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Abstract

In literature, two main opposing approaches exist regarding the
impact of first-language (L1) use in learning English as a
second/foreign language. While some researchers stated that students’
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L1 should be banished from their English classes, others affirmed that
it might facilitate the process of learning the target language.
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate university students’ attitude
towards the use of L1 in their English classes. This study was carried
out with 1% and 8" semester students at Abu-Issa Faculty of
Education. To collect the data required, eight students from the two
semesters in equal balance were interviewed in a semi-structured way.
The Thematic Analysis Method was utilised to analyse the data
collected. The findings obtained revealed that the research participants
showed different attitudes towards using L1 in their L2 classes. Eight
semester students were partially against the use of L1, as it might
obstacle the way of being fluent speakers in L2. On the other hand,
their counterpart showed high interest in its usage in L2 classes, as it
could save their time and pave the way to achieve better
understanding.

Key words: First language second language, language learning

Introduction

English language plays a significant role in almost every
aspect of modern life, therefore, the interest of learning English as a
second/foreign language has dramatically grown for the last few
decades (Hasman, 2000; Hidayati, 2012). Furthermore, the enormous
spread of media enables people with different cultures and linguistic
backgrounds communicate for many purposes through English.
However, the increasing need for learning a second/foreign language
has brought significant attention to the teaching methods and
strategies, therefore, the medium of instruction and the role of L1 has
become one of the most significant issues that should be taken into
consideration. In this respect, two main opposing approaches, namely
monolingual and bilingual exist regarding the impact of L1 use in the
teaching and learning of English as a foreign or second language.
Experts in the realm of second language acquisition such as (Ellis,
1994; Krashen, 1982; Yaphantides, 2009) consider the use of L1 as a
hindrance in the target language (TL) learning process. While others
like (Deller & Rinvolucri, 2002; Swain & Lapkin, 2000;
Vanderheijden, 2010) view learners’ L1 as a facilitating tool in
learning the TL.
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The significance of the study

Using L1 in SL/FL classes was discouraged by advocates of
the TL-only position (Chaudron, 1988; Krashen, 1982; Macdonald,
1993; Yaphantides, 2009). Those people confirmed that L2 learners
must be exposed to a significant amount of TL input if they want to
develop better TL proficiency, so using L1 in L2 classes might
deprive L2 learners of that valuable input. However, maximizing the
TL use does not mean that it is harmful for teachers to use L1 in L2
classes (Turnbull, 2001). Furthermore, Macaro (2005) argued that the
avoidance of L1 results in increased usage of input modifications (e.g.
repetition, speaking more slowly, substituting basic words for more
complex ones, simplifying syntax, and so on.). This in turn might
bring about negative effects in any interaction, making the discourse
less realistic, reducing the lexical diversity, and eliminating exposure
to L2. According to Macaro, input modification might facilitate
communication, but it does not assist students in their acquisition of
complex linguistic knowledge (e.g. vocabulary, phrases, and
grammar). Similarly, Gunn (2003) stated that the use of L1 for adult
students particularly those with lower proficiency level must be kept
simple to ensure that the instructions are understandable.

The use of L1 may assist L2 learners in reducing affective
barriers and increasing their confidence in their ability to successfully
comprehend the TL (Atkinson, 1987; Auerbach, 1993; Cook, 2001;
Harbord, 1992; Kang, 2008; Kern, 1989; Vanderheijden, 2010). More
to the point, Seng and Hashim (2006) indicate that lower proficiency
students usually have difficulty in expressing or verbalizing their
thoughts with confidence and accuracy, so they should be allowed to
fall back on L1 to understand the TL. Being on the same track, Liao
(2006) argued that when the TL is the only medium allowed in
discussions, students might remain passive and silent due to their
anxiety or lack of English competence.

The research aim

This study is specifically designed to unearth learners’ attitude
towards the use of L1 in EFL classes. It was also aimed to examine
the impact of students’ L1 on their performance in class.

The research question
The research question to be answered is:
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1. What attitudes (reasons and opinions) do EFL students have
towards the use of L1 in their English classes at Abu-Issa faculty of
Education?

