedd (McDonough 2002: p407). support the elimination of the mother tongue in foreign
Moreover, the data show that many activities that aréanguage lessons much more than older students. The

currently unpopular in the broadly communicative ethos ofesults of the survey also show that the teachers tigrrec

No to L1
65%
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assume that the most demanding for translation are tlibe respondents’ answers from different age groups to the
learners who are over the age of 45. Table 1 below reflectpiestion whether L1 should be used in the classroom

Table 1. Different age groups’ tolerance of the use of L1

Should Lithuanian Age group
be used in the 15-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-64
classroom? N % N % N % N % N %
Yes 4 15 16 39 10 33 9 60 0 0
No 22 85 25 61 20 67 6 40 1 100
Students’ attitude to the frequency of L1 However, the students do not welcome frequent use of

Lithuanian in class. As Figure 2 shows, 58 per cent of the
per cent) think that sometimes translation or lathian students think that L1 should be used in class rarely, while

explanation is more efficient than English speculations, 15Only 2 per cent prefer frequent use of L1, 20 per cent think

. . . that L1 may be used sometimes, and the same number of
per cent find using translation feel more comfortable, and

the same number of students state that the use of L1 help}Qe respondents, i. e. 20 per cent, support the idaznbyf

them feel less tense in class. English’ environment

The majority of those who tolerate L1 in the classr¢8i

As to the cases when L1 is acceptable in class, 68amer
Frequently of the respondents think that explanation of difficult
Sometimes 2% Never concepts is the case, 34 per cent would like new
20% B 20% vocabulary to be translated into their native language and
: 32 per cent of the students would like new grammar items
introduced in Lithuanian, 5 per cent of the students would
prefer their teacher to use L1 to check their camng@nsion, 3
per cent think teachers could summarise the material
studied in L1 and 4 per cent of the respondents express a
wish to receive instructions in Lithuanian.

The results of the survey lead to the conclusion that
students support the idea of greatly limiting the use of L1

Rarely in a communicative classroom. Therefore, teachers of
58% English need to find useful techniques for minimising the
use of L1 and increasing the use of the target language in
Figure 2. Frequency of using L1 the classroom.
To test 8
o

To give instructionsgzm 4

To check for comprehensio ez 11

g . . Teachers
< To summarise material already cover& 3
< Students
i i ] B
To explain difficult conCe IS =T es
1 | |
To define new vocabulary item Bl s i 42
1 |
To introduce new grammar ite Mttt 3
I I I ]
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70
Percentage
Figure 3. Areas where L1 is considered to be appropriate
Recommendations for teachers to minimize the use b Giving instructions: The best way to make instructions

understood is, firstly, get the learners’ attention and to
briefly demonstrate the activity with a student. It is
important to check students’ understanding after giving

The survey revealed that learners expect the teachers to
use L1 in the following cases:
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them, as very often when asked to discuss, some separate place/ corner in the classroom where a student
learners may start writing or vice versa, so it always can go and expect the teacher to come and deal with a
helps if the teacher checks understanding of theproblem in L1. This kind of humorous learner training
instructions, e.g. by asking “Are you going to write? usually reduces students’ demand of translation as they
— No. Speak? — Yes!” Though students usually canunderstand that it is not realistic to expect that much L1
understand more than they can actually produce, thenhelp in real life.

procedural language should be graded according t
the level. At lower levels it is useful to back

(o) .
Conclusions

instructions by gestures, body language. A communicative English language classroom aims at

Checking comprehensionin the target language is
usually done by asking concept questions, e.g. if a
teacher is not sure if the students have understood th
third conditionallf | had known it was your birthday,

I would have phoned yourhe concept questions
should be brief and easily answerab¥es/ No
questionsDid you know it was his birthdayo. Did

W

creating conditions to facilitate realistic communicat

here learners are exposed to the target language and are
gncouraged to use it. Though translation is believed to
reduce learner anxiety and stress and serve as aebridg
between the languages, the results of the research showed
that adult students are in favour of strictly limited o$e

L1 in a communicative English language classroom.

