University student opinions on native English
teachers using their L1 in the classroom.
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Introduction

This pilot action research study was inspired by a desire to ascertain just how much or how
little Japanese should be used in the English oral communication classroom. In our own experi-
ences as students of foreign languages in high school, the teacher often used English for
teaching vocabulary, comprehension purposes and to effectively clarify instruction as no one
would have understood otherwise. We can recall this reduced anxiety in the class as we were
already overwhelmed with learning a new language. This experience as a learner of a foreign
language and now as a teacher of a foreign language is a motivating factor in trying to deter-
mine just how much student L1 use is appropriate and in the best interests of student learning.
There are a wide range of views on how much of the learners’ L1 should be used in the class-
room. Some are totally against the use of the students’ L1 while others believe it is an invalu-
able pedagogical tool for refining comprehension and reducing learners’ anxiety, and a way to

build a rapport with students by communicating with them in their native language. Some even
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believe that knowledge of the students’ L1 is necessary for effective teaching.

Therefore, in the attempt to clarify just how much or how little Japanese should be used in
English oral communication classes, we decided to ask our students what they thought in order
to gain some insight into what their opinions are about the native English teacher speaking in

the learners’ L1, in this case Japanese.

Literature review

The traditional preference in ESL and EFL is for a monolingual approach to language
teaching, which suggests that the only medium of communication should be in the target
language (L.2). This implies the prohibition of the native language (L1) would maximize the
effectiveness of learning the target language. It also implies that translating into or utilizing the
students’ L1 is detrimental to learning the target language (see Krashen, 1981). Supporters of
this approach argue that L1 should be used minimally in learning a foreign language as the
path of foreign language learning is very similar to acquiring a mother tongue or L1.

This has been challenged in recent years by scholars who believe that sensible use of the
learners’ L1 can actually be beneficial to many learners and be more effective in language
instruction than the monolingual approach. Dérnyei and Kormos (1998) found that L1 is used
by L2 learners as a communication strategy to make up for deficiencies in the L2.

Storch and Wigglesworth (2003) also argue in favor of using L1 stating that it provides
students with “additional cognitive support that allows them to analyze language and work at a
higher level than would be possible were they restricted to sole use of their L2” (p.670, cited in
Stephens, 2006). Cook (2001), who claims that the L2 meanings do not exist separately from
the L1 meanings in the learner’s mind, states “Treating the L1 as a classroom resource opens
up several ways to use it, such as for teachers to convey meaning, explain grammar, and orga-
nize the class and for students to use as part of their collaborative learning and individual
strategy use. The first language can be a useful element in creating authentic L2 users rather
than something to be shunned at all costs” (p.402).

Auerbach (1993) argues that teachers are able to use students’ L1 as a bridge between the
L1 and the L2, providing a more comprehensible and comfortable learning platform. She 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” (p.19). Teaching methods promoting the use of L1 in ESL and EFL include the

New Concurrent Method, Community Language Learning, and Dodson’s Bilingual Method.
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Quantitative studies addressing the opinions of students concerning the use of their L1 in
the EFL classroom include Critchley’s (1999) study of 160 Japanese students. In his study, the
results of the questionnaire showed that respondents wanted an average of 20% of teacher talk
in Japanese such as explaining important information by the native English speaking
teacher. Tang’s (2002) study of 100 Chinese English language students showed that limited and
judicious use of the students’ mother tongue by the teacher (in the English classroom) does
not reduce student exposure to English, but rather can assist in the teaching and learning
processes. Stephens’ (2006) study of 167 Japanese students suggested that minimal use of
Japanese by English-speaking language teachers is in the best interests of the students.

This current study differs from the above as one of our aims was to find out the views of
students who study English as a compulsory unit and of those with varying linguistic ability, as
opposed to the linguistically competent students of the above studies who are typically inter-
ested in English. Another aim of this study was to have a larger sample size than previous
studies in order to achieve more reliable data. Therefore, 357 students, all non-English majors
from varying faculties taking compulsory English communication classes, participated in this

current study.

Methodology

A questionnaire containing 16 multiple choice questions (see appendix) was administered
to 357 students studying in English oral communication classes at a university in western Japan
on the final day of the academic year in January 2012. The faculties involved in the study were
engineering (104 students), economics (49), policy studies (47), commerce (47), sociology
(64), literature (23), and law (23). As previously stated, there were no English language majors
at all in this sample. The questions were written in both Japanese and English. The students
were given 15 minutes, though most completed it in less than 5 minutes. Rather than write
their answers freely, they were asked to choose the most applicable answer of several provided
for each question to save students time pondering answers and to ease the compiling of the
data.