Literature review

The review of literature concerning L1 use in EFL classrooms
is basically divided into two phases. While the first phase provides a
historical background of the issue under investigation, the second one
emphasizes the necessity of acknowledging learners’ attitudes towards
the use of L1 in their L2 classes.

Historical Survey of the Issue

According to Auerbach (1998), the use of L1 in EFL classes
has regularly shifted among scholars. In the past, L1 use was a nearly
universal issue and was widely accepted in the domain of second
language acquisition. Bilingual teaching methods employ L1 and
prioritize written communication over verbal, for example grammar
translation method. However, later during the 19™ century, emphasis
shifted toward spoken language as monolingual teaching became
prevalent (Hawks, 2001). Consequently, for many teachers the
medium of teaching became the target language (TL).

Long time ago, the monolingual approach was supported by
many researchers, for example Philipson (1992) believed that the TL
should be the only means of communication in the classroom to
increase TL exposure for students. Four key “policies” of successful
language teaching were suggested by Philipson (1992: 185) which are
summarized and presented as follows:

1. English must be taught in a monolingual classroom.

2. The earlier English is taught, the better the results.

3. The more English used in the classroom, the better the
results.

4. If other languages are used, English standards will drop.

Learners’ Attitude Towards Using L1

Learners’ attitude regarding the use of L1 is valuable, as they
are directly involved in learning the target language. Nevertheless,
their views have not been sufficiently examined in many contexts. L2
learners usually are not considered alone, but rather in connection
with their teachers’ attitude. For example, Satio and Ebsworth (2004)
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conducted a study of L1 use among Japanese students. The students
preferred teachers who know their native language because they found
L1 use to be helpful. They wanted their teachers to explain ideas and
present new vocabularies in their native language. Their study also
indicated that the students were shocked while being taught by native
English speakers who did not allow them to use their L1 in class.

Al-Hadrhami (as cited in Borg, 2008) conducted a study on the
use of Arabic in English classes and how it affected the learning
process. He held interviews with EFL teachers and observed their
classes. The study demonstrated that teachers utilized the L1 in
translating new ideas, concepts, and vocabulary terms as well as for
classroom management and instructional purposes. Similarly,

Even though maximal use of the target language has been
promoted in second/foreign language education (Savignon, 1983;
Widdowson, 1978; Golonka, 2010; Hidayati (2012), classroom-based
research has revealed that teachers alternate between using L1 and TL
in L2 classes (Chang, 2009; Tien, 2004; Turnbull & Arnett, 2002).
Due to the fact that teacher code switching is evident in SL/FL
contexts, many researchers such as Cook (2001), Kang (2008), Rolin-
lanziti & Brownlie (2002), Storch & Wigglesworth (2003) and
Turnbull (2001) have re-examined the TL-only position. More
importantly, these researchers launched a warning against the
excessive use of L1 in L2 classes, but they do advocate using it
judiciously in occasions such as eliciting implied meaning, assessing
comprehension, giving instructions, and explaining or discussing
grammatical issues. The principled use of L1 in conjunction with TL
has been proposed for an interesting number of pedagogical reasons,
namely (1) providing appropriate scaffold for tasks (Anton &
Dicamilla, 1998); (2) promoting suitable transition from L1 to TL use
(Shamash, 1990); (3) improving the skill of negotiation and discussion
(Swain & Lapkin, 2000); (4) enhancing TL comprehension (Turnbull,
2001).

Al-Hadrhami (as cited in Borg, 2008) conducted a study on the
use of Arabic in English classes and how it affected the learning
process. He held interviews with EFL teachers and observing their
classes. The study demonstrated that teachers utilized the L1 in
translating new ideas, concepts, and vocabulary terms as well as for
classroom management and instructional purposes. Similarly, Al-

25 September 2022
ISSUE No.38 (Part 2)



University Students’ Attitude Towards Ramadan Moh. Ahmad

Buraiki (2008) conducted a study on teachers’ perceptions of their L1
use in English classes. The results were similar to those of previous
studies, as giving instructions and explaining new concepts and
vocabularies were the main reasons behind L1 use. Most participants
(teachers) believed that L1 use can aid students in acquiring fluency,
and it can facilitate English language acquisition. They also thought
that L1 use is a time-saving technique, as it takes a longer time to
clarify concepts in the TL.