you phone himNo. Are you happy you didn’tRo. Older adults tend to be more inclined to insist on using L1
Both questions and the answers should be planned bjn classroom, while younger adults seem to be more
the teacher in advance. flexible and can do without translation. This could be

Explaining difficult concepts, presenting new

vocabulary: Depending on the level, L1 can be
avoided by using context, examples, synonyms,
antonyms, pictures, picture dictionaries, realia,
definitions, miming, definitions, encouraging students

explained by different learning background, previous
learning experience: younger adults are more likely to
have had communicative language teaching experience
and overall are less critical to new teaching methods
applied.

to wuse monolingual dictionaries. Sometimes, Research shows that those students who expect L1 to be
especially in the case of abstract notions, translationused in class would like their teachers to translate
may be the easiest and most economical way ofinstructions, vocabulary, explain grammar, difficult
conveying the meaning, yet it is better to elicit it from concepts, and check their understanding. In these cases the
the students rather than translate yourself and theneacher can employ different techniques to minimize the
just nod in approval as to prevent students fromuse of L1, yet create safe and student-friendly learning
expecting and getting addicted to further translationsatmosphere.

coming from the teacher.

Adult learners have different leaning experience, learning

Introducing new grammar items. Though some styles, varied attitudes and expectations, so it is advisable
students prefer to concentrate on details and ruledor teachers to be flexible and employ different teaghin
(field independent learners) rather than getting acrossmethods. An important element of learner training should
the general meaning (field dependent learners)be present in every course, so that students could
(Lindsay, Knight 2006: p8), the former often insisting understand and discuss the rationale behind what, how and
on explanations in L1, there are some ways in whichwhy is done in class. As soon as they understand
L1 can be avoided. Many course books suggestadvantages and disadvantages of using L1, they will be
inductive approach in teaching grammar, whereinvolved in taking informed decisions about their own
students are given examples and are encouraged tearning.

work out the rules themselves, in this way

complicated explanations are avoided. The meaningRreferences

of new grammar structures becomes clear if they are;

presented in a situation, in a reading or listening text 2:

Contrastive analysis in order to reveal the meaning

and use can be done with the structures of the targes.

language not referring to L1, e.g. Present Progressive
tense vs Present Simple, Present Perfect vs Past

Simple. Using time lines is very useful for clarifying ,

the meaning of English tenses.

However, at times, especially at lower levels, a sitna
may arise when a student wants to ask or say something i

L1 to the teacher more often than reasonable. If that”
happens too frequently, it may cause a chain reaction ang

ruin the classroom “only target language” policy. The

teacher should make the rules clear about how often L1 is.

allowed. For those students who want explanations in L1
more often, “Lithuanian Embassy” could be established —
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Ausra Janulieh
Suaugusijjy mokymas: gimtosios kalbos vartojimas angj kalbos pamokose
Santrauka

Straipsnyje nagrilamas besimokaiju poZiiris i gimtosios kalbos vartojimangh kalbos pamokose. Sis klausimas tapocypktualusisigakjus
komunikaciniam kallh mokymo metodui if angly kalbos mokymo procassitraukus daugybei mokytgj kuriems Si kalba yra gimtoji. Komunikacinio
kalbyu metodo Salininkai teigia, jog patek aplinka, kurioje bendraujama tik studijuojaja kalba, besimokantiejigyja igidziy, reikalings bendrauti
visuomeniniame gyvenime. AutorapZvelgia gimtosios kalbos vartojimo ampgdkalbos pamokose priezastis, privalumus ir pavopNers 65 %
apklaustju nepasigest gimtosios kalbos anglkalbos pamokose, likusieji 35 % ®ty, kad dstytojas lietuviSkai paaiSkintuzduotis, gramatikos
taisykles, gvokas, iSverst sucttingesnius Zodzius, nes prie tokio mokymo jie byw@g savo ankstesse studijose ir tad jausysi saugiau. Kadangi
tyrimas vis dlto parod, kad dauguma studeptypa jaunesni, nokty, kad @stytojai, o ir jie patys kuo maziauity priklausomi nuo gimtosios kalbos
vartojimo pamokoje, straipsnyje pateikianatip, kaip to pasiekti.
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