In constructing the questionnaire, rather than referring to previous studies, the questions
themselves were based directly on specific personal concerns that had grown throughout the
year of teaching in our classrooms. We had observed a potential tension between the students’
perceived desire and their sense of propriety: namely that while the course was officially to be

conducted in English and the students had enrolled with this in mind, nevertheless there
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seemed to be a strong desire among many of the students to have important information
conveyed in their own tongue and that adhering rigidly to the L2 frequently frustrated
students’ comprehension or performance of tasks. Consequently, the questions were intended
to stimulate the students to reflect on their sense of comfort and also their sense of propriety

about the use of their own language in the classroom particularly by the foreign teacher.

Results and discussion

First, the questionnaire results indicated that there was indeed a tension between the
students’ desire to learn English in English and their concerns in understanding class content
and procedure. As previously stated, all students participating in this study were non-English
majors of varying levels of English competency, yet a strong proportion of the students rated
themselves confidently (see appendix), with as many as 36% of them rating their English
listening and comprehension as high as 2 on a scale of 1 (excellent) to 4 (poor), though just
under half (49%) rated the same skill as 3. Moreover, the students surveyed had chosen the
course knowing it was taught only by Native English language teachers and, as their replies to
question 12 revealed, as many as 85% of them chose to be enrolled in the course because they
would be taught in English. Yet, despite the proportion of students rating themselves confi-
dently and despite their stated motivation to study English in English, a strong majority (70%)
indicated that they felt more comfortable conversing in Japanese as the results of question 2
revealed. Question 2 asked if students felt more comfortable conversing with their native
English language teacher in their L2 or L1. The fact that so many students stated a preference
for their L1 despite having chosen to be taught in English highlights an apparent contrast
between student desire for a comfortable communicative environment with a desire for the
challenge of direct English language communication.

This may be a reflection on the teaching methodology that students are exposed to in
secondary education where the native Japanese teacher of English usually instructs in L1. One
could argue that this reliance on L1 creates dependence, and does not provide sufficient oppor-
tunity to encounter ambiguity and the use of guessing strategies, which are part of successful
language learning (Rubin, 1975, cited in Stephens 2006).

The students’ apparent valuing of clear communication with the teacher in their L1 over the
aforementioned learner independence was further confirmed by the answers to other questions.
When asked in question 5, if speaking to native English language teachers in students’ L1 helps

build a rapport with them, 90% said yes (50% strongly agreed and 40% agreed). This is in line
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with the views of scholars who believe the use of students’ L1 creates a relaxed atmosphere
conducive to learning L2 (see Auerbach, 1993). This is further supported by the results of
question 13 in which 70% of the students agreed that they are satisfied with talking to the
native English language teacher in their L1 despite them wanting to challenge themselves by
speaking in the L2. Apart from mere rapport purposes, 93% of all students indicated that
important information should be explained in both L1 and L2. This could also be another result
of high school conditioning as Burden (2001, cited in Stephens 2006) argues that preparation
for English exams is achieved more efficiently in the L1, so students are accustomed to this L1
support. Accordingly, 75% also indicated that when the native English teacher first speaks
English and then repeats the same phrase in Japanese, they feel relieved as it aids their
comprehension, with an additional 14% approving of the strategy as an unfortunate necessity.
Only 1% disapproved.

When asked about seeking clarification when students do not understand what the teacher
has said, 59% indicated that they ask a fellow student while 37% indicated that they ask their
native English language teacher. Student willingness to approach their teacher was higher than
anticipated indicating active interaction between the teacher and students.

There are many factors to consider when it comes to the question of how much L1 should
be used by the native English teacher including students’ level of L2 competency, motivation
and class size. Though learning an L2 resembles learning a mother tongue in some regards (see
Krashen, 1981), the context of L2 acquisition is so far removed from that of the mother
tongue, with formal interaction in large classrooms rather than close interaction with one or a
small group of individuals, that effective bridges are necessary to compensate for the lack of
direct, personalized interaction common to most classrooms. Selective use of L1 in the class-
room can be critical as such a bridge at early stages of language instruction and then deliber-
ately reduced as learners progress to higher levels. Some particular areas of use of the
students’ L1 may include work with vocabulary, where more L1 might be needed to establish
meaning and provide useful comparisons with similar or different words in either language to
make a particular nuance clear. For unmotivated learners, moreover, greater use of L1 in
setting up tasks can be of help in ensuring students’ comprehension of what is expected of
them as well as reducing excuses for incomprehension. Communication of important informa-
tion regarding test contents, syllabus contents or administrative matters in the student L1 can
also relieve tension and provide a context for focused use of L2 in communication tasks.
Building a rapport with the students in their L1 can also be helpful by personalizing the

teacher / student relationship and so increasing the likelihood of co-operation. These recom-
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mendations are in line with Cook, (2001) as previously mentioned in the literature review, as
using the L1 as a tool to explain meaning, grammar, class organization, and for students’ own
collaborative learning.