Mahmoudi and Amirkhiz (2011) implemented a study in Iran
which examined the amount of L1 use in EFL classes. The research
investigated two teachers using two different ELT methodologies. The
first teacher based his teaching on GTM, relying on translation from
the TL to the students’ L1. Therefore, L1 use was quite high. The
other teacher utilized CLT, and L1 use was remarkably lower than
with the first teacher. The teachers stated that the students’ parents
gave priority to obtaining high grades over language acquisition itself.
In this case, the teachers were forced to use the L1 rather than the TL.

Sharma (2006) conducted a study of the use of the Nepali
language in Nepal’s secondary schools. The study concentrated on the
frequency of L1 use and the attitudes of teachers and students
regarding L1 use. The study showed that students employed their L1
more frequently than teachers did (ranging from 52-64%). Only one
percent of the students wished their teachers to use their L1 frequently
during class. The research exhibited some contradictory results among
students due to various points of view. About 46% of the learners
thought that the L1 should be used in about 5% of class time.
Nevertheless, the study indicated a negative correlation between their
wishes and their deeds, as the learners tended to use their native
language more frequently than they had wished.

Huang’s (2006) study of students’ attitudes towards L1 use in
a writing class at a university in Taiwan found that the learners
believed their teachers should use the L1 to explain grammatical
points, brainstorm ideas and explain difficult concepts. The learners
also believed that the use of L1 should not comprise more than 25% of
class time. They thought that if teachers were to use the L1 frequently
in their writing classes, their attention to the teachers would be less.

Nazary (2008) conducted a study of students’ attitudes towards
L1 use among Iranian University students. The study indicated that
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the learners did not prefer to use their L1 in English classes.
Moreover, learners with various proficiency levels had different
perceptions towards the use of L1. On the other hand, about 72% of
the learners preferred to have a teacher who could speak their native
language. Mahmoudi and Amirkhiz’s (2011) study of L1 use in EFL
classes involved low- and high- level students of English. Both levels
of students agreed that the interactions should be in English and not in
their native language.

Another study conducted by Afzal (2012) on the effect of L1
on active and passive vocabularies indicated opposite results. The
study indicated that when Persian equivalents are provided in addition
to English definitions, the vocabularies became more active.

Alshammari (2011) conducted a study concerning the use of
Arabic among university-level EFL learners. The results showed that
approximately 61% of the learners thought that Arabic should be used
in their EFL classes. Moreover, nearly 69% of the teachers had the
same idea. Nearly 54% of the students thought that L1 use is
beneficial in terms of explaining new vocabularies, while 5% thought
that the L1 is useful when giving instructions. Most of the teachers
shared the belief that L1 use is time-saving. An interesting point is
that 21% of the participants (both teachers and students) thought that
the L1 should always be used in EFL classes.

In a different foreign language context, Campa and Nasaji
(2009) conducted a study concerning the teaching of German as a
foreign language in Canada. Two classes of two different teachers
were videotaped and audio-recorded. The aim of the recordings was to
identify situations in which the L1 (English) was used by the two
teachers. The most common situation was translation from German to
English. Checking the meaning of new words was also another
situation, as was the comparison between the two languages. Giving
instructions, classroom management and interactions between the
students and the teachers took place in the L1. The study showed that
L1 use was also influenced by students’ culture. When discussing
something related to the students’ culture, the teachers used the
learners’ L1. The research also showed that an experienced teacher
used the L1 less frequently than did the novice teacher. Classroom
management and interactions between the students and the teachers
took place in the L1. The study showed that L1 use was also
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influenced by students’ culture. When discussing something related to
the students’ culture, the teachers used the learners’ L1. The research
also showed that an experienced teacher used the L1 less frequently
than did the novice teacher.

Research Methodology

According to Leedy (1997:3), “our knowledge is incomplete
and problems are waiting to be solved ... the role of the research is to
provide a method for obtaining those answers by inquiringly studying
the evidence within the parameters of the scientific method.” Research
methodology, therefore, includes a number of actions or procedures
used by the researcher to construct an organised and systematic plan
to achieve a set of predetermined research goals (Chohen et al., 2007;
Sarantakos, 2005). The methodology adopted in the current study
includes the following steps.