One must take into account the fact that in Japan students have very little chance to use
English in everyday life as English is not a second language in Japan but a foreign language.
Therefore, students have little need to use English apart from in classes at school or university
where daily opportunities to practice are generally few. English conversation schools do exist to
cater to students wanting to learn English but at a financial cost. Due to these factors, the use
of the students’ L1 by the native English teacher should be kept to a minimum in order to
maximize student English exposure. The smaller the class, the less reliance should be placed
on L1. Also, the simpler the task, the less L1 should be used by the teacher. Keeping the best
interests of the students in mind, it is recommended that the native language teacher does not
over-exploit the use of Japanese in class but use it when necessary and sparingly. Students
using their L1 to learn English is not only pedagogically sound but may be encouraged as part
of collaborative learning and individual strategy use (see Cook, Storch and Wigglesworth,

2003).

Conclusion

While the results of this pilot research study were insightful and showed a surprisingly posi-
tive view by students on the use of their L1 by the native English teacher, there are shortcom-
ings of this study that should be taken into consideration. Firstly, the structure of the question-
naire could be considered a weakness from a research perspective as it is quite random in
nature and does not follow any methodological articles. The rationale for this was that since
this is a pilot research study, the main aim was to gauge what the students were thinking and
use the results as a platform for a more comprehensive questionnaire in a future study.
Another factor to take into consideration is that the engineering department students comprise
almost 30% of the sample population which could influence the outcome of the results.

Clearly, students value the native English teacher using student L1 in order to build student
rapport and as a teaching tool for comprehension and instruction. As mentioned in the discus-
sion, this could be influenced by their experiences of L1 use in secondary education. This must
be considered when deciding just how much of the students’ L1 should be used by the native
English teacher in class. Incorporating as much L2 into the class as possible and having a

greater focus on the skill, as opposed to the knowledge of language, is recommended. One
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could argue it is more important to practice the skill of communication (including listening,
reading, writing and speaking activities) rather than teach complex grammar and vocabulary
students have little chance of using.

Further investigation into the positive and negative influences on students being taught an
L2 in their L1 in secondary education should be explored and could provide a springboard for
further research into this very interesting topic of how much L1 should be used when teaching

an L2.

References

Auerbach, E. (1993). Reexamining English only in the EFL classroom. TESOL Quarterly, 27 (1), 9-32.

Burden, P. (2001). When do native English speaking teachers and Japanese college students disagree
about the use of Japanese in the English classroom? The Language Teacher, 25 (4), 5-9.

Cook, V. (2001). Using the first language in the classroom. The Canadian modern language review,
57 (3), 402-423.

Critchley, M. (1999). Bilingual support in English classes in Japan. The language teacher, 23 (9),
10-13.

Dornyei, Z. and J. Kormos. (1998). Problem-solving mechanisms in L2 communication: A psycholin-
guistic perspective. Studzies 1n Second Language Acquisition, 20 (3), pp. 349-385.

Krashen, S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. Oxford: Pergamon.

Rubin, J. (1975). What the good language learner can teach us. TESOL Quarterly, 9 (1), 41-51.

Stephens, M. (2006). The use and abuse of Japanese in the university English class. The language
Teacher, 30 (8), 13-18.

Storch, N. and Wigglesworth, G. (2003). Is there a role for the use of the L1 in an L2 setting? TESOL
quarterly, 37 (4), 760-769.

Tang, J. (2002). Using L1 in the English classroom. English Teaching Forum, 40(1), 36-43.

163



Appendix

Language questionnaire (results listed as percentages under each question)

Please choose the most appropriate answer for each question.

HL R

HE7+—9h #1275

EANZDORFEAND, A EADOTH I EBECLET,

1 :Hol-0REEOY A= HERRH %,

4=%)
(How would you rate your English listening and comprehension from 1 to 4 (1=excellent, 4= poor).
Question 1 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 4% 36% 49% 11%

2 HeEANEAEMICH LT, EBL0FHOHFFELRTVTT D,

12254 OB THCIMEL TAHATLZE3 v (1 =8,

(Which do you feel more comfortable speaking to your native English teacher in?)