The current research is purely qualitative. Therefore, a number
of semi-structured interviews were utilised to collect the data required.
Semi-structured interviews are practical for undertaking in-depth
conversation. Usually, the researcher can critically scrutinise the
conversations and varied initially superficial responses during the
interviews to arrive at multi-layered conclusions. A researcher can
further follow up most of the times, all verbal and non-verbal
responses, such as hunches, laugher and silence, to reveal hidden
information that may turn out to be helpful in the final data analysis of
different themes extracted from the conversation (Ritchie & Lewis,
2003). To collect the data required, eight semi-structured interviews
were conducted. The participants were informed to use their L1, L2 or
even both. This decision was taken on the basis of offering the
participants more flexibility and more effectiveness in their
participation.

Research Population

The research in hand was carried out at Abu-Issa faculty of
Education. Eight students were selected in equal balance from two
semesters, namely the first and the eighth semester. Purposive
sampling technique was employed to obtain a wide spread sample.
The suitability of sampling strategy is an essential and crucial step in
any research as much as the appropriate choice of methodology and
data collection tools (Cohen, et al., 2007). Purposive sampling is
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appropriate to select the sample on the basis of knowledge of a
population, its elements, and the purpose of the study (Babbie, 2004).

Sampling process

The researcher decided on the purposeful sampling technique
to select the research sample from the first and eighth semester at
Abu-lssa faculty of Education. The students in both semesters were
subdivided into groups that included respectively, students who had
got higher marks, and students who had got lower marks in their mid-
term exam. This procedure was adopted not to look for the students’
proficiency but rather to have a wide spread sample that represents all
the characteristics of the target population to take part in the
interviews and consequently obtain deep and rich data to answer my
research question. In purposive sampling, researchers select their
subjects on the basis of their possession of the particular
characteristics being sought (Cohen et al., 2007:115).

Analysing the data

As the study was purely qualitative, 8 students were
interviewed in a semi-structured way. After transcribing the data, the
Thematic Analysis Method was utilised to analyse the data collected.
The process of data analysis identified a number of interesting themes
which are presented in table 1 below.

Table 1: Themes ldentified

First Semester Eight Semester

Using L1 is necessitated in class Using only TL is necessitated in class
Using L1 to achieve comprehension Using only L2 to improve fluency

L1 is given priority in L2 classes Using L1 as a last resort in L2 classes
L1 and feeling secure L1 and feeling secure

L1 and study anxiety L1 and study anxiety

L1 and students’ motivation L1 and students’ motivation

L1 and classroom interaction L1 and classroom interaction

Bilingual dictionary needs to be used Monolingual dictionary needs to be used

As it has been stated earlier, this study was aimed to
investigate students’ attitude towards the use of L1 in EFL classes. To
comprehensively achieve that purpose, the process of data analysis is
presented as follows.

The research question to be answered.
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What attitudes (reasons and opinions) do EFL students have
towards the use of L1 in English classes at Abu-Issa faculty of
Education?

To analyse the research data, the Thematic Analysis Method
was utilised. The process of data analysis came up with a number of
interesting themes which are presented in table one. In their
contributions, first semester students showed high interest in using L1
in their English classes. They notably agreed that L1 is one of the
necessities that could not neglected. In this regard, one of the
participants said “yes, LI cannot be ignored in class, it is very
important and very necessary.”  Interestingly, eighth semester
students expressed a different attitude. They stated that the use of L1
should be banned in English classes. They went further and
recommended teachers before students to avoid using L1 in their EFL
classes. As an example, one of the interviewees argued, “l am
completely against the use of L1 in an English class ... teachers and
students should use the target language all the class time”.

Another significant difference appeared between first and
eighth semester students in their attitude towards the use of L1 as a
teaching and learning strategy in class. First semester students showed
a remarkable consensus that L1 is usually used to facilitate the
learning task and achieve the desired comprehension. As an example,
one of the interviewees argued, “to attain better understanding, all
students usually expect their teacher to introduce the translation to
new items, such as grammatical rules or vocabulary.” On the other
hand, eighth semester students expressed an opposed attitude. They
believe that using only the target language in class can accelerate the
speed towards being a fluent speaker in L2 as more exposure to the
target language is provided which means more practice and
engagement. In this regard, one students said, “L2 should be used all
the class time to offer students more time to practise the target
language ... teacher should stop using L1 in class.”