1) HAGE 1)Japanese

2) YeEh 2)English

Question 2 Ans. 1 Ans. 2
Total 70% 30%

3: K7D AI A= a YOHMZENLS LVOFEGTHATZFI L Lich. ZoOFFITOW
THH72FIEI BT T ROPFPLBATL SV,
(How much Japanese does your native English language teacher use in class? Please choose from
the following.)
) £3589
2) Mg EHERD
3) broLlwili)
4) HFEY LTV EnER)
5 &< BN HRnEES, 5) In my opinion, not enough by far.
Question 3 Ans. 1 Ans.2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4 Ans. b
Total 10% 7% 81% 2% 0%

1) In my opinion, too much
2) In my opinion, a little too much
3) In my opinion, just right

4) In my opinion, not quite enough

4 T HMEE) V) L EXHLIITHARFETHLFE L,
(When does your teacher speak to you in Japanese?)

1) EBIZmdo T EHTHFE$T 5L 1) Explaining something to the whole class the
ES first time

2) ABICA o T % R & CTHeah TRl
L7, Tzl hhrzsLd

3) A& BET & 22 NI, ERNCH T
HEZ

4) FERDOBL» )DL X
5) EH. HILWVIIERZDB LX) D
L&

2) Repeating something in Japanese after
explaining it first in English.

3) To explain something to an individual because
they don’t understand

4) To chat during class

5) To chat before or after class
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Question 4

Ans. 1

Ans. 2

Ans. 3

Ans. 4

Ans. 5

Total

20%

57%

21%

2%

0%

5 : AHEI NS A3 B 7 72 D BEE]

i (HAGR) TREOBEZ IS L. Dl vfRE i<

OB DB LRV T,
(Do you think the foreign teacher communicating to you in your native language (Japanese) helps
build a rapport with you?)

D &ETdEHHES

2) ALEH B

3) HIHEHTEDL

4) ELEDITEDb RN

Question 5 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4

Total 50% 40% 9% 1%

1) Strongly agree

2) Agree a little

3) Don’t really agree
4) Strongly disagree

6 SHEAZASEE 230 (B 203, L L), BREPOFEIZOWTHE) 1IZoWTIHIT Y
Gy RDHIBLED L) RFERELZONIVERCE T,
(Do you think the foreign teacher explaining important information to you (for example, homework,

deadlines, how to do a task in class) should be communicated in):

1) ¥FE & HAGEM I CHMT 5 1) Both English and Japanese

2) YEEZIFTHPT S 2) English only

3) HARGEZCTHBHT % 3) Japanese

4) FFTRFET, ZOH. THhE5RWFEED 4) English first and if I don’t understand, then
VALY ) —EEHAGETH I T S Japanese

Question 6 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 56% 3.5% 3.5% 37%

7 DS, FTIRMICETRTHAZFEL, TOHLFE LI EEHABTEVELLEEA, bzl
DEIHTEL T T D
(When your teacher speaks to you first in English and then says the same thing in Japanese, how do
you feel?)

) HIOE - EDPHETEXLDT, % 1) Relieved. I understand what the teacher is

PN ) saying now.
2) LLEEZITE, EVELTLH) DX 2) Itis a bit of a shame, but necessary.

3) mALDEDbRWV
4) Y7z

3) Don’t care.

4) It is inappropriate.

Question 7

Ans. 1

Ans. 2

Ans. 3

Ans. 4

Total

5%

14%

10%

1%
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8 I HEANHIMASIEFETIHE L S e h oLt LI EDX ) L HRETHMRL L) LA T
A
(When your native English teacher speaks in English and you don’t understand, how do you seek
clarification?)
D) BHBEL XD sz
2) B, So728%b ) —EHYIEL
TH5H 9 LHHHG
3) KEIZFHADL

1) I don’t seek clarification at all

2) I ask the teacher to repeat what he/she said

3) I ask a fellow student

4) Z oA 4) Other.
Question 8 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 2% 37% 59% 2%

9t Hh7E, HABICh o EEFHTEHLTD HWZovERnE 37,
(Do you wish your teacher spoke to you more in English only?)