One more interesting theme is that all first semester
interviewees agreed to give priority to L1 to be utilised by their
teachers as a strategy in class. According to their responses, this
particular strategy helps them a lot in understanding. As an example,
one of the participants confirmed, “yes, I like ... I prefer L1 like ... I
prefer L1 to be used by the teacher to explain new and complex things
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in class ... of course that helps us a lot to understand.” Not far away
from that, eight semester students accepted L1 to be used in their class
but as a last resort. When students failed to understand their teacher in
L2, L1 might be accepted to solve the problem. Regarding this, one of
the participants argued “LI should be avoided to the last minute ...
when we fail to understand because of ambiguity or .... I do not know
... for any reason, no harm if the teacher or students use their L1 to
convey their message.”

During the interviews, first semester students argued that the
use of L1 by teachers may help them to achieve better understanding,
and more importantly make them feel secure. In this regard, one them
said, “I do not feel safe in class until I understand and of course that
attained by the use of L1.” On the contrary, eight semester students
argued that understanding can be well obtained by depending solely
on L2 in class. They believe that this strategy could help them to
gradually improve their proficiency level in the target language. This
argument is evidenced by one of the participants by saying, “It is
better for L2 classes to use L2 all the time ... I think what makes
students feel secure is their progress in learning L2.”

According to the analysed data, first semester students
confirmed a strong relationship between the use of L1 and lowering
study anxiety. Being more explicit, when L1 is appropriately utilised
during the class time, students not only attain better understanding but
also their anxiety can be remarkably lowered. In this respect, one of
the participants said, “when the keep using L2 in class all the time, |
cannot follow and understand ... I also feel worried.” Looking
carefully at eighth semester students’ contributions indicated an
interesting attitude. Those students did not see any relationship
between L1 and understanding or study anxiety. They believe that
sticking to only L2 during the class time can make them understand
better and be in safe from any type of anxiety. As an example, one of
them argued, “we prefer only L2 to be used in our class ... you know
this strategy helps use to improve our target language and we do not
feel anxious at all.”

In their contributions during the interviews, first semester
students acknowledged that the use of L1 helps them to be
intrinsically motivated which is the stage that every student wish to
embark. Regarding this, one of the interviewees said, “the use of L1 in
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L2 classes is very beneficial ... students can achieve deep
understanding ... the students will be motivated.” However, eighth
semester students expressed a completely different idea. Those
students are deeply convinced that the use of L2 in class has many
advantages in the long term of learning, i.e., their proficiency level
will be improved. They will also be highly motivated both
intrinsically and extrinsically. During the interviews, one of the
students stated, “yes, using L2 makes the class environment more
beneficial and motivating ... every student will be stimulated to do his
best.”

Analysing the data showed that first semester students viewed
the use of L1 in L2 classes as a motive for more interaction either with
the teacher or colleagues. According to their responses, the possibility
to use L1 usually inspires and stimulates them to contribute in
classroom activities more effectively. For instance, one of the
participants said, “class interaction ... I like this activity ... but if [ am
allowed to mix between L1 and L2, | will be more active to willingly
participate in any classroom activity.” Again, eighth semester
students opposed this idea. They stated that the main purpose of doing
classroom interaction is to practise the target language, and if L1 is
permitted to be used in such an activity, the whole teaching and
learning process might be violated. As an example, one participant
said, “Let us be logic, we do classroom interaction activities to
practise the target language ... L1 must be avoided or the interaction
will be meaningless.”

The process of data analysis showed a clear discrepancy
between first and eighth semester students in their attitude towards
using dictionaries. First semester students showed much interest in
using bilingual dictionary, as it provides the meaning of the new item
in their L1. In this respect, one of the participants argued, “I like ...
love using bilingual dictionary because it gives what | need in my L1
and saves my time and effort.” On the other side, their counterparts
expressed high interest in using monolingual dictionaries. According
to their contributions, this type of dictionaries shows the correct
pronunciation of the new items, and more importantly helps them to
enlarge their repertoire of vocabulary in L2. To evidence this, one of
the participants argued, “using monolingual has many advantages
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such as increasing my words in L2 and also helps to improve my
pronunciation.”