D EThEHEH

2) BLETFEHIES

3) LEHTH Lw

4) HEHNZHRIEDbR

5 &< ZHILEbiwn 5) Strongly disagree

Question 9 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3

Total 16% 32% 40%

1) Strongly agree

2) Agree a little

3) Don’t care

4) Don't really agree

Ans. 4 Ans. 5
11.5% 0.5%

10 : WA 20 % PFETHE L C. TR BABISRE Leh o7zt &, TNPHRETE LD o720H %72
BEHIELETH
(When your teacher speaks to you in English and doesn’t translate into Japanese and you don’t
understand, how do you feel?)
1) BCTE2ETMETHEFFETHHL T
ZLw

1) I want him/her to say it again in English until I
understand.

2) HAFBETSWELTIZLW 2) I want him/her to say it in Japanese

3 EHITHLW 3) I don’t care.

4) Lo7zdashwne B9 4) Can't be helped

5) DAt 5) Other......

Question 10 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4 Ans. 5
Total 26% 59% 6.56% 6.56% 2%

11 : WS T, BRO HAFHIZAZZAMZ THwE L7,

(Did your teacher speak more Japanese as the year progressed?)

) ALz 1) A bit
2) Dz 2) A lot

3) EbY v
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4) HARFEORIZH- 72 4) Less was spoken
Question 11 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 10% 2% 86% 2%

12: BR705a3 22— a v A—A0%#EEROIZEE, SHEIANEKTD» HEFETHRE V) L
HERRIC D F L7
(When you enrolled for this Communication Course)

Was being taught in English by a foreign teacher a motivation to enroll in this course?

1) &{ZDtBHTHAH 1) Strongly yes

2) YLEH S 2) A bit

3) HEHEHTHEEW 3) Not really

4) £ ZEHTE RV 4) Not at all

Question 12 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 41% 44% 12% 3%

13: BAL LTRBELWC EITHIRL72w2S EMEB3AERHICAIa=r—varzedhlninio
HHIELDOT, HhE HABTH T LILE L Twb,
(In theory I want a challenge, but in reality I want good communication with my teacher, so I am

satisfied with talking with him/her in Japanese.)

1) Ty ZEHHEH 1) Strongly agree

2) LLEFHIHES 2) Agree a little

3 HENEHITEDLE W 3) Don't really agree

4) &L{EHIFRDbRW 4) Strongly disagree

Question 13 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 25% 45% 25% 5%

14 SHE A2 FE DT 02 HARFETB I ho/c b Lo b, ZRIGIEFEHNTE LCOR LM%
BOWT B LITh DB ERE TR,
(If your foreign teacher speaks to you in Japanese about half the time, do you feel the validity of

the teacher as an English teacher is significantly lessened?)

1) £THhEHESH 1) Strongly agree

2) BLEHHEH 2) Agree a little

3) HEHEHIXEDbLEW 3) Don’t really agree

4) &L EHIFRDbR 4) Strongly disagree

5) FHEOBBMEIZL>TEDLLDT, %9 5) It depends on whether I understand or not
EhnnEngny

Question 14 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4 Ans. 5

Total 23% 40% 26% 3% 8%
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of the teacher as an English teacher is significantly lessened?)

HL R

W5 LIl%BEHVETh

(If your foreign teacher speaks to you in Japanese more than half the time, do you feel the validity

HE7+—9h #1275

s T AUEIERE

L LToORYEEZKEL

1) £THhZEHESH 1) Strongly agree

2) BLEHHEH 2) Agree a little

3) HEHEH XDV 3) Don't really agree

4) &L EHIFEDbR W 4) Strongly disagree

5) FHEDOBREIZL > TEDLLDOT, Z9H 5) It depends on whether I understand or not
EdhnnEngn

Question 15 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4 Ans. 5
Total 30% 40% 26% 4% 0%

16 : SHEI A BRI A E R, DIMTOHAFHEZM 5725, ZRIFRHFHN L LTORMEZ KR E T

5L ERCETH

(If your foreign teacher speaks to you in Japanese even just a little, do you feel the validity of the

teacher as an English teacher is significantly lessened?)

5) It depends on whether I understand or not

1) Ty ZEHHEH 1) Strongly agree
2) L) 2) Agree a little
3 HFEHEHITEDLL 3) Don’t really agree
4) &L ZFHIFERbRw 4) Strongly disagree
5) FEDOHRIEIZL > TEDLLDT, £
EhuvnEihwn
Question 16 Ans. 1 Ans. 2 Ans. 3 Ans. 4
Total 2% 5% 40% 53%

Thank you very much for participating in this survey.
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