Discussion of data

The process of data analysis came up with a number of
findings; however, this section discusses only the most impressive and
interesting ones in relation to the existing literature. The findings
attained indicated a notable discrepancy among the participants in
their attitude towards the role that L1 could play to accelerate
students’ progression in learning the target language (Campa &
Nasaji, 2009; Hidayati, 2012).

First students advocated the use of L1 in L2 classes; however,
eighth semester students did not. This difference in their attitude could
be attributed to the difference in their stage of learning. Eighth
semester students have more experience in learning the target
language than their counterparts. This gives the implication that
experience plays a significant role in language learning. In this regard,
Golonka (2010) argued that past experience has a direct impact on L2
learning. Furthermore, the finding obtained supports the decision of
teaching English in an early stage of students’ life, as it provides more
experience in L2 learning.

Interestingly, despite the opposing attitudes among the
participants towards using L1 in L2 classes, there is a consensus
among the participants that the use of L1 may contribute in lowering
study anxiety. Being more precise and explicit, it helps students to
attain better understanding and feel secure in their study. This
conclusion agrees with Bruen and Kelly’s (2014) argument in which
they stated that the use of L1 in L2 classrooms reduces students’
anxiety level.

Classroom interaction is an essential component in language
learning, as it could compensate the lack of exposure to the target
language (Seedhouse, 2006). The research findings showed different
attitudes towards this particular issue, i.e. first year students supported
the idea of using L1 during classroom interactive activities to promote
self-confidence and enhance fluency in the target language. However,
eighth semester students showed a high interest in using only L2
during the implementation of classroom interactive activities. They
believe that this technique compensates the lack of exposure to the
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target language, and more importantly paves their way to be
autonomous language users.

Using L1 may facilitate the TL classroom activities due to the
fact that the use of L1 provides a beneficial scaffolding that assists
learners in understanding tasks and solving problems of ambiguity.
Scholars such as (Cook, 2001; Turnbull, 2001; Turnbull & Arnett,
2002) agreed that L1 could be a valuable resource in foreign language
classrooms, however, they cautioned that educators should not rely
upon it to any significant degree.

Conclusion

All in all, L1 cannot neither be ignored nor overused in
language classrooms. Being more explicit, using mother tongue L1 in
SL/FL classrooms is inevitable. Despite the debate over the adequacy
of using L1 in the teaching of L2, this study indicates that using L1 in
classroom does not hinder learning, and that L1 has a facilitating role
to play in the classroom and could help L2 learning and acquisition.
This paper showed that L1 is an inseparable part of language teaching,
and it has several functions for the students in English language
learning. Therefore, those who believe that L1 has a minimal role to
play in the teaching of a foreign language are invited to think again of
its role and contributions it might make to the fields of language
learning.

When both L1 and L2 are allowed as media for discussions in
classroom, there are more opportunities for effective participation and
meaningful communication is sustained longer. Therefore, the use of
L1 results in an increased willingness by students to communicate
verbally and express their ideas (Atkinson, 1987; Auerbach, 1993;
Cook, 2001; Bruen and Kelly, 2014).

Pedagogical Implications

This study identifies a number of significant pedagogical
implications for SL/FL learners. Firstly, the findings obtained support
the limited use of L1 to maximize learners’ exposure to the TL.
Secondly, students who have limited linguistic backgrounds in L2
(low-level learners) need the support of their L1 to help them
understand new items in L2 such as new grammatical items.
Secondly, L1 can be used to check the meaning of new words or
concepts during an English lesson in order to learn faster and easier,
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and more importantly to feel secure and raise the self-confidence.
Thirdly, utilizing L1 does not mean translating all classroom activities
into learners’ L1. Rather, it should be viewed as a tool to be employed
as a facilitator. When the L1 is excessively used, learners tend to
believe that they cannot cope with learning the TL. Fourthly, L1 may
be tolerated, especially among low-level learners who lack TL
proficiency. However, this use should be gradually reduced along with
the students’ progression in target language learning. Finally, the
findings of this study support both monolingual and bilingual
approaches, and a more balanced approach towards L1 is needed
which maximizes and recognizes the L1 as a beneficial classroom
tool.